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During my first year at Bates College, I selected a work study job at the
campus post office where I sorted and delivered mail, weighed packag-
es to be sent across country and abroad, and generated money orders.
I worked there for four years and never once considered researching
stamps or the postal service. And yet it became formative in my profes-
sional and personal development. Similarly, I always collected things
at different stages of my life, but never stamps. It wasn’t until I started
working at a museum that I began to see how different objects came
into museum collections and how one person’s personal fascination
with certain things transformed everyday objects into artifacts through
the process of accessioning. This experience triggered my curiosity
about the areas of collecting practices, memory studies, and mate-
rial culture. During graduate school, when a family stamp collection
arrived, I realized that I had a starting point for a bigger project.

I intended to write a synthetic history of collecting in the United
States, but after some research found an enormous number of phila-
telic sources that scholars barely touched. My adviser at the time, the
late Roy Rosenzweig, encouraged me to follow those sources and to
focus on stamps and stamp collecting. I worried that the topic would be
too narrow and, frankly, that I would grow bored. I never expected to
discover that stamp collecting was so engrained in American culture in
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the early twentieth century that it was the subject of hundreds of popu-
lar press articles and radio shows and used by department stores to
promote sales. Or that the topic and practice figured into movie scripts
like Charade, fiction like The Crying of Lot 49, or one-liners delivered by
Groucho Marx in Duck Soup. Stamps and stamp collecting mattered,
and I found good stories that connected collectors, noncollectors, and
the US government in dialogues over the subjects of commemorative
stamps because people cared about how those subjects represented the
United States as a nation and an ideal.

The ideas embedded in this book and digital monograph were
shaped, influenced, and supported by many people during its for-
mation. I started this research under Roy’s guidance. At many times
throughout this project, I wished for his counsel. I was lucky to have
learned from him as my teacher and adviser, boss and mentor. I came
to the PhD program at George Mason University because of him, and I
remained to work at the place now named for him, the Roy Rosenzweig
Center for History and New Media.

A major part of Roy’s legacy is the ethics he embedded in the work
and the staff at the Center. The commitment to openness—to new
ideas, collaborations, open-source software, open-access publishing—
permeates our work there and work my colleagues and I do outside
of the Center. The free, online version of Roy and Dan Cohen’s 2005
book, Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, and Presenting the
Past on the Web, motivated me to seek out publishers who would be ame-
nable to a hybrid publication that includes a free, open-access, digital
version. This is what led me to the University of Michigan Press and
its Digital Culture Books division. The Press was one of the first aca-
demic publishers to invite scholars to experiment with form, review,
and collaboration in digital formats. I am grateful to the Press and
the Humanities, Arts, Science, Technology Collaborative (HASTAC)
for creating opportunities that encourage junior scholars to publish
digitally and for awarding me a Digital Humanities Publication Prize in
2012 to create Stamping American Memory as a hybrid publication.

I never intended to publish a print monograph. I wanted to create
a long-form, open-access, digital project that invited commentary and
underwent an open peer review process that might grow in a digital
space into something far beyond my own ideas and sources. Develop-
ing, designing, and shepherding digital work, however, is challenging.
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What I developed resides at stampingamericanmemory.org, and, here
is the print monograph. The print form retains some elements of the
digital, because I wrote and revised with online readers in mind. The
digital version contains more images and more discreet sections, but
the ideas and the sources remain the same, and I hope you as the read-
er find this style works in print.

As Iwaded into the options for publishing Stamping American Memory
digitally, I sought and received guidance from colleagues and friends
who themselves successfully pushed back on traditional publishing for-
mats and shared lessons they learned, including Kathleen Fitzpatrick,
Dan Cohen, Tom Scheinfeldt, and Jack Dougherty. I am also grateful
for those who generously volunteered their time to review this work
during the open peer review process, who received no compensation
but did so because they were interested this work and in participating
in this type of review. Many thanks go to Denise Meringolo, Clarissa
Ceglio, Ivan Greenberg, and Alyssa Anderson.

My research relies heavily on sources maintained locally and shared
digitally from the Smithsonian National Postal Museum. The Postal
Museum was one of the first history museums in the United States to
launch a collections database filled with deep descriptive metadata and
images. Arago: People, Postage & Post has been critically important to
my work, and the images found in my digital and print publication
draw heavily from sources in Aragol examined closely on my computer
screen at home, and returned to over and over. This type of openness
exemplifies how sharing collections online furthers scholarly research.
The Postal Museum’s librarians and curators are responsive and help-
ful. This is also true of the staff at the American Philatelic Society, all of
whom are genuinely pleased when researchers approach them about
accessing records, objects, and special collections.

I feel lucky to be part of George Mason University’s history depart-
ment, which values and supports digital history scholarship. Through-
out the project’s development, I relied on feedback, advice, and sup-
port from my dissertation adviser, Alison Landsberg, and committee
member Michael O’Malley, as well other members of the faculty, espe-
cially Christopher Hamner, Mills Kelly, Lincoln Mullen, and Rosemarie
Zagarri. My GMU classmates saw this project develop and helped me to
sort out problematic pieces over many years and cheered me on along
the way: Bill Carpenter, Katja Hering, Chris Hughes, Jenny Landsbury,
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Brown University has been a mentor and friend for twenty years who
always offers the advice I need, rather than telling me what I want to
hear. Stamping American Memory is better because of all of you.

Since 200#5, I have worked with many smart people at the Center for
History and New Media who embody Roy’s vision. You all challenge me,
make me smarter, and indulge my desire to discuss details about food
and popular culture at the dev table in between our work sprints and
meetings. I am grateful for the lasting friendships developed over these
years, and for the opportunities to collaborate and consult on many
important digital projects. The Center is a unique place, particularly for
its legacy of hiring and preparing individuals to do digital humanities
work across it many forms. This is evident in the list of innovators and
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Introduction

————

Much of the revelation was to come through the stamp collection
Pierce had left, his substitute often for her—thousands of little
colored windows into deep vistas of space and time . . . No suspi-
cion at all that it might have something to tell her . .. what after all
could the mute stamps have told her . ..

—Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49

Scholars, like Thomas Pynchon’s character Oedipa Maas, often overlook
stamps and the practice of stamp collecting, missing how those “deep vis-
tas of space and time” imprint visions of the past on the cultural memory
of those who viewed them.' Throughout his novella, Pynchon hints of
an uncovered complexity and influence of the US postal service not only
for communication, but also as a central institution for circulating, man-
aging, and shaping visual meanings of nation on stamps.

Millions of Americans collected stamps at one point in their lives
between the 1880s and 1940, yet, despite its popularity, stamp collect-
ing has not been examined closely by scholars. Many historians often
overlook all aspects of postal operations and their influence on Ameri-
can culture. Traditionally, the study of stamps has been the domain
of collectors and enthusiasts who immerse themselves in learning the
details of stamp design and production, and do not uncover the cultur-
al contexts in which those stamps were produced. Stamps are not mere
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instruments of postal operations, but rather, objects deeply embedded
in culture, with complicated stories to tell. Stamps are designed to be
symbolic, and we should interpret them as such. Pynchon’s text stages
both the importance of the postal service as an index to national life
and the value of looking more closely at stamp-collecting practices.
Stamping American Memory: Collectors, Citizens, and the Post bridges this
gap between historians, collectors, and enthusiasts.

This study follows Pynchon’s trail by demonstrating how American
commemorative postage stamps hold meanings beyond their mute
images, images that illustrate how Americans and their government
commented on the past and the present. To investigate the meaning
of the stamps, I look at the institution producing them and the ways in
which people chose to collect, save, discuss, and display their stamps.
Stamp collecting emerged in the United States as an activity inde-
pendent of the postal service. This changed once the US Post Office
Department (USPOD) recognized this community of collectors and
printed limited-issue commemoratives designed to be saved. Those
stamps were rarely redeemed for postal delivery, giving commemora-
tives the potential to increase the gross income earned by an agency
constantly struggling to balance its budget. By selecting scenes and fig-
ures from the American past for printing on commemorative stamps,
the USPOD emerged in the early twentieth century as one of the most
active federal agencies engaged in public history making prior to the
New Deal. Stamping American Memory makes that history visible, while
also investigating the relationships and intersections among stamp
collectors (philatelists), noncollecting citizens, and the postal service.
These relationships shape concepts of nationalism, consumption, and
memory making in early twentieth-century America.

This study begins after the American Civil War, approximately thirty
years after the postal revolution began in Great Britain. In 1840, the
British developed a system for prepaying postage based on the weight
of a letter rather than on the distance it traveled. The stamp served as
a physical representation of paid postage, bearing the head of reigning
monarch Queen Victoria. This system emerged from the needs of the
sprawling British Empire, where a very small letter might travel thou-
sands of miles and across oceans to reach its destination within British
territory. European and North and South American nations followed
the new British model and also adopted the prepaid postage system in
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the mid-nineteenth century. A few individuals found these colored bits
of paper curious and fascinating, and began casually collecting and
trading stamps among associates without the acknowledgment or sup-
port of government postal services.”

Since governments created stamps to serve the needs of empires, it
is not surprising that collecting stamps mimicked imperialistic tenden-
cies, but on a much smaller scale. Stamps often acted as official and
visual press releases to the world announcing the establishment of a
newly independent nation, the ascension of a new monarch, or the
election of a national leader. All stamps contained identifying signs to
indicate the country of origin in words and/or symbols, the denomina-
tion in native currency, and a design that included color, typography,
and imagery. These variables combined into designs that represented
the dominant ideologies of one nation or empire on behalf of it citi-
zens, and were offered for the community of collectors around the
world to interpret. For colonies, protectorates, and occupied territo-
ries, that vision most often was controlled by the ruling authorities, who
focused imagery on the beauty and exoticism of place to de-emphasize
questions of sovereignty. Stamps stand as symbols for nations as distinct
political and ideological entities, so collectors easily used national or
imperial distinction as a consistent way to classify and arrange stamps.?

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, collectors who amassed
and traded stamps organized them by country or colony neatly in
albums. Scholars of collecting assert that the act of assembling col-
lections creates something new even when collectors follow conven-
tions for organizing these objects.! A stamp collector built his or her
own small empire when collecting stamps from around the world or
when collecting stamps from specific countries. The earliest US com-
memorative stamps celebrated conquests of empires while promoting
American-run world’s fairs from the 189gos to 1910s. When saving the
“stepping stones” of American history, produced by the postal service,
collectors read in their albums a constructed narrative of American
exceptionalism.® Fittingly, the practice of collecting stamps grew in
popularity in the United States as America’s role increased economi-
cally, politically, and militarily around the world.

The development of stamp collecting from the 1880s through the
1930s not only mirrored the transformation of the United States into
an international political power, but also mirrored the transition of
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the United States into a consumer society. Russell Belk posited that
collecting by non-elites occurs only in consumer societies, when non-
essential objects are bought, traded, and consumed in ways similar to
other material goods.® Stamp collecting became popular at a time when
mass-produced items were readily available and Americans increased
the amount of money spent on nonessential household items, even if
discretionary spending for most remained modest. Stamps, in general,
were not expensive, and individuals obtained free stamps in product
packaging, through trading duplicates, or from friends’ and neighbors’
mail. Collecting stamps held broad and varied appeal: for some it was
purely aesthetics; others were intrigued by subject matter, the poten-
tial value, or the methods of production; while some simply enjoyed
the thrill of the hunt. Collecting as a practice was not a new phenom-
enon in the time period I examine. Collecting for fun, however, became
increasingly accessible and acceptable to Americans with some means,
as the culture of consumerism was shaped by merchant capitalists, pri-
vate and federal institutions, and advertising agencies from the 1880s
through the 19g0s.”

Part of this consumer culture was a new and powerful advertising
industry. Advertisements sold consumer goods by referencing the
American past and invoking national symbols to associate purchasing
a product with patriotism and good citizenship. Simultaneously, the
Post Office Department printed and sold its own products that invoked
national symbols and referenced the American past. These stamps
served dually as prepaid postage and as a consumer collectible. Com-
mercial advertising strategies framed consumption as an essential com-
ponent of American identity and citizenship. Purchasing consumer
goods, as constructed by advertisers, had the power to unite Americans
through what Charles McGovern defines as “material nationalism.” To
advertisers, Americanness was found in things, and the language of
those things promoted social harmony and assimilation while simulta-
neously erasing the presence of people of color or ethnic minorities.®

Similarly, the USPOD sought to unite Americans by selling a selec-
tive and triumphalist vision of the American past that erased contribu-
tions by people of color and obscured the legal foundations of oppres-
sion and inequality. This vision embodied the contradictions of civic
and racial nationalisms as defined by Gary Gerstle.® While promoting
the principle that all Americans enjoyed economic opportunity and
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political equality, commemoratives obscured complicated narratives
that masked the legal and economic barriers preventing the achieve-
ment of full citizenship rights for anyone categorized as nonwhite. His-
tory presented on stamps functioned to tell its citizens, This is your story,
be proud, even when it did not reflect the diverse and brutal realities of
American history. Through its commemoratives, the USPOD emerged
as a powerful institution that legitimized particular narratives about
the national past, explaining why different groups lobbied so strenu-
ously for their images and events to appear on commemorative stamps.

Carrying federal authority, commemorative stamps functioned as
a type of souvenir to the American past, and, when saved, it became
a miniature memorial. Susan Stewart sees a souvenir as an object that
offers an incomplete vision of an event or place that it represents, thus
requiring a new narrative that displaces the authentic experience."
Souvenirs are bought by tourists. Marita Sturken’s assertion that Amer-
icans occupy the role of “tourist” when relating to their history is also
useful in this context. Tourists experience history as a “mediated and

4

reenacted experience,” much like tourists who visit sites where they
do not live. As tourists, people approach their visit to the past from
a detached, innocent, and uncritical position. Souvenirs, produced
to make money from tourists, imprint specific images of sites on the
memory of persons keeping the trinket that also simplify complex real-
ities of history."" By nature of their size and the imagery represented
on these miniature memorials, stamps served as federally produced
souvenirs that encouraged a touristlike engagement with the history
represented on stamps printed in the early twentieth century.

Purchasing a commemorative stamp, unlike buying a souvenir, did
not represent a real visit to the past, but provided a gateway for millions
of collectors and citizens to create and share a cultural memory of that
event. Small in size, stamps were more accessible than memory sites,
such as museums, archives, and monuments. These sites have power as
nation-building tools. Much like structural memorials built in public
spaces, one vision of the past dominates the stamp’s imagery and often
screens out other perspectives.'?

As scholars of memory and memorialization have shown, the institu-
tionalization of memory in a society serves the needs of a nation or com-
munity at a given time. Often, the messages projected through museum
and monument designs are contentious. John Bodnar sees these strug-
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gles as the result of clash between an official and vernacular culture.
The voices of official culture want to present the past in patriotic ways
to emphasize ideals and achievements rather than in ways that engage
complex realities. In contrast, the voices of vernacular culture represent
the varied interests of diverse groups, reflecting personal experiences
emerging from smaller communities.”® Stamps provided official nar-
ratives generated by the USPOD, and by the 1920s commemoratives
were the products of negotiations among collectors, noncollectors, and
postal officials. Conflicts arose when the postal service chose to print
commemorative stamps resulting from vernacular petitioning to honor
a local anniversary or hero. Once selected for printing, local stories
were elevated to national ones memorialized on a stamp. These stamps
carried unmatched official legitimacy lent by their designation as a gov-
ernment issue. The same designation stripped away any complexity of
that original narrative. Once circulated and saved, the images became
“entangled” between history and memory, and embedded as the cul-
tural memory of all those who viewed the stamp."*

Stamping American Memory is a cultural history that builds on the
scholarship of postal history, nationalism, consumption, collecting,
material culture, and memory and memoralization. I begin in the first
chapter, “Building Philatelic Communities,” by tracing how stamp col-
lecting emerged as a hobby in the United States in the late nineteenth
century during the age of imperialism and the era of American pro-
gressivism. Collecting objects other than fine arts grew in popularity,
and philatelists began distinguishing themselves from casual collectors
by forming exclusive clubs that mimicked professional associations,
defined standards of practice, and published journals.

“Learning to Read Stamps” looks at how noncollecting citizens
learned that stamps contained symbols and that stamps could be used
for other purposes beyond mailing a letter. This accessibility and visual
appeal of stamps invited different groups to use stamps as pedagogical
tools for teaching about nation, imperialism, capitalism, and gender.
Postal officials began to notice these collectors, and I explore that rela-
tionship in “Federal Participation in Philately.” Merchant-capitalist,
department store founder and owner, and postmaster general John
Wanamaker recognized that collectors were consumers, and he pushed
the Department to print its first commemorative stamp series, celebrat-
ing the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1892. That success prompt-
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ed the Department to print other world’s fair stamps, participate in
public exhibitions, and open the Philatelic Agency to serve collectors.
During this process, the USPOD began to see collectors as consum-
ers with money to spend, even if it was only two cents at a time. The
Department expanded its already close relationship with Americans by
encouraging them to purchase and save commemoratives as patriotic
souvenirs, and the USPOD became an active participant in collecting
culture and public history making.

Aware of the power infused into stamps, citizens, collectors, and
postal officials engaged in negotiations over stamp subjects, which I
discuss in “Shaping National Identity with Commemoratives in the
1920s and 1930s.” Postal officials designed commemoratives to show-
case the uniqueness of the American past and to represent all Ameri-
cans. The faces on stamps, however, were overwhelmingly male and
racially white, while scenes celebrated Western European immigration,
conquests of native peoples, technological conquest of lands, and mili-
tary heroism.

“Representing Unity and Equality in New Deal Stamps” closely
examines how President Franklin Delano Roosevelt used the com-
memorative stamp program to build popular support for his federal
initiatives and to project national unity during the Great Depression
and on the eve of World War II. Seeking evidence of his verbal commit-
ments to uplift the conditions of all Americans during his presidency,
petitioners sought FDR’s approval for commemoratives that celebrated
achievements of women and African Americans, which also acknowl-
edged the remaining legal barriers to achieving full political equality.
Roosevelt understood that the visual language of stamps carried great
political power and that those messages would be distributed widely to
millions of Americans.

While reading Stamping American Memory, readers will see, I hope,
that stamp collecting was not just an insignificant hobby practiced
by a few obsessed individuals. Rather, that collecting provides a way
to examine how millions of individuals and the federal government
participated in a conversation about national life in early twentieth-
century America. As a collectible, stamps transformed into miniature
memorials through the act of being saved. This study draws upon
sources known to historians and to philatelists separately that haven’t
been adequately brought together in one piece of scholarly work.
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Brief History of Collecting in the United States

Collecting is a centuries-old practice most often associated with Euro-
pean royalty until the revolutionary era of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries and the emergence of capitalism, particularly in
the United States. During the early Republic, prominent individuals
such as Thomas Jefferson and Charles Wilson Peale collected a vari-
ety of natural, technological, and art objects as interest in collecting
slowly increased in the United States. Some sought to complete auto-
graph sets containing the signatures of each signer of the Declaration
of Independence, while others pursued art, coins, and books. Many
collectors retained their collections privately, while others wanted to
connect with like-minded individuals and founded clubs in the mid-
nineteenth century.'®

Those interested in learning more about art and who lacked the
money to purchase original pieces on their own joined the American
Art Union (AAU), one of the earliest collecting clubs in the United
States. From 1839 to 1853, the AAU’s dues supported American artists
and each year gave members an engraved print created from paintings
by artists including Thomas Cole, Asher Durand, and George Caleb
Bingham. Additionally, AAU members had an opportunity to obtain
original art through an annual lottery system. In 1852, the New York
Supreme Court, however, declared the art lottery to be illegal and
forced the AAU to dissolve and auction off its remaining holdings. At
its peak, the AAU’s rolls grew to include nearly 19,000 members across
the United States.'®

Others interested in coins might have joined the American Numis-
matic Society (ANS), established in 1858 to pursue and study ancient
coins. The ANS positioned itself as a national organization that brought
together local numismatic associations established in cities across the
United States and encouraged the formation of new groups. Wealthy
New York bibliophiles established the Grolier Club in 1884 to discuss
their book collections and to dabble occasionally in poster collecting.'’

Many others collected privately without belonging to clubs. This was
particularly true for women and children, who collected a variety of free
or found objects, from butterflies to buttons to trade and prayer cards.
In the 1870s and 1880s, colorfully printed and mass-produced chromo-
lithographic trade cards appeared in consumer product packaging to
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encourage brand loyalty among consumers. The advent of advertising
trade cards also signaled a deliberate move on the part of consumer
capitalists to produce items for the purpose of collecting and preserva-
tion that encouraged spending to broaden a collection. At the same
time, churches and religious societies saw the popularity of advertis-
ing cards and printed their own versions that included biblical figures
and passages or prayers. Some practicing Christians enjoyed collecting
prayer cards because doing so offered a material connection to their
faith and also functioned to identify them as part of a larger religious
community. Some of these private or home-based collections made by
men, women, and children landed in scrapbooks, while others were
merely thrown away.'®

With the growth of collecting in the middle and late nineteenth
century, collectors of all types of objects were labeled as being afflicted
with “the collecting mania.” Evidence as early as 1812 in French publi-
cations referred to collectors as developing a mania for pursuing auto-
graphs and historical letters. This language does not resurface until the
1860s. According to one assessment in 1868, a stamp-collecting mania
appeared in the United States and affected young people, while the
mania for collecting pictures and coins mainly affected adults." Many
newspaper articles referenced the “collecting mania” and a “mania for
collections,” while it was occasionally discussed in popular literature.?’

Generally, manias were associated specifically with women at a time
when many health professionals believed the female physiology made
them more susceptible to mental disorders. Popular discussions posi-
tioned the mania in opposition to the scientific ideal as both concepts
were being developed and shaped by cultural, gender, and class-based
stereotypes. Women identified as middle class or of means who shop-
lifted merchandise from department stores were not common crimi-
nals, but instead were afflicted with kleptomania, which left them phys-
ically unable to resist goods that passed before them.?'

The “collecting mania” or “mania for collections” was applied to
both men and women collectors who could not help their desire to
acquire more objects. To prevent the mania from setting in, a variety
of articles warned readers against collecting objects of any kind by the
1880s and 18qgos. Something that started innocently as a childhood
activity, according to one observer, might progress to an adult “disease”
or to the early stages of dementia, leading one to an asylum. While
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stamp collecting appeared to onlookers in the nineteenth century as
“merely a form of mild insanity or monomania,” for some “enthusiastic
collectors, it became the principal interest of their lives.” By the 192o0s,
as collecting grew in popularity, more adults accepted it as a suitable
leisure activity and found that collecting offered individuals “the sur-
est remedies against the tedium and monotony of life.”* In the early
twentieth century, more Americans grew interested in collecting, and
public opinions of collectors began to change, as we will see, due in
part to the growing legions of stamp collectors.



Building Philatelic Communities

————

“Well, I declare! You stamp collectors beat my understanding!”

“Well, I suppose to one who is not interested in philately, stamp
collecting seems like a queer business.”

“Itisn’t a business—it’s a disease.”

—“The Prevailing Malady,” 1895

Stamp collecting started as an obscure leisure-time activity in the 1860s
and 1870s, but quickly emerged as a popular and more structured pur-
suit by the 1880s in the United States and internationally. Identifying
themselves as philatelists, stamp collectors created a large community
in the late nineteenth century that extended well into the twentieth
through the establishment of clubs and the success of a wide-reaching
philatelic press. Defining themselves as experts, these collectors wished
to bring respectability to a leisure activity that they enjoyed and that
others ridiculed. Clubs established the study of stamps as a serious dis-
cipline, defined by their own as scientific, and created a professional-
ized feeling about the hobby through club meetings and publications
that mimicked academic journals. As new groups of philatelists formed
and dissolved, hierarchies also emerged in the philatelic world as clubs
restricted membership based on race and gender, and “philatelists” dis-
tinguished themselves from mere “collectors.” Philatelists also debated
among themselves about the practices of philately, and whether it led

11
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its followers down a path of knowledge and enlightenment or a path
toward materialism and greed. Philatelists formed a national network
that helped to legitimize their activities, influenced businesses to pay
attention to them in consumerist ways, and expanded the hobby to
attract a broader audience as it grew in popularity. Through the process
of selecting, saving, and preserving stamps, collectors and philatelists
established relationships with their favorite objects. Importantly, the
US Post Office Department noticed those connections by the 18gos
and intentionally printing colorful stamps that told stories, historical
narratives about America’s past.

Early Stamp Collecting

People began collecting stamps in Great Britain and France soon after
the postage revolution in the 1840s, and the practice spread to the
United States. The first dealers in the United States, George Hussey,
James Brennan, J. M. Chute, John W. Kline, and Ferdinand Marie
Trifet, were found in New York and Boston in the late 1850s and early
1860s. To promote a serious aspect of studying and collecting stamps,
Georges Herpin coined the term “philately” in 1864, drawing on the
Greek root philos, meaning fond of, and atelia, meaning exemption
from tax or tax receipt. Early collectors in Great Britain focused on
the colors and subjects of stamps. In contrast, French collectors began
examining the elements of stamp production, including the variation
of shade, paper, watermarks, and perforations, with less concern for
the subjects. As a handful of international businessmen joined casual
enthusiasts in analyzing stamps for their subjects and their production
qualities, stamp collectors slowly became “philatelists.”

The earliest stamp collectors earned reputations as “cranks” who
were afflicted with a disease, often referred to as the “collecting mania,”
a perception that continued for decades after the hobby emerged in
the 1870s and 1880s. Many collectors felt the need to justify why col-
lecting stamps was not “a queer business” and battled accusations that
they were engaged in a childish folly by insisting it was a worthy pur-
suit.” Wealthy Americans and nouveau riche industrial capitalists col-
lected fine art, yet their behavior rarely was equated with a mania.’
Economically stable Americans of more modest means also learned to
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collect things in the nineteenth century, and stamps became one of the
most popularly collected items. Collecting stamps appealed to many
different audiences, and grew in popularity in part because of the ways
that this budding hobby community organized in the United States
during the 1870s, 1880s, and 189os.

Philatelists began to connect with other collectors, and by the 188o0s,
the first American stamp association had been established. Predating
technical hobby clubs created after World War II, philatelic societies
formed a national network of clubs in the nineteenth century to help
legitimize their activities, to explain their hobby to a broader audience,
and to increase the popularity of the practice.

By the early twentieth century, a stamp-collecting culture emerged
as collectors established communities by forming membership clubs,
published and circulated hundreds of philatelic papers, and encour-
aged others to collect. These communities sought to define themselves
by a set of practices and behaviors that distinguished members as
“philatelists” and constructed philately as a type of scientific pursuit.
Comprised predominantly of white male members of financial means,
members wanted to attract new collectors to philatelic clubs, but they
also constructed barriers and rules that reinforced exclusivity of the
privileged represented by their paying members.?

Other collectors never joined clubs but participated in the phila-
telic culture through the circulation of stamp literature and expo-
sure through mainstream media collecting columns and stories about
new commemorative releases. These institutional structures helped
to shape how philatelists and collectors viewed themselves and how
they practiced their hobby. This community became influential as the
hobby grew in popularity and in the ways that philatelists shaped stamp
production in the United States through the early twentieth century.

Who Collected Stamps?

Quantifying collectors and analyzing their demographics is difficult,
because most individuals collected privately, outside of formalized
clubs. Kings, queens, lords, czars, and American politicians put a pub-
lic face on philately in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
periodicals, but most American collectors were not famous or worthy
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of headlines. They worked in a variety of occupations and lived in both
rural and urban areas. Rogers’ American Philatelic Blue Book of 1893 indi-
cated that late nineteenth-century stamp collecting was truly a pursuit
of young adults who worked in a variety of occupations. The Blue Book
listed more farmers than doctors and more clerks than bankers, and
showed that skilled workers such as electricians, carpenters, black-
smiths, quarrymen, patternmakers, and coal miners publicly identified
themselves as stamp collectors. More than half of the 2,000 respon-
dents did not belong to a philatelic association, but they must have
occasionally read a philatelic paper to know about Rogers’s free listings
in this directory.®

Directories, like Rogers’ Blue Book and others printed by prominent
philatelic publisher Mekeel’s, showed that collectors lived in big cities
and small towns across the United States. Most collectors listed them-
selves by their last name and first initials, making gender speculation
difficult, but the occupations listed indicate that most probably were
male. Rogers compiled his directory to grow membership in the Amer-
ican Philatelic Association, of which he was a member. Rogers’ Blue Book
provided some excellent information about collectors not found in
other directories of collectors (such as Mekeel’s), particularly age, occu-
pation, and affiliations. Out of the 2,000 collectors listed, only 1,718
were American collectors, and only 54 identified themselves solely as
dealers. Not surprisingly, Rogers’ did not ask about the race or gender
for the listings.”

Circulating addresses also gave collectors the opportunity to build
communities and foster connections across geographies via the mail
system by writing to others seeking to trade or buy stamps. By the
189os, stamp collecting was an established pastime shared by many
men working in white- and blue-collar occupations across the country
who had a few extra dollars and hours to spend on a hobby, and some
of them joined newly forming philatelic clubs.

Women Collectors
For a hobby that men appeared to dominate, at least publicly, it is

intriguing that women played a formative role in shaping the mythology
of early philately. One philatelic writer claimed that the first gatherings



Building Philatelic Communities - 15

of stamp collectors in Paris in the 1860s were hosted and attended by
women who exchanged their duplicate stamps on Sunday afternoons
in the Tuileries Gardens. When the postage system was still new in Brit-
ain, women collected stamps featuring the profile of reigning mon-
arch Queen Victoria. In the 1880s, women’s magazines such as Godey’s
Lady’s Book and Ladies’ Home Journal proposed that stamp collecting was
an appropriate activity for women. Because it was an indoor amuse-
ment, “restful” and “quieting after the mind has been busily occupied
with duties,” it was viewed as a proper way for middle-class women
to spend their leisure time. Women were well suited to the pastime
because it involved creativity—when arranging a collection—that capi-
talized on their “natural artistic tastes.” Godey’s instructed women how
to decorate tables with stamps, and Ladies’ Home Journal taught women
how to throw a “fad party” that included a stamp-collecting hunt.® This
style of collecting and using stamps by women was seen by some club
philatelists, as noted by one in 1919, as lacking “the great principles
of philately.” Those principles emerged with the establishment of a
network of philatelic clubs in the 1870s, 1880s, and 18qgos that guided
members to organize and analyze stamps in particular ways.

Club philatelists, for example, never advocated decorating with
stamps, but rather urged collectors to protect and save stamps carefully
in albums. Since collecting and presenting stamps in decorative ways
were not valued by philatelists, most material evidence of those pieces
was not saved. Nonetheless, articles in women’s magazines exposed
women to the hobby even when they were not accepted into many
philatelic clubs in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Nonclub Collectors Influenced by Popular Media

The popular press also exposed the diverse American public to infor-
mation about stamp collecting and increased interest that led to broad-
er adoption of the hobby. Whether observers were extolling the values
of collecting, perpetuating the idea that anyone could find a rare stamp
in a box of old letters, or framing stamp collecting as a “mania,” stamp
collecting was in the news. The presence of stamp-collecting articles
in American newspapers and magazines was not overwhelming, but
the numbers of articles increased greatly from the 1870s to the 19gos,
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marking a sharp growth in exposure never shared by similar hobbies,
including coin collecting.

By searching the contents of the historical newspaper databases,
it is possible to see an overall increase in numbers of articles refer-
ring to philately and stamp collecting in the 18gos, and then again in
the 1920s and 19gos. Articles first appearing in larger-market papers,
such as the New York Times and Washington Post, were often reprinted in
smaller-market papers. The fewest total articles appeared in the Afri-
can American press, meaning there was less casual exposure to philat-
ely than to readers of the major dailies."

As early as the 1870s, youth magazines promoted stamp collecting
as an appropriate and educational activity for young people. St. Nicholas
was among the first nonphilatelic publications to devote valuable copy
space to promoting stamp collecting. It published numerous articles
on stamp collecting that offered primers to teach child readers about
stamps from different nations and the practices of collecting. St. Nicho-
las began a trend that many other periodicals would soon follow. In
1910, the Christian Science Monitor began publishing regular articles on
stamps for young readers, and The Youth’s Companion started a stamp-
collecting column in 1919."

This trend spread to the dailies as well. In the late 1920s, the Los
Angeles Times printed a regular hobby column that often included arti-
cles on stamps; the Chicago Daily Tribune began a Sunday stamp col-
umn in 1932; and the Washington Post added the “Stamp Album” to its
“Junior Post” section for young readers in 1934. The New York Sun even
bought ads in the Chicago Tribune inviting its readers to subscribe to
the Sun’s Saturday paper specifically to read its special stamp-collecting
section. In 1936, the Philatelic Almanac listed 150 papers supporting
stamp departments that generated regular articles or columns.'?

With the emergence of commercial broadcasting in the 192o0s, lis-
teners not only tuned in to hear musicians and comedy acts, but also
listened to stamp-collecting programs. Newspapers listed daily pro-
gramming from their home city and from other regions; shows ran
from fifteen minutes to a half hour. Mekeel’s tracked philatelic radio
programming and listed nine regular shows in 1992 broadcast from sta-
tions in Illinois, Georgia, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, New York, and
New Jersey. By 1936, more than sixty stations broadcasted philatelic
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shows. Those who listened regularly were exposed to stamp-collecting
practices and “the drama of the postage stamp.”"?

As philatelic information spread in different media, stamp collect-
ing attracted new practitioners and appealed to the interests of differ-
ent people. Magazines, newspapers, and radio programs brought some
activities that had been exclusive to philatelic clubs and publications
out into a public realm. For collectors who did not belong to a club,
especially for those excluded from clubs, this exposure increased their
philatelic knowledge and allowed them to connect with the philatelic

community through the media.

Organizing into Clubs

Philatelic clubs and associations defined the practices of philately and
helped to legitimize stamp collecting as a leisure-time activity. The for-
mation of philatelic associations mirrored some of the processes under-
taken by newly forming professional associations that demanded their
members uphold certain standards and practices. These societies, as
almost exclusively all white, all male, and all admitted through sponsor-
ship, demonstrated the exclusivity common to late nineteenth-century
clubs. These collectors were part of a “consuming brotherhood” that
emerged in the late nineteenth century. Spending money on dues and
stamps was similar to how members of fraternal orders and elite din-
ner clubs consumed: purchasing costumes, paraphernalia, or cigars."
Stamp societies created standards for normative collecting behaviors
that lent legitimacy to their practice so outside observers would see
purchasing stamps and collecting paraphernalia as nonfrivolous and
worthy expenditures.

Together with these new organizations, stamp collectors interna-
tionally distinguished themselves from other collectors by construct-
ing their hobby as a scientific and rational pursuit. In contrast with
those afflicted with a collecting mania, philatelists claimed to prac-
tice a rational leisure-time activity they broadly defined as a “science”
because their collecting work involved researching through observa-
tion, classification, and arrangement. The language of science per-
meated many aspects of everyday in the late nineteenth century. Defi-
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nitions of science and who qualified to be called scientists was also
highly contested. As Progressive Era social scientists worked to create
a science of the sociohistorical world, philatelists tried to utilize sci-
entific practices by studying the world of stamps with support of their
newly created associations.'

The idea that philately could be scientific may also have been root-
ed in nineteenth-century European philosophical ideas about writing
history. This type of historical inquiry was promoted by the newly
formed American Historical Association and was taught in graduate
programs training professional historians. Collecting documents for
careful study and comparison helped historians draw conclusions
about historical “facts” that led to supposedly objective histories.'
Although not seeking to answer historical questions, philatelists stud-
ied stamps as primary documents. Such research equated to scientific
study in the minds of some. One British publication asserted, “If min-
ute observation, research, dexterity, taste, judgment, and patience
are sufficient to lift a pursuit from a hobby to a science then assuredly
Philately is a science.”"’

Philatelic associations and individual philatelists perpetuated the
idea that the collection and study of stamps was a scientific practice,
even if they did not explicitly explain why. In one British book on phi-
lately, Arthur Palethorpe simply declared that “philately now ranks as

i

a science,” equating the practices of philately with that of a serious
discipline. A philatelist classified a stamp by country of origin, year
issued, denomination, paper type, paper perforations, printing pro-
cess, and subject. Careful observation of the ink or perforations of a
stamp might lead a collector to find differences or perhaps a mistake.
Because stamps were mass-produced, any differences within a sheet
or printing were considered to have more value than the monetary
amount assigned to that stamp.'® Stamp journals printed by philatel-
ic associations described and defined philately as scientific. The edi-
tors of the American Journal of Philately commented that their readers
enjoyed debating “in the field of our sciences,” while the Northwestern
Philatelist billed itself as “a monthly magazine devoted to the sciences
of philately.”" Whether thinking about philately as scientific history or
using the term “science” to gesture to individuals engaging in research
and study of stamp design and production, incorporating this rhetoric
was prevalent in stamp literature.

Collectors found support in the new philatelic associations and
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societies, as some hid their collecting habits from the hobby’s critics.
Eva Earl, a contributor to Pennsylvania Philatelist, acknowledged that in
1894 it was “customary to laugh at the devotees to stamp collecting—
all the world laughs.” Vindication of this push to recognize philat-
ely as a disciplined pursuit came in 1907 when King Edward VII of
Britain declared stamp collectors to be “scientists” and philately to be
a “science,” as he elevated the London Philatelic Society to status of
“Royal” by officially incorporating the Society with a royal charter. Most
likely influenced by his son, who amassed a large collection of stamps,
the king observed the prince researching and attending to his collec-
tion. Prior to the king’s proclamation, philatelists in the United States
delighted in the establishment of a Section of Philately in the Brooklyn
Institute of Arts and Sciences devoted to the study and promotion of
stamp collecting in 1898. The Institute hosted lectures and meetings
where collectors could bring their stamps for “study and comparison”
for the purpose of making meetings “profitable and interesting.” More
than a quarter century later, the Maryland Academy of Sciences elevat-
ed philately from a subsection of its history department to become its
own department, placing philately, once again, “among the sciences.”!

Defining their hobby as a science also offered philatelists an oppor-
tunity to achieve an expertise in the small bits of paper they collected,
traded, or bought through stamp clubs and associations. Club found-
ers and members were stamp dealers, who bought and sold stamps
for a living, and casual collectors, who bought, traded, or sold their
stamps during their free time. Informal meetings of collectors were not
new, but when those collectors formed associations, they organized in
a more systematic way. The first permanent organization in the world
was the London Philatelic Group in 1869, now known as the Royal
Philatelic Society. The American Philatelic Association (APA) formed
in 1886, and its founders encouraged local affiliates to gather wher-
ever “six philatelists can be brought together.” As a national society, the
APA would connect smaller groups meeting across the country in the
pursuit of philatelic knowledge.?

American Philatelic Association

In the 1886, the newly created American Philatelic Association desired
to build a network of regional collecting clubs that together formed
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an internationally significant organization that rhetorically fit with
late nineteenth-century concepts of American exceptionalism. The
founding members of the APA were not isolated from the transitions
of American business and leisure life near the end of the nineteenth
century. A breakdown of local autonomy in small “island communi-
ties” began in the 1870s as hierarchical needs of industrial life took
hold in the United States.”” In a similar way, the APA sought to join
island communities of stamp collectors to form an infrastructure that
supported and nationalized the hobby. The founders believed that the
adage “In union there is strength” applied to stamp-collecting commu-
nities. Bringing national recognition to the hobby, the APA promised
to promote philately “as worthy and rational” because “it should be
regarded in the same light as are the generally recognized specialties
that have worked their way from obscurity to the positions they now
apply.”* Signifying similarities with newly forming professional asso-
ciations, these founding members suggested stamp collecting could
emerge from obscurity with a formal organization leading the way. By
establishing a society of like-minded individuals, philatelists hoped to
spread the word about stamp collecting to a national audience.

On September 14, 1886, the APA held their first meeting to draw
up by-laws and a constitution, elect officers, and establish membership
and affiliation rules. The small group chose John K. Tiffany, an attor-
ney from St. Louis, Missouri, to be the APA’s first president. By-laws
detailed best practices for obtaining stamps and discouraged counter-
feiting. According to the preamble of their constitution, the APA would
help members learn more about philately, cultivate friendship among
philatelists, and encourage an international bond with “similar societ-
ies” in other countries.® Philately had a strong international compo-
nent for all collectors, since most collected and studied stamps printed
in countries other than their own. Additionally, the APA believed that
connecting with groups outside of the United States would raise the
stature of this association and make the APA the premiere national
philatelic organization. The overall mission of the APA sought to legiti-
mize and publicize the practice of stamp collecting.

Less concerned, rhetorically, with excluding unaffiliated stamp
collectors, the APA’s constitution encouraged people to join. Techni-
cally, “any stamp collector” could apply to the secretary of the APA for
membership. Current members considered a candidate’s background



Building Philatelic Communities - 21

for one month before voting to accept or reject petitioners. This pro-
cedure was in place to ensure no known counterfeiters applied. Yet
if a candidate was not sponsored by another member, chances were
high that the application for membership would be denied. This prac-
tice mimicked how other exclusive social clubs operated in an attempt
to keep out undesirables, namely women and people of color. For an
annual fee of two dollars, APA members received the American Philat-
elist journal, gained access to the APA library, and enjoyed the com-
munity of collectors for buying and trading varieties. While embracing
all stamp collectors, the APA firmly and publicly rejected those dealing
in or making counterfeit stamps.? By denying membership to known
counterfeiters, the APA reassured members that the stamps they dealt
or traded were government-issued stamps.

While partaking in social gatherings was one aspect of club life,
leadership in the APA encouraged a serious study of stamps as part
of membership. The second president, Charles Karuth, asked mem-
bers in 1899 what the APA had done for the “advancement of the sci-
ence of philately.” Karuth saw its membership comprising mostly col-
lectors and not philatelists, as he carefully distinguished between the
“mere amassment of stamps” and the study of philately. So as not to be
viewed as “stamp cranks” and to distance themselves from schoolboys
who swapped stamps, APA members were encouraged to engage in
the valuable and scientific side of philately. If they did this, Karuth
believed, philatelists would be “recognized as gentlemen who had cho-
sen a valuable branch of study.”* Karuth’s plea illustrated how the APA
sometimes functioned like a professional association as it distinguished
between professionals and amateurs. At the same time, Karuth’s com-
ments also demonstrated a growing tension among club philatelists
who wanted to encourage more individuals to collect stamps, but only
within strictures established by clubs.

Philatelists represented their pursuit with an allegorical figure,
“Philatelia,” the goddess of philately, who engaged in rigorous study
of stamps. Philatelia symbolized their pursuit and may have acted as a
guide for those pursuing philatelic knowledge. The APA adopted the
image of Philatelia for its seal in 1887 and it is still used today. In the
seal, Philatelia holds a stamp album in her left hand while she places a
stamp into it with her right. As a figurative deity, she sits on a globe that
makes her appear larger than the physical world that she sits upon while
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Fig. 1. Seal of the
American Philatelic
Association (Image
courtesy of the Ameri-
can Philatelic Society)

tending to the stamps kept in her album. Her position suggests that
she can control the world on which she sits, gesturing that collecting
stamps is symbolically similar to the imperialistic logics that justify how
one country believes others are available to be collected and controlled.
She is focused on her stamp album, appearing studious and unaware of
others, and is not welcoming or open as she faces away from observers.
Her focus on the album and its stamps offers a model for all philatelists
who described themselves as “prostrate admirers and worshippers” and
“all in love with one female—the Goddess Philatelia.”*

Similar to female figures incorporated into other seals and artworks,
Philatelia represented the ideals of the APA. Personified represen-
tations of America and Columbia, as well as other ideals and virtues,
took female forms with which many Americans were no doubt famil-
iar. Iconography similar to Philatelia appeared on public murals in the
189gos, with painted women representing justice, patriotism, and the
disciplines of science in the Library of Congress. Imagery represented
a real political and cultural conflict, because some of the principles
personified by women were not legally available to them at the turn
of the century, including rights to participate in democracy, to make
economic choices, and to be protected equally under the law. Similar to
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these female mural icons, Philatelia celebrated activities that took place
predominantly in a male world and was beloved by men.* Women col-
lected stamps privately, but were not welcomed in most philatelic clubs.
Philatelia, like other female idyllic icons, had limited symbolic powers
to represent equality for American women at the turn of the century.

As the APA and other philatelic groups sought to expand their
memberships, they still did not welcome women or people of color.
Evidence of white women collecting stamps does not explain why many
were turned away from pursuing memberships in stamp societies. First,
formal organizations were exclusive and remained that way for many
years, and some club names implied they were not for women or girls.
The Sons of Philatelia and the Philatelic Sons of America were founded
in the 189o0s to encourage philately among young people, but sounded
like male-only fraternal organizations. Records indicate, however, that
a few female collectors belonged to these organizations, but their num-
bers remained small.*

With some club names sounding like a fraternal organization, many
male collectors believed that philately was in fact a brotherhood—even
transforming them into a brotherhood of Renaissance men. Knowl-
edgeable in many subjects, including history, astronomy, geography,
and languages, philatelists portrayed themselves as cosmopolitan men
of the world. “We Collectors are brothers, comrades, citizens of a great,
progressing, ever-widening Brotherhood.”' This concept of brother-
hood was grounded in ideas learned from experience with fraternal
organizations and dinner clubs, and perhaps in saloons, where men
socialized in their leisure time. Philatelic club kinship was referred to
as “a Freemasonry among Stamp Collectors,” where a fellow collector
was “always warmly welcomed.” Likening the bonds formed to Free-
masonry solidified philatelic clubs—in their minds—as a white-male-
only domain, while participation in the hobby was not.

Clubs protected the brotherhood by controlling who earned mem-
berships, making philatelic clubs almost exclusively male and white.
In the 1880s, a few women applied to join the Staten Island Phila-
telic Society but never enrolled as members. Rolls from the APA indi-
cate that there were five female members in 1889, but women never
became a strong portion of national stamp-collecting societies. By
1915, g percent of the Southern Philatelic Association’s membership
were women. Most women, it appears, gave up on applying to clubs
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created in the late nineteenth century. By the mid-1920s, some women
turned to newer and smaller stamp societies where the membership
rules were less stringent. Even as late as 19go, one of the most exclusive
clubs still did not allow female members.**

These clubs were not welcoming for people of color, either. Surpris-
ingly, as African Americans established fraternal, religious, and social
clubs on their own terms, stamp collecting appears almost absent from
their leisure-time clubs.** And yet an African American publisher, who
later became the assistant registrar to the US Treasury, reconstituted
the Washington Philatelic Society (WPS) in 19op together with white
Washingtonians and became the club’s first president. Cyrus Field
Adams was a well-known businessman as editor and publisher of The
Appealwho used his position at the paper and in various advocacy orga-
nizations to argue for political and economic rights of African Ameri-
cans. He also loved to collect stamps and amassed a collection of over
6,000 when he served as the Washington Philatelic Society president.
His presence in a white-dominated, “exclusive” club displeased some
philatelists from other societies. Rumors were generated that spread
through African American newspapers, and even in the New York Times,
that Mr. Adams was passing as white, and to protect his identity denied
an African American philatelist membership in the WPS. Adams had
in fact voted for the applicant, whose membership was denied by a
majority of the other members. These accusations demonstrate that
Adams was an outlier as a collector in both the philatelic and African
American communities.” The comics and jokes printed in philatelic
magazines remind us that while philatelists were uniquely engaged
within their hobby’s community, they were not isolated from broader
American social and cultural behaviors and discourse where racial ste-
reotyping and racism was common.

As philatelic societies grew and established their membership cri-
teria, they also carved out identities for their organizations and collec-
tors. From its beginnings, the APA set forth to build a strong national
philatelic organization in the United States designed to compete with
British and continental European nations that had already formed
their own national philatelic clubs.* To be on par with other national
association, the APA articulated a vision in a few key ways.

First, the APA’s desire to lead in philatelic pursuits came in the form
of a vision. The Philatelist’s Dream, an illustration printed in 1906, dem-
onstrated how the APA could be a leading stamp society in the world.”
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Fig. 2. “The Philatelist’s Dream,” illustration (Image courtesy of the American
Philatelic Society)
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In the Dream, a vision emerges from a philatelist’s cigar smoke rings
while he sits at his desk with his stamp album open. The first smoke ring
approximates the APA’s seal, with Philatelia sitting on a globe studying
her album. In the next ring, Philatelia turns toward the viewer, with her
album on the floor, and stretches as if she has awakened from a dream.
The third ring is empty, as if Philatelia left the APA’s seal. She appears
above the three rings holding the globe and stamp album in her arms
as she extends her right arm in an action of leadership and movement.
Boys, men, and at least one woman follow the APA’s Philatelia as she
leads them west across the image.

The APA’s image represents a striking similarity to late nineteenth-
century art representing American destiny and progress, as the APA
envisioned itself as a leader in the philatelic world. The Philatelist’s
Dream is reminiscent of the 1872 painting American Progress by John
Gast, which was distributed widely and sold in lithograph form.

Fig. 3. “American Progress,” chromolithograph, published by George Coffut, 1872
(Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress)
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The female figure wears the “Star of Empire” and floats above
people leading them and approving of their westward movement as
settlers from the East proceed west across the painting. Settlers push
out herds of buffalo and Native Americans, with trains, stage coaches,
and ships bringing more settlers to complete the conquering of peo-
ples and lands. The female figure carries a book in hand, not unlike
Philatelia’s album, symbolizing knowledge and learning. This awaken-
ing of the APA’s Philatelia suggests that club philatelists internalized a
vision of America as a unique place with a distinctive history, extend-
ing that exceptionalism to their philatelic association. Through this
imagery we see that some club philatelists equated studying and col-
lecting stamps with the cultural of imperialism. As the United States
continued to conquer North America and islands in the Pacific and
Caribbean, American stamp collectors became leaders in conquering
the world in their philatelic knowledge and also in the ways that they
amassed nations, stamp by stamp.

The second part of the APA’s exceptionalist vision included an
organizational theme song first presented at the 1906 annual meeting.

“Rah! For the American Philatelic Association”

Verse 1: Listen now! Ye nations all,

To our Philatelic song,

That shall tell the story of the A.P.A.;

The Association great,

Of a Nation big and strong,

Which for enterprise most surely leads the way.
Chorus: “Rah! “Rah! “Rah! For the A.P.A.;

It’s the pride of the U.S.;

For it holds in loving thrall

Stamp collectors great and small,

And throughout the world its power is manifest.
Verse 2: From Atlantic’s rugged coast

To Pacific’s Golden Gate,

And from Southland’s gulf to shining northern lakes,
Are the mighty bounds from which,
Representing every state,

A.P.A. its worthy membership takes.
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Verse 3: And its members, they are true

To Philately’s good cause,

Making A.P.A. their ever-guiding star;

For it is a tie that binds,

By its strong but simple laws

That most wonderful and wise in nature are.
Verse 4: So, we hear from Europe’s marts,
Round the world to Isles of Spice,

Hearty commendations given A.P.A;

And the nations each declare,

“We would give a handsome price

Could we learn the art of building in such way.”*

Similar to the Dream, these lyrics demonstrated that members
enthusiastically believed that the APA would provide a leading exam-
ple in the international philatelic world and amply represent the “big
and strong” United States. This organization of white male philatelists
paired evenly with American foreign policy that constructed a narrative
of masculine progress and “manifest” destiny that justified occupations
and invasions of sovereign nations.* Rhetorically, the APA constructed
itself to be as strong, and perhaps as masculine, as the United States
had become in the geopolitical landscape. The lyrics call out to the
world’s philatelists to notice the APA’s strength, which comes from its
members—“great and small,” “representing every state.” For its mem-
bers, the APA stands as the “ever-guiding star,” which is almost equiva-
lent to Gast’s “Star of Empire,” leading philatelists to gain new phila-
telic knowledge, and also to become a leader in philately. Much like
the Dream, the lyrics indicate how APA members internalized the idea
of American exceptionalism—of the United States as a nation and with
regard to APA. The APA certainly was not the only club with members
hailing from all states, but its members believed that it stood for ideals
of America and that persons trading and collecting stamps in marts
in Europe and Asia recognized the APA’s strength as an organization.

The Philatelist’s Dream and theme song added to a grand vision the
APA’s members held for the organization as it expanded and faced
competition from other organizations. The last components of this
vision came in 1908 when the APA changed its name to the American
Philatelic Society (APS) and increased the frequency of publishing its
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journal. The name change made the APS sound similar to the well-
established Royal Philatelic Society, and possibly distanced it from pro-
fessional associations that it initially mimicked. The APS started pub-
lishing its journal, American Philatelist, quarterly rather than yearly, and
American Philatelist began soliciting and printing articles that focused
on the study and history of stamps rather than merely publishing the
minutes and speeches from the annual conventions. Members were
constantly encouraged to recruit acquaintances, and membership
nearly tripled from 574 in 1893 to over 1,500 in 1908.*” As many other
stamp clubs formed, the APS relied on its members to help connect
smaller clubs to the APS through affiliations. The network of philatelic
clubs grew across the country together with an active philatelic press
that spread the word about stamp collecting to interested readers while
simultaneously recruiting new members.

Stamp Papers

Philatelic clubs formalized communities of collectors by defining prac-
tices and limiting memberships, but a much larger community grew
around stamps through the flourishing philatelic print culture made
possible by the postal system. Beginning in the late nineteenth century,
this print culture facilitated the growth of an imagined, and most likely
more diverse, community of stamp collectors and philatelists stretch-
ing across state and national borders.*!

Stamp papers emerged after the Civil War and disseminated infor-
mation about the practices and vocabulary of the hobby to collectors
at all levels of interest and investment. The first serial, Stamp Collector’s
Record, published by S. A. Taylor, began in Albany, New York, in Decem-
ber 1864 and continued until October 1876, and the number of pub-
lications grew exponentially. Between 1864 and 1906, over goo stamp
papers were published in the United States alone. While Americans
created the largest number of stamp papers during this time, hundreds
of other publications circulated from Great Britain, France, Germany,
Canada, Argentina, Egypt, Spain, Turkey, and Venezuela. Some pub-
lications published serious studies of stamps, watermarks, or articles
about the countries that produced specific stamps, while other papers
were the work of one person sitting at home writing a newsletter.*? A
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drop in American periodical postage rates, from two cents per pound
in 1874 to one penny per pound in 1885, encouraged this flurry of
circulation in all types of periodicals.®

Some papers attempted to generate business for dealers, while oth-
ers were small outlets for local philatelic clubs. Dealers such as Scott
Stamp and Coin Company Limited and C. H. Mekeel Stamp Compa-
ny became publishers, printing papers to encourage philately and to
stimulate the market for stamps and collecting paraphernalia. Mekeel’s
became the first weekly newspaper in 1891 and reported philatelic
news from around the world by publishing notes from clubs, announc-
ing new issues, and hosting stamp exchanges. Like most periodicals
of the day, Mekeel’s also sold advertising space. Few in-depth articles
could be found in its tabloid-style pages, but it maintained its hold
as the definitive newspaper for collectors from 1891 to the present.
Philatelic West began in 1895 as the journal of the Nebraska Philatelic
Society and quickly grew from a regional to national publication by
1902, when it became the official organ of more than ten collecting
associations. Its publishers boasted of the largest paid subscription list
of any American philatelic monthly.* Millions of Americans learned
philatelic practices and connected with fellow collectors through these
publications.

Many individuals contributed to this print culture even if their
papers were short-lived. One teenager, known later in life for his fic-
tion, started Stamp Collector in his Syracuse, New York, home. L. Frank
Baum printed at least four issues of this serial between 1872 and 1873.
During the 1870s—“the golden age of amateur publishing”—it was
not uncommon for boys, more so than for girls, to create publications
using the Novelty Toy Printing Press and to distribute them locally or
to mail them to interested young readers around the country.* Baum
was no doubt familiar with these and other stamp-related papers as he
created his own.

While young printers delighted in their creations, some adults
cringed at the abundance of amateur publishers. One adult writer
found no “earthly use” for amateur papers he claimed were produced
by boys with “limited knowledge” of stamps that “only bring ridicule
upon collecting from outsiders” and disgust from “advanced” collec-
tors.*® If forming stamp clubs and publishing journals helped to legiti-
mize the hobby of stamp collecting, the interest generated by younger
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collector-publishers was viewed by some as a distraction rather than as
a boom to stamp collecting. Even the smallest and shortest-lived papers
show us that there was great enthusiasm for participating in a public
discussion about stamps and the practice of collecting them.

Philatelic publications were so prolific by 1892 that they became
the subject of disparaging articles. Harry Franklin Kantner of the Penn-
sylvania Philatelist declared that the “philatelic writer” was “one of the
most potent factors in the Philatelic field,” fighting for the progression
of the hobby. To fully express his concerns, he wrote a poem entitled
“The Philatelic Publisher’s Soliloquy.” This parody mocked the dilem-
ma facing an amateur publisher who invested his own money and time
“to clip news by the sweat of his classic brow,” gather postal statistics,
and “revamp old philatelic articles that delight none.” The soliloquy
borrowed from Hamlet:

To publish or not to publish,—that is the question.—
Whether ’tis better to announce a new philatelic journal;
The fulfiller of a long, long felt want

Or to give up these grand ideas of gaining popularity
And never issue the wished for journal?*’

Kantner’s disapproval of the proliferation of stamp papers contin-
ued the following year when he decried “the ‘stamp fever’ [that] had

99

become the ‘publishing fever.”” His article actively discouraged “all
ambitious young men” from starting new papers. In December 1894,
the Weekly Philatelic Era rejoiced that an “exceedingly small number”
of new philatelic papers appeared that season, which was much more
pleasant than the “obnoxious” mushroomed growth of past years. An
author for Philatelic West desired to start his own paper in the 18gos and
reflected how fortunate he was that he did not burden himself and the
“already long suffering philatelic public” with such a venture.* These
collective comments demonstrated that while some stamp associations
openly encouraged all to collect stamps, not everyone agreed that all
collectors should participate in the philatelic print culture, or even the
broader community of philatelists, equally. Within the philatelic com-
munity, philatelists drew lines among their own.

Applying a hierarchical framework to stamp papers and journalists
was in keeping with the post—Civil War tendency to distinguish between
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high- and lowbrow activities.** Even as stamp collectors tried to con-
struct a cultural space for themselves as learned individuals through
clubs and readership of journals, some proposed fracturing within
their own ranks. Kantner proposed instituting hierarchical labels for
philatelic publications. He categorized papers into four classes: profes-
sional, semiprofessional, amateur, and price-list journal. He classified
his own journal, Pennsylvania Philatelist, as semiprofessional because it
was less “scientific” but more literary than the “professional” American
Journal of Philately. Kantner criticized smaller “amateur” papers that
merely reprinted stories from larger journals and did not produce
original articles. Quite aware of philatelists’ place within the greater
American culture, Kantner commented that it was “not only a progres-
sive age in general affairs but also in philatelic matters.” Philatelists
used the structure of a club, like that of a professional association,
to promote standards of practice. Many stamp collectors believed in
American exceptionalism in all matters, including philatelic. One way
to ensure that American philatelists contributed to a global print cul-
ture was to classify papers by their content and discourage just anyone
from starting his or her own paper. As a group, stamp collectors were
earning an expertise in their collections, but some philatelic writers,
like Kantner, felt that even enthusiastic philatelists needed to respect
the hierarchy and defer to the expertise of others.

Despite complaints by vocal writers such as Kantner, the journals
lived on and connected thousands of collectors each year. Like profes-
sional journals, most philatelic publications kept members abreast of
the field and facilitated communication among societies. Articles fea-
tured news of first issues of American and international stamps, expla-
nations of different types of stamps, philatelic literature reviews, and
letters from readers.”® A handful of papers, like Weekly Philatelic Era,
offered subscribers a free exchange notice to facilitate the commerce
of stamps among the community that was enabled by the postal ser-
vice. Beyond articles, most papers accepted advertisements from deal-
ers in stamps and collecting ephemera. Such items advertised included
albums and specialized tools for handling stamps. Merchants engaged
with hierarchical rhetoric and might call out to “serious collectors” in
an advertisement.”® Not only were collectors defining themselves in
ways typical of the period, but in reading about their hobby they were
also bombarded with advertising by dealers and manufacturers selling
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accessories, including magnifying glasses, hinges, and tongs. A cottage
industry grew up around philatelists. By reading these papers, collec-
tors educated themselves in the minutiae of philately.

Connecting and corresponding with other collectors was an impor-
tant part of the culture, and philatelic publications helped collectors
connect with others to buy, sell, and exchange stamps. One did not
need to belong to a club in order to acquire more stamps and partici-
pate actively in the hobby. Around the time that C. H. Mekeel began
his Weekly Stamp News, he also printed a directory containing names
and addresses of collectors and dealers who paid one dollar to be list-
ed. Five thousand collectors responded in 1891, which increased to
nine thousand by 1897, and each entry described the person’s collect-
ing specialties, such as specific countries, and sometimes mentioned
the languages in which they corresponded. The listings demonstrate
global connections of collectors. Not only were collectors living out-
side of United States represented, but many American philatelists
wanted to connect with foreign collectors and dealers. For example,
Leon Lambert of St. Paul, Minnesota, desired to “correspond in Eng-
lish, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, and Dutch to exchange on
the basis of any catalogue. Sample copies of foreign papers desired.”
Charles Townsend of Akron, Ohio, called out to collectors “in all part
of the world, particularly those in Mexico, Central and South America,
and the Islands in the West Indies.” And dealers from Peru, Britain,
Austria, Switzerland, Italy, and France bought ad space in this direc-
tory.”* Not only were stamp collectors and dealers supporting the gov-
ernments who produced stamps by purchasing them, they were also
supporting the postal system by conducting transactions through the
mail. Stamp papers and directories provided contact information to
allow collectors and dealers to conduct transactions and facilitate the
practices of collecting on their own.

Collectors also used their philatelic papers to discuss what they liked
about collecting. Some journals, like the Philatelic West, offered regular
testimonials, and others published philatelic poetry that expressed the
joys of stamp collecting or of reading a particular paper. In the Phila-
telic West, “Modern Maud Muller” skipped past her lover to get to the
post office in a blizzard to retrieve the latest copy of her Philatelic West
magazine, which she loved more dearly than her man: “And when to
his heart her form he pressed, / There was something nearer to her
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heart—THE WEsT.” This light-hearted poem, penned by a man in
1901, jested that the Philatelic West was so good that a “modern” woman
would not be swayed by matters of the heart and would put aside her
love interests to read her favorite stamp paper. The poem also repre-
sented an enthusiastic female collector, an audience some publications
tried to develop.

Readers of philatelic journals often heard from editors that they
needed to recruit more members of their society or subscribers to
the paper. Verna Weston Hanway encouraged philatelists to enlist at
least one more collector and proposed starting philatelic societies in
the public schools.” One tactic was to recruit women as subscribers
to stamp papers even if they were not members of a philatelic society.
Some women read philatelic papers like Philatelic West, whose editors
recognized its readership. As early as 1905, the West offered readers a
“Woman-Collectors’ Department” authored by Hanway. In her column,
she encouraged women to collect and wrote various articles on stamps,
curios, and books. She urged busy women to engage in a healthy hobby
to relieve them from the turmoil of their days that they might find
pleasure in their collections. She tried to recruit women by writing in
the pages of the West that women were genetically predisposed to be
collectors because curiosity was “an essentially feminine attribute.”®
Pennsylvania Philatelist and Philatelic West were the first papers that real-
ly identified a need to attract female readers and society members. Of
course, since these papers were businesses, attracting any and all new
readers or members was a key to their long-term success.

As philatelists discussed and defended their hobby, it is undeniable
that stamp papers played an important role in the growth and shape of
philately. Though some collectors and journalists did not like the pro-
liferation of philatelic literature, one cartoon printed in A. C. Roessler’s
Stamp News captured the reason for the paper’s existence. In panel 1,
the first man says to the other, “I don’t subscribe to stamp papers—they
cost too much.” In the second panel, the other man holds the first one
down, beating him, saying, “Without papers your hobby would be dead
in ayear, you poor it.”*” A. C. Roessler’s also needed to justify its existence
and remind its readers to send in their subscription payments. But the
cartoon deftly illustrates that the print culture acted as the glue that
connected stamp collectors from around the world and made stamp
collecting a popular pursuit. Papers offered subscribers opportunities
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to acquire more stamps, to learn about different varieties, to best care
for their collections, and to create an imagined community. Although
many small American stamp papers disappeared or merged with other
publications by the early 19oos, many still thrived and supported the
growing numbers of stamp collectors into the twentieth century.

Forcing Order within Stamp Albums

Philatelic clubs and papers played an important role by setting and
circulating standards for stamp-collecting practices, including ways to
properly care for and maintain a stamp collection. Novices learned
that philatelists did not keep stamps in cigar boxes or decorate fur-
niture with stamps, as some women’s magazines encouraged. Rather,
philatelists ordered the world of stamps in their albums. Albums pro-
tected stamps from deteriorating, and in subtle ways marked gender
differences between collectors. By setting standards of collecting and
modeling that behavior, club collectors, who were overwhelmingly
male, distinguished themselves as philatelists, while others who col-
lected stamps were mere collectors.

To begin training collectors in the proper way to care for and main-
tain a collection, some philatelic literature offered primers on collect-
ing for novices. Young readers learned how to start collecting with the
ABC of Stamp Collecting. Philatelists admonished novices to care for their
collections properly, because “nothing detracts more from the interest
and value of any collection, than a slovenly, careless and dirty arrange-
ment.”® This only matters, of course, if an individual collected for the
purpose of reselling stamps or participating in a public exhibition.

Keeping stamps in albums offered collectors a neat and orderly
space to organize and display their stamps. The first albums appeared
in France in the 1860s as publishers began printing albums in Europe
and the United States. Early albums were organized visually by geog-
raphy: first by continent, then region within the continent, and last by
country. Later albums listed countries alphabetically, including colonial
headings such as “German East Africa” or “British Guyana.” Albums
forced an organizational structure, by country and denomination, but
also provided blank pages for an individual to augment an album with
issues not represented in the pages or to collect in a personal scheme.
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Albums also protected stamps from human and environmental dam-
age and separated stamps designated as collectors’ items from stamps
purchased to mail a letter. While some albums were custom-made, say
for British royalty, most were commercially produced by publishers or
dealers and sold by stamp and novelty shop owners.*

An album offered the collector an apparatus to classify and dis-
play stamps from different countries, empires, and colonies, giving
the appearance that collectors held the world in their albums. For
example, Scott’s “International” and “Imperial” albums offered spac-
es to hold collections of all varieties of postage stamps printed, while
Mekeel’s created albums for specialists in Mexican or American stamps
from North and South America. Order was dictated in an album so that
the collector placed stamps from a specific geographical location in a
specific place. When flipping through an “International” album, one
found maps of continents and regions that represented national bor-
ders but not states or provinces within each country. In the map pages,
we find North and Central America first, and then localities follow in
alphabetical order after the stamps of the United States.” Selling to
American customers, it is not surprising that Scott’s privileged the US
map and American stamps within this international album. American
exceptionalist narratives were prevalent in commemoratives, as will
be discussed later, and these ideas were present in American album
design as well.

Philatelists bought and traded countries, represented in stamps,
and then ordered the world in their albums. This process was influ-
enced by an imperialistic view of the world where imperial powers
fought over lands, natural resources, and peoples in an effort to gain
an economic and political edge. An individual stamp collector chose
which countries to collect and then made an effort to achieve that goal.
As a virtual representation of the globe, an album offered collectors
the opportunity to show off their stamps and glimpse the holdings of
others with an eye toward acquiring those countries as well. Collectors
occasionally spoke of their collections in this imperialistic way. Verna
Hanway described how many philatelists fondly laid their eyes upon a
valuable stamp sitting in an album with the “pride of a conqueror.”®
One could create a miniature empire within one’s own collections
held in albums.
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Fig. 4. Page from Scott’s International Postage Stamp Album, 1912 (Author’s
collection, author’s photo)

As albums imposed order in a collection, they also acted a tool to
encourage consumption by highlighting the empty spaces. An empty
space meant there was still a stamp left to buy. Dealers often published
albums and reminded consumers that albums provided “a valuable and
necessary aid in providing for a collection,” while also selling stamps
to help fill those albums.®® Albums also reflected how well collectors
cared for their stamps, and philatelists judged one another based on
the condition and size of a collection kept inside. Philatelists spent
much of their time carefully placing stamps in their appropriate slots
within an album. This also meant each time they opened an album,
empty spaces stared back. These albums represented checklists, of
sorts, that guided a collector when making future purchases or trades.
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Empty spaces motivated many collectors to fill them, and went unseen
when one kept stamps in a box. Some collectors saved money to buy
an expensive stamp or two that might complete a set, or that might
give them something desirable to someone else for future bartering.
Albums forced order, while also encouraging consumption.

Albums also facilitated looking at stamps in certain ways that made
them appear like souvenirs from an international shopping spree.
Physically visiting a foreign country was not necessary for acquiring
stamps as souvenirs because an individual acquired stamps through
dealers or exchanges, or from fellow collectors at club meetings. Sou-
venirs offered an incomplete vision of an authentic place or experi-
ence that allows the consumer or recipient to create a personal narra-
tive surrounding that new object, which delighted some collectors.** H.
R. Habicht found great romance in the idea that a French Napoleon
stamp “witnessed” the commune in Paris and then was carried to South
Africa with its new British owner only to be auctioned off after the Boer
War to someone who would later donate it to the Berlin Postal Muse-
% Stamps gave people like Habicht an opportunity to connect with
the past and create their own memories of events or places that they

um.

had never experienced. Stamps, then, held a transformative power for
some philatelists who created memories for stamps and sometimes pro-
jected themselves into the stamp’s past life.

Verna Hanway romanticized about the stories hiding in the pag-
es of an album. Engaging in a collection was an intimate experience
that involved the collector’s personal context of memory. For Hanway,
remembering “the old days” was one of the pleasures of a collection:

But you and I fellow collectors, hold its memory as something tender
and sacred. Others, materialists, may deem it a madness, but if this be
madness, “there is a pleasure in being mad, which none but madmen

know.”%

Stamps told stories to Hanway. Her album brought her closer to
those stories and the personal memories she associated, or created,
with stamps. She distinguished collecting stamps from a practice merely
for the sake of acquisition. Mining these personal relationships forged
through stamps is difficult for historians who can only see stamps care-
fully placed in an ordered album, but cannot read the metanarrative
present for the collector.
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Fig. 5. Page from homemade stamp album, ca. 1917 (Author’s photo, album
courtesy of Cheryl Ganz)

Gathering evidence of different ways that people collected and
illustrated their own narratives through their stamps proves difficult
because philatelic standards do not recognize collecting conventions
falling outside of standard album keeping. Handmade albums or deco-
rative stamp pieces are often discarded because the philatelic commu-
nity places little or no value on them. For example, the album pictured
in figure 5 is worthless in the eyes of auctioneers today. Someone made
this album using a local department store catalog and reinforced it
with cardboard. The collector gummed—without the hinges typically
used with a philatelic album—inexpensive stamps and stamp-shaped
stickers to each page in colorful patterns over the illustrations of wom-
en modeling the new winter line of coats. Created during World War I,
the album displays a red cross in stamps that may have been a way that
this person remembered those wounded in war. Stamp papers discour-
aged this type of decoration with stamps and particularly discouraged
gumming stamps directly to paper.®” This collection fell outside of phil-
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atelic practice enforced by its community. Other examples of women
collectors may not have been saved, given that the album would have
had no monetary value.

Order and classification in albums minimized aesthetic and cre-
ative reasons for collecting stamps, which also enforced gender dif-
ferences between male club philatelists and independent female col-
lectors. Philatelists tried to distinguish themselves as experts in stamp
knowledge, and they acquired that knowledge through careful clas-
sification and study of stamps as placed in their albums. This meant
most disapproved of other ways that people collected and used stamps,
particularly in decorating, such as when Godey’s Lady’s Book in 1888
printed instructions for creating a postage stamp table. Women read-
ers learned how to gum rare stamps to the top of a small wooden white
table and then to glaze over the stamps with a smooth veneer. In 19og5,
an American woman made a dress that was completely covered with
patterns created from over 0,000 stamps. William O. Sawyer papered
a twelve-foot square room with over 20,000 US postage stamps in 1921.
Responding to the latter, Philatelic West exclaimed, “Oh the affront to
philately!” This style of collecting or amassing stamps for the sake of
decorating or using stamps in art projects was never recommended in
philatelic journals.®® Once used in a decorative way, stamps could not
be resold. The value of saving stamps might be considered lost on a
decorative project.

Decorating with stamps was more often associated with women than
men, which begins to address one of the more puzzling pieces of this
history of stamp collecting: how men came to dominate this hobby.
Steven Gelber proposes that a commodification of stamps took hold
in the 1860s when the earliest collectors began trading stamps and
amassing sets. Gelber argues that since stamps represented payment
and were classified by country, year, and denomination, those sets pos-
sessed “real market value.” Sets were meant to be completed. Male phi-
latelists developed a market model of collecting that they taught to
other club philatelists through gatherings and the philatelic press. This
model militated against female participation and made stamp collect-
ing feel like a business endeavor and not a hobby. Stamp dealers set
up shops in business districts, such as in Manhattan’s financial district
on Nassau Street, furthering the connection between the male world
of business and philatelic practices.*® Caring for a collection in albums
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not only enforced the idea that stamps needed to be classified proper-
ly, but that stamps comprised sets and the sets were meant to be filled.
In order to complete one set, you might have to break up another, so
one protected stamps in case one wanted to sell or trade them. Col-
lectors who decorated with their stamps were not participating in the
market model, nor were they studying their stamps carefully for their
watermarks or perforation. They collected stamps for fun and because
they enjoyed the aesthetics.

There was a constant tug within the philatelic world between those
who believed they were “true” philatelists interested in the education
and enjoyment of the hobby and unconcerned with making money,
and those who collected stamps to sell and trade in the hopes of earn-
ing money.70 As the hobby attracted more followers, the marketability
of a stamp collection grabbed the attention of many. The hope of get-
ting rich from finding rare, old stamps in an attic or in a relative’s
trunk persisted, even when a majority of collectors never got rich from
their stamps.

Even as white men controlled philatelic clubs and influences com-
mon practices, white women still collected and were urged to par-
ticipate. Verna Hanaway and others urged women to collect because
stamps seemed to naturally fit in with women’s interests. Even though
Eva Earl found life as female philatelist challenging, she still encour-
aged other women to participate in this hobby. Noting that stamp col-
lecting was quite usual for “our brothers,” it often was discouraged in
girls. She began her collection with duplicates she received from her
brother, and then Earl “caught the fever.” She became more curious
than ever about the pastime that she described as one of the “most
seductive of pursuits.” Schooled in the market model, so to speak,
Earl worried that she might not be able to continue collecting because
“we girls have little or no money,” unlike “you men, you have every
thing.”” Even as Earl wrote publicly about her experiences, she was
quite aware that she did not have many sisters in philately in 1894. Clif-
ford Kissinger observed that the numbers of female philatelists were
quite small and that they were rarely heard from in the philatelic press.
His solution was that women needed more encouragement from “the
sterner sex,” urging married male collectors to encourage their wives
to begin their own albums. Kissinger insisted that “our hobby must
appear favorably to the feminine taste” because of the “pleasing col-
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ors of many of stamps” and “handsome designs.” Speaking to a mostly
male audience, he urged men to “encourage the ladies—we need their
presence, and should gladly welcome them to the ranks, and accord
them that recognition to which they are entitled.””” Women definitely
collected stamps, but often did not identify as philatelists. The scope
of their participation in the hobby is difficult to gauge from the 1880s
through the 1920s, because they were excluded from most collecting
clubs and were not frequent contributors to stamp papers. Material evi-
dence of their collecting practices and habits most likely were thrown
away, much like what almost happened to the handmade album shown
in figure 5.

Stamp collectors and philatelists built an international community
in the late nineteenth century by formalizing the practices related to
saving, circulating, and discussing their favorite objects through clubs
and the circulation of hundreds of stamp papers. Importantly, the
US Post Office Department noticed those connections. By the 18qgos,
the USPOD began a commemorative stamp program, knowing there
was a ready audience of collectors and individuals interested in sav-
ing stamps and the meanings associated with those objects. Philatelists
were specialists who wanted to spread the word about their leisure-time
pursuit. Noncollectors viewed stamps as payment for mailing a letter,
and would need to learn to see stamps as something else, as something
embedded with meaning and value.



Learning to Read Stamps

————

O Mary found a little stamp,
A rarity, conceded.
In fact 'twas just the very one
Her dear old daddy needed.
It also chanced, this wondrous stamp,
That Mary did discover a
Rare Patriotic Cover.
Now, Mary knowing that her dad
Liked stamps found in a garret,
Made haste to yank from envelope
Said stamp, as well as tear it.
And thus she brought it to her dad
In ecstasy to show him,
But, from his look of seething rage,
She found she didn’t know him.
A fortune he had won and lost
Through his beloved daughter,
Because to leave old stamp intact
He ne’er before had taught her.
And thou, O stamp-collecting sire,
Take this advice from me:
While in their youth, and ere too late,
Teach kids Philately.

—G. M. McCracken, “Poor Mary,” 1933

One might expect to find this jokingly didactic poem about the need to
teach children about philately in a philatelic paper, yet this appeared
in the Washington Postin 1933. By the 19gos, literacy in stamp collect-
ing grew far beyond groups of philatelists and individual collectors,
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as stamp collecting permeated public culture. From the 188os to the
1930s, Americans slowly learned to see postage stamps as something
other than purely a sticker that represented prepayment for mailing a
letter. In the poem above, Mary noticed the stamp on the “Rare Patri-
otic Cover,” because she had been trained to identify it as something
special and worth saving. Like Mary, Americans of all ages knew that
people collected stamps for a variety of reasons. Starting in the late
nineteenth century, stamps appeared as consumer collectibles inside
cigarette packages that rewarded customers for purchasing one item
with the gift of another. American newspapers, magazines, and eventu-
ally radio exposed their audiences to articles, columns, and programs
about stamps and collecting, circulating the idea that stamps—whether
found in packaging or on purchased intentionally—were educational.
Club philatelists shaped those discussions by publishing primers on
collecting, giving lectures, volunteering with after-school groups, and
holding public exhibitions of their collections that encouraged close
reading of imagery and signs engraved on stamps.

Different groups adopted the practices of reading stamps and their
imagery for a variety of reasons. Stamps’ accessibility in price and in
visual appeal made them attractive pedagogical tools for teaching
geography and empire; visualizing religious missionary work; encour-
aging orderly and structured play, and engaging with the marketplace.
These efforts to educate students and adults overlapped over a period
of fifty years, as different generations of Americans learned the prac-
tices of collecting.

Stamps as Consumer Collectibles

As philatelists exposed noncollectors to their hobby in the 188o0s,
Americans began to view stamps as something other than postage. Col-
lecting, in general, became increasingly accessible and acceptable to
Americans as the culture of consumerism developed and was shaped
by merchant capitalists, private and federal institutions, and advertising
agencies from the 188os to the 19g30s." In the 1880s, stamp publishers
and tobacco companies printed chromolithographic trade cards and
free postage stamps to advertise their products and attract customers.
Many dry-goods companies capitalized on new chromolithography
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Fig. 6. Scott’s International Stamp Album trade card, late nineteenth century
(Author’s collection, author’s photo)

technology and customized cards branded with the company’s name
and products. These trade cards were a popular collectible in their
own right because they came free in packaging and contained attrac-
tively colored images that belonged to sets, meant to be completed.
Many children, particularly girls, collected and kept cards in scrap-
books, an activity that prepared girls especially to become keen and
brand-conscious shoppers for their future households.? Trade cards
that advertised stamp albums associated stamps and related materials
as consumer products to male and female consumers.

Some trade cards advertised for stamp dealers and publishers, while
others contained stamps and encouraged the collecting of the cards
and the stamps. Scott’s Stamp and Coin Company used stock cards to
advertise its most popular album. In figure 6, we see the Scott’s imprint
labels on the large clothing box, visually equating it with consumable
woman’s clothing, and possibly expensive French clothing. Charles A.
Townsend, a dealer in Akron, Ohio, stamped his name and address
on the front of a series of famous persons cards, including Presi-
dent Buchanan and actress Pauline Markham. On the reverse side,
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Townsend printed a shortened price list of stamps he held in stock at
the time.” Stamp dealers and publishers promoted their business in
ways very similar to how other consumer goods merchants and manu-
facturers advertised their products in the late nineteenth century.
Rival tobacco companies competed for adult customers in the late
nineteenth century by offering card sets with illustrations of presidents,
baseball players, animals, and fish. In an effort to attract more custom-
ers into trying their cigarettes, W. Duke and Sons offered smokers a
series of trade cards relating to postal matters that included a “genuine
foreign postage stamp” in every box. On the back of the cards, Duke
told customers that these stamps were not only for “the beginner,” but
also for the “owner of a large collection,” who would find stamps “such
as he could never find before.” Duke recognized that trade cards
weren’t the only mass-printed items to be collected; so were stamps.
Advertisers identified an emerging philatelic culture among men of
certain economic means and hoped some of them might consider try-
ing a Duke cigarette if they were already inclined to smoke and collect.
To encourage saving stamps accumulated from buying cigarettes,
the Duke Company recruited a trusted name in philately, J. Walter
Scott, to produce a beautifully designed album to hold the complete
set of stamps available to Duke’s cigarette customers. Scott, who adver-
tised his own albums, endorsed this album as a legitimate philatelic
product—something that club philatelists would easily recognize. In
a letter printed on the album’s inside cover, Scott stated that Duke’s
generosity in giving away stamps on cigarette cards “made this album a
necessity.” Many who had “never seen a foreign stamp before have now
become eager collectors.” An album was a necessity if one adhered to
principles of philately that clubs and dealers promoted. The album
forced an order so that new collectors learned to arrange the free
stamps by country. Duke’s album represented a complete set of stamps
to be distributed in cigarette boxes, which was not as large as Scott’s
“International” albums that represented all known varieties produced
and circulated in the world at a given time. Stamps offered their con-
sumers an “educational advantage” because, according to Scott, stamps
led people directly to the study of history and geography, and this
album cried out to be filled and encouraged consumers to smoke more
cigarettes.” As stamp collecting grew and clubs began to form, Duke
Tobacco and Scott Stamp and Coin merged their capitalist interest to
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sell cigarettes and promoted stamp collecting as a consumer activity in
the 1880s.° With stamps readily available for certain groups, philatelists
revealed what philately could teach collectors.

What Philately Teaches

In 1899, well-known stamp dealer and philatelic writer John N. Luff
explained to a crowd gathered at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and
Sciences’ newly established Section of Philately what he believed that
philately taught its followers. Philately, he asserted, opened up a wide
field of research:

It trains our powers of observation, enlarges our perceptions, broad-
ens our view, and adds to our knowledge of history, art, languages, ge-
ography, botany, mythology and many kindred branches of learning.

The mechanical part of stamp making may be studied with much
profit and entertainment. Considered in all its aspects, philately is
even more instructive than matrimony.

It teaches even the unwilling and the careless. In the effort to fill
these spaces in their albums they must learn what varieties they are
lacking and in what these differ from other and similar varieties.”

Luff and other philatelists believed that learning of some kind was inev-
itable when collecting stamps, even for those unaware of the process.
That learning began, according to Luff, first by looking at a postage
stamp. He highlighted for the audience the different design elements
and then encouraged them to analyze the physicality of the stamp,
including the paper, perforations, and gum. The process of observa-
tion, he explained, led stamp collectors to read meaning into stamps,
because a stamp was designed deliberately and required interpretation.
Luff’s lecture was widely distributed in print form in the early twenti-
eth century, and fellow collectors pointed to this book as an excellent
primer for introducing stamp collecting to new audiences.

Collecting, then, made stamps good vehicles for teaching different
skills or literacies. Knowledge of current events and political geogra-
phy, for example, was often cited as a benefit from philately. In 1894,
one collector wrote that “stamp-collecting brings the situation of every
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important nation of the earth again and again through life to the mind
of the collector.” Referencing the rapidly changing political landscape
in south and central Africa amid the “scramble” by colonizing Euro-
pean empires, philatelists saw themselves as more involved than the
average person in current events, because they followed international
political developments in newspapers to keep up on new stamp issues.
Newly issued stamps often revealed new governing bodies over previ-
ously sovereign territories. In those cases, imperial governments not
only constructed and enforced new territorial boundaries with infra-
structure and military posts, but also through printing postage stamps
that constructed new identities for people living in regions who weren’t
necessarily culturally connected.® These colonial identities circulated
on stamps and became the identity that collectors and stamp specta-
tors associated with people living in those territories. The needs of
empire led to the creation of postage stamps in the 1840s, and some-
times empire was very visible on stamps themselves.

Collecting during this period of intense competition for power and
sovereignty in Africa and Asia was exciting for philatelists, because it
meant new international stamps were regularly available for purchase
or exchange. The mainstream and philatelic press constantly informed
readers about newly issued foreign stamps that held power to teach
collectors about other countries. As debates and fears over immigra-
tion to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries ensued, using stamps to expose adults and children to for-
eign lands and cultures frequently framed the discourse. In 1910, one
Washington and Lee professor praised stamp collecting for teaching
geography, the expansiveness of British and other European empires,
and different systems of money.’ The Christian Science Monitor, which
took an early interest in stamp collecting by sponsoring regular col-
umns, consistently extolled the values of learning with stamps for keep-
ing children in touch with events around the world and “political and
social history.” Parents and children might examine a series of stamps
that traced changes in governance, which contributed to the popular
belief that stamp collecting taught geography, politics, and history. Col-
lapsing empires, “belligerent nations” occupying territory, and newly
independent states all represented the changing geopolitical land-
scape during and following World War 1.1

Alternatively, stamp collecting offered potential to generate greater
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cultural exchanges. With a large and growing immigrant population in
the United States, some groups could have connected an interest relat-
ed to stamp collecting, learning about Italy, for example, to a native-
born Italian immigrant. Collecting was about the stamps and nations,
however, and not necessarily about understanding the individuals or
cultural history of the stamp’s originating locale. A collector seeking
Chinese stamps in the 1880s might also fully support the Chinese
Exclusionary Act. Collectors enjoyed gleaning small tidbits of informa-
tion about a country from a stamp, which was just another product—or
souvenir—from nations, empires, and colonies.

Some collectors described the experience of viewing stamps as
being transported virtually to another nation. Images of foreign rulers,
holidays, and landscapes carried one teenage girl to that country in
her mind. She learned “everything that you would like to know about
in any country” from its stamps. Anne Zulioff imagined the journey
her stamps took from a printing press onto a precious letter, and then
to land into her stamp album." In this example, small colored bits of
paper acted as an agent activating the imagination. Adults and chil-
dren learned to look at and read stamps as cultural objects embedded
with meaning. That meaning, of course, was subjective and personal.
The history and culture Zulioff described was imagined. Teaching that
global politics and cultures could be understood through the imagery
and rhetoric of stamps encouraged understanding the world in over-
simplified ways.

For many educators, using stamps to teach elementary school chil-
dren geography and global politics was logical. Stamps were colorful,
accessible, and led to discovering basic facts about foreign countries.
Additionally, educators incorporated stamps into their classroom,
because they believed they were capitalizing on a child’s “collecting
instinct.”

A Collecting Instinct

At the turn of the century, some educators integrated stamp-collecting
practices into their classrooms because child psychologists urged them
to take advantage of a child’s instinct and desire to collect. Some popu-
lar writing about collecting described the activity as childish, given that
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children seemed to enjoy collecting and saving many different types of
natural and manufactured objects. Noted psychologist Granville Stan-
ley Hall and his students from Clark University pioneered the field of
child psychology and researched behavior at different stages of child-
hood development, including collecting.

Psychologist Caroline Burk researched the question: is there a col-
lecting instinct in children? After surveying over 1,200 children in two
California cities, Burk published her findings in 1goo. She found that
go percent of the children surveyed collected something and most kept
between three and four collections at a given time. Girls kept a slightly
higher number of collections than boys. Stamp collections were very
common with boys and girls. Burk determined that the desire to col-
lect began as early as three years old and intensified from ages eight to
ten. Influence of friends, family, and fads motivated most youngsters to
collect specific types of things, and stamps were no exception. Through
her findings, Burk saw potential pedagogical uses for collecting.'

Burk’s study was quite influential. School psychology textbooks
included sections on understanding the collecting instinct in chil-
dren, citing Burk’s findings. Textbook authors, some psychologists
themselves, championed collecting in classrooms. Specific pursuits,
like stamp collecting, fostered “the scientific attitude of the mind”
by encouraging classification, organization, and arrangement. It was
argued that this instinct led students to organize historical events in
chronological order and recognize national heroes.”” Not only did
many educators believe that a collecting instinct existed, but that the
practice of collecting stamps taught students how to read and interpret
the signs embedded in the designs.

Additional research that followed in the late 1g20s and early 19g0s
challenged Burk’s findings by proposing that collecting habits reflect-
ed social environments and could be indicative of problematic behav-
iors. In contrast to Burk, psychologists Harvey C. Lehman and Paul
A. Witty found that only 10 percent of children collected anything in
Kansas towns and cities during 1925. Lehman and Witty’s data illumi-
nated gender, regional, and demographic differences, and they con-
cluded that collecting might be a fad and not an instinct inherent to all
children. By the 19g0s, Lehman and Witty’s research reflected anxiety
about the population shifts to urban areas, as they found rural chil-
dren were more likely to maintain collections than their urban coun-
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terparts. Unlike advocates of the playground movement who prized an
idealized vision of rural play that associations attempted to replicate in
large towns and cities, Lehman and Witty believed their data provided
some evidence that the isolation of rural living promoted individual-
ism that adversely prepared young Americans for modern life. Allud-
ing to notions that American farmers were uncooperative politically,
Lehman and Witty maintained that farmers’ children needed to learn
cooperation and socialization—skills the urban-based psychologists
assumed these children lacked—through participation in team activi-
ties at school." Strikingly, given that Witty and Lehman’s later research
occurred during the Great Depression, they never examined economic
factors (individual family income or locality averages) as influencing
collecting habits. Data about the collecting activities of children were
instead analyzed to speculate if and how childhood play predicted
political behavior in adulthood.

Witty and Lehman’s research indicated a declining interest in col-
lecting among children of all ages in the 19g0s, yet we know that the
sales of stamps, media attention, and philatelic activities in schools
and during extracurricular groups actually increased throughout the
1930s. Burk’s study in 1goo had already laid the groundwork for stamp
collecting to be viewed as an acceptable classroom and extracurricular
activity.

Philately in the Classroom and Extracurricular Activities

At the turn of the century, Burk’s research coupled with encourage-
ment from philatelists for teachers to incorporate stamp collecting
into classroom activities. Stamps appealed to educators because of
their availability, color, and imagery, printed around the world. Teach-
ers in New York public schools encouraged their students to collect
stamps as early as 1885, because, as teachers remarked, their students
learned facts about foreign countries as easily as they learned the rules
of marbles. A principal in Chicago observed that all of his best students
collected stamps and that stamp collecting led to improved academic
achievement in high school. Teaching geography with stamps contin-
ued for decades, and sometimes journalists teased that “Hobbies Solve
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Teachers’ Problems Nowadays.
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In addition to solving problems teachers faced in their classrooms,
stamps were adopted as pedagogical tools to help students learn about
geopolitical boundaries and difference from the 1880s through the
1930s. Some philatelists viewed international stamps as visual press
releases of changes in governance and believed in the power of a stamp
to relay that information: “Upon the simple postage stamp can be stud-
ied the rise, decline, and fall of empires, kingdoms, and republics.”*®
Stamps illustrated who was in power, but stamps alone could not chal-
lenge readers to investigate complicated stories behind the changes in
empires, kingdoms, and republics, or why empires expanded. Teach-
ers could, however, ask students to look at a stamp and then find its
country of origin on a map. Mary Branch’s poem offered anecdotal
evidence that stamp collecting successfully taught world geography.

Three months ago he did not know

His lesson in geography;

Though he could spell and read quite well,
And cipher, too, he could not tell

The least thing in topography.

But what a change! How passing strange!
This stamp-collecting passion

Has roused his zeal, for woe or weal,

And lists of names he now can reel

Off in amazing fashion.

... And now he longs for more Hong Kongs,
A Rampour, a Mauritius,

Greece, Borneo, Fernando Po,—

And how much else no one can know;

But be, kind fates, propitious.'”

The type of knowledge gleaned from stamps reflected a style of his-
tory and geography commonly taught in schools in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries that rewarded rote memorization of facts
such as political leaders or world capitals. Philatelists taught that to
understand and classify stamps properly, collectors must know “where
each stamp-issuing country is located, and by what government it is
ruled.” Mary Branch observed that students learned basic information
about a country from its stamps. Students learned to read stamps as
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representing nations and highlighted geopolitical differences among
them.

As it grew in popularity, stamp collecting appeared as an extracur-
ricular activity sponsored by youth-focused organizations. In the early
twentieth century, adult progressive reformers developed recreation
programs to keep idle children busy with what they saw as produc-
tive activities, and they taught recreation coordinators that collecting
stamps qualified as healthy indoor play, because it kept children busy
and discouraged delinquency.'®

The After School Club embodied many of those sentiments. Much
like the Boy Scouts of America, also founded in the 1g10s, the Ameri-
can Institute of Child Life’s (AICL) After School Club sought to fill all
nonschool hours with wholesome activities and acted as a “correspon-
dence recreation center.” The After School Club’s handbook recom-
mended different activities by age group, and listed collecting stamps
and other objects as an appropriate activity for seven- to fourteen-year-
olds. Young collectors worked toward earning “degrees” after studying
and learning from their objects. The club also offered traveling col-
lections of minerals, fossils, and stamps. Ultimately, the objective of
this club was to make “young people wholesomely happy and to help
build them into efficient and useful citizens.” The AICL and its board
of leading scholars and researchers in the welfare and education of
children, including child psychologist G. Stanley Hall, reccommended
stamp collecting as a wholesome activity that would shape young col-
lectors into better citizens.

Upon further investigation, we see that the AICL’s mission to nurture
young citizens was intertwined with emerging scientific fields studying
and defining phases of childhood. In the 1g10s, the AICL proclaimed
its concern with the welfare of children and was affiliated with many
organizations “concerned with childhood.” Mothers who joined the
AICL received complimentary memberships to all affiliated groups,
including the new Eugenics Record Office in Cold Spring Harbor, New
York; the YMCA; the US Children’s Bureau; and the Audubon Society,
among others. Curiously the Eugenics Record Office (ERO) received
a prominent position at the top of the list. The ERO collected family
trait histories, and its director H. H. Laughlin advocated for eugenics-
based immigration legislation and policies restricting reproduction of
the “unfit.” The eugenics movement enjoyed many supporters in the
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early twentieth century, including progressive reformers, who sought
to improve the American population through a variety of means.*

It is difficult to know how these affiliations developed, but it is pos-
sible to see how collecting stamps appealed to the AICL. Collecting
and arranging stamps requires an ordering of the world relying on
identification of differences among nations and defining people by
politically determined geographic borders. Stamps are tools that unify
a nation or empire by imposing postal infrastructure and through the
visual imagery designed to erase cultural diversity. Collecting practices,
however, encourage identification of differences between nations rep-
resented on stamps that are enforced in albums. Viewing visual repre-
sentations of nations in stamps offers an opportunity to teach young
people about the perceived scientific differences and racial hierarchies
among peoples of the world. Stamp albums provide spaces to order the
world that also respected and enforced boundaries. According to phil-
atelic practice, a stamp fit exactly into a space designated for it and did
not belong anywhere else. Philatelists organized stamps according to a
world order as proscribed by stamp-producing powers. This, of course,
does not mean philatelists supported eugenics merely because they
collected stamps. But it allows us to see that stamp collecting appealed
to many different groups. For another group, the world’s stamps sym-
bolized a gateway to spiritual duty and fulfillment.

The Women’s Missionary Union of the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion encouraged stamp collecting to inspire young people to become
missionaries. Their publication for children, World Comrades, started a
stamp column in 1934 written by “Bob the Stamper.” He introduced
readers to foreign stamps so that those nations would “become a call
to the heralds of the Great Commission.” One column told the story
of a man who linked his Bible studies with the family’s stamp album
by writing a scriptural passage “to fit the stamps” on each page of the
album. Each time anyone flipped through the album, the marginalia
reminded the reader about the Bible and faith. One reviewer praised
the magazine for capitalizing on the collecting instincts of children “in
the interest of Bible study and the spread of Christ’s Kingdom through-
out the earth.”

The Women’s Missionary Union believed that stamps possessed
power to motivate young people to volunteer for Christianizing mis-
sions across the globe. If the stamps of each nation represented a path
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for pursuing the “Great Commission,” then an album represented
work to be done and the hope of salvation. Identifying nations, terri-
tories, or colonies imposed a different order on the world, and helped
Southern Baptists visualize the scope of their missionary work. South-
ern Baptists, like other groups, found meaning in stamps beyond their
face value. Bob the Stamper used stamps to teach young people about
the potential for uniting the world in the name of Christianity, and the
album provided motivation and a path for accomplishing this goal.

Progressive reformers and educators preoccupied themselves with
preventing idleness in children because, in their minds, idleness led
to delinquency and vice. Stamp collecting was “something to do” and
kept youths “out of all sorts of mischief and very often bad company.”
This sentiment motivated some philatelists to work with young people
by starting clubs in YMCAs and places like the Boys Hotel for homeless
boys in Kansas City, Missouri. Some saw this as “missionary work for the
hobby,” knowing that “every new collector adds to the stability of stamp
collecting.” Collectors donated old stamps, albums, and literature for
the benefit of the boys and girls. Dealers also prepared stamp packets
that contained a variety of common and inexpensive stamps for begin-
ning collectors, sometimes referred to as the “boy trade” even though
boys and girls received these packs.?

In 1929, one philatelist reported that 10,000 new stamp-collecting
after-school clubs had formed that year in American schools—many
with the help of APS members. The Oakland Philatelic Society, for
example, organized fifty school stamp clubs from 1931 to 1932. In
Los Angeles, philatelists organized fourteen Playground clubs by 1953.
Both in Oakland and in Los Angeles, California clubs sponsored com-
petitive exhibitions where adult club philatelists judged and awarded
ribbons to the winning students, such as from the Lincoln Heights
playground in 19g1. Dealers, particularly in the late 1920s and 193o0s,
actively engaged in this “missionary work” to groom new young collec-
tors (and their parents) who one day might become customers.*

Collecting with Boy Scouts

The business side of collecting was rarely addressed in schools or in
most extracurricular activities, but it was an important element to earn-
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ing a Boy Scout merit badge introduced in 194 1. By adding this badge,
the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) acknowledged stamp collecting as an
activity worthy of building character in young men. Prior to making the
badge official, stamp collecting and the Scouts already enjoyed a close
relationship. In 1926, the “Lone Scout” program provided boys living
in rural areas—too sparse for troops—an opportunity to participate
in Scouting by organizing stamp-collecting clubs. More than 100,000
boys registered for the Lone Scout program. With assistance from
members of the American Philatelic Society, the BSA crafted require-
ments for the badge. Scoutmaster and APS member William Hoffman
asked fellow members to offer their expertise to local Scout councils
across the country and to volunteer as “Expert Examiners.” In contrast,
the Girl Scouts of America did not offer a stamp-collecting badge until
the 1960s.%

Stamp collecting in the Scouts was so popular and enjoyed such
favor with practicing philatelists that the BSA created a Boy Scout
Stamp Club that met in Washington, DC. It was run by a philatelist who
belonged to several societies and who guided them through the stages
of earning their badge and in general collecting practices. By one esti-
mate, nearly 25 percent of DC-area Scouts in 1934, approximately 750
boys, collected stamps and participated in this club.?

To help boys pursuing the stamp-collecting badge, the BSA print-
ed a philately guidebook. Earning the stamp-collecting merit badge
required that a Scout be committed to collecting and required assis-
tance from a philatelic club member to achieve each of these mile-
stones based in philatelic practice:

1. Own and exhibit a collection of 5oo or more well-conditioned
stamps, collected by the Scout;

2. Exhibit 10 varieties of stamps, including air mail, envelope, sur-
charged imperforate, perforate, postage due, pre-cancelled, flat
plate, rotary press, telegraph, revenue and registration;

3. Exhibit and explain the following classes and stamps and names
one country of issue: postage, commemorative, special delivery,
postal packet, express, split or bisected, postmasters’ provisionals,
and private proprietary;

4. Exhibit and explain cancellations and their relation to the value of

a stamp;
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5. Explain the principal characteristics of stamps viz: class of paper,
watermarks, separations, impressions.

6. Exhibit the following issues of U.S. stamps: 10 different commem-
orative, present postage, present envelope; 2 different memorial,
1 flat plate, 1 rotary press, 10 different official or departmental
and 4 different air mail stamps;

7. Demonstrate ability to “catalog” accurately 5 stamps provided by
the Examiner;

8. Explain in full the “condition” of a stamp, and how the exact value

of a stamp is determined.®

The creation of this badge expressed the BSA’s confidence that
stamp collecting helped boys as they matured into young men, and
that collecting related to a “boy’s vocational outlook.” Boys needed
to collect and properly organize and describe a variety of stamps and
were required to explain how the value of a stamp was determined.
These young collectors learned about the stamp market through
Scouting. By the 19g0s, more badges related to experiencing and
experimenting with vocations, such as blacksmithing, carpentry, cot-
ton farming, or salesmanship.?” With the exception of dealers and a
few novelty shop owners, stamp collecting was a hobby, even as it was
categorized a vocational badge. As an avocation, the practice of phi-
lately might earn someone extra money if the collector cared for and
amassed a variety of rare stamps. Stamp collecting forced an ordered
classification of stamps and taught these boys that stamps could be
worth an amount of money different from the value printed on the
stamp. With the guidance from a local philatelist, a Scout was pre-
pared to sell and trade his stamps.

Practices introduced to Scouts mirrored capitalist activity of the
marketplace. Following this market model could make collecting prof-
itable, and Scouts were required to discuss how a stamp was revalued
in the philatelic market to earn their badge.?® Explaining the design
on stamps was not required for this badge, even though we see that
reading images is the primary approach to teaching about stamps nor-
malized by philatelic clubs. Mentoring a Scout to sell and exchange
stamps might serve him well “as the boy grows to manhood.”® Shaped
primarily by a national philatelic association, the process for earning a
stamp badge socialized Scouts in philatelic culture as much as it taught
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practices. In this very direct way, the BSA and the APS groomed boys in
the all-male Scouting network to become philatelists, another homoso-
cial network of adults.

These examples typify the connections philatelic clubs made with
nonphilatelists and how philatelists worked to increase the general
public’s exposure to stamp collecting. Their involvement in extra-
curricular activities varied. Stamps’ availability and accessibility made
them easily translatable as pedagogical tools for individuals and groups
to use as they wished. Philatelists pushed back, in some ways, through
the creation of a Boy Scout badge that normalized practices for young
male collectors. Club collectors balanced the advantages of sharing
their hobby with wide audiences with emphasizing that true collectors
belonged to a community of practice.

Public Stamp Exhibitions

Noncollectors of all ages might learn about stamps from collectors
sharing their specialized knowledge at public exhibitions. Ameri-
cans of all income levels were becoming accustomed to public exhi-
bition as a form of amusement and a way to learn about faraway
places from midways at world’s fairs, oddities at dime museums in
entertainment districts, and art and natural history at new muse-
ums opening in cities across the United States. Advertisements for
large stamp exhibitions were placed in the entertainment sections
of newspapers, so that in New York one found the International
Stamp Exhibition among listings for musical performances at Carn-
egie Hall, for motion pictures starring Adolph Menjou and Harold
Lloyd, for operas by Gilbert and Sullivan, and for a play by Theo-
dore Dreiser. Museums, in particular, offered a model for viewing
and revering objects within an ordered context—and in the case of
stamps, the album often served as a display case in public spaces.”
Public exhibits provided a physical venue for philatelists to show off
collections and investments to a broader audience beyond fellow
philatelists, Boy Scouts, or school-related clubs.

Thousands of visitors attended the New York International Stamp
Exhibition in 1914, the first large American philatelic exhibition. Brit-
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ish philatelic writer Fred J. Melville contributed a guest column to the
New York Times during the exhibition, praising the quality of exhibits.
He joked that they justified his long trip to the United States to view
the show, and enjoyed seeing that Americans were beginning to appre-
ciate the “cult” of the stamp as much as British and European collec-
tors. Melville’s article offered some reassurance to American club col-
lectors looking for approval from their more experienced brothers
in philately—the Europeans—for this exhibition.”" Interestingly, one
New York Times reporter covering the exhibition noticed a “democrat-
ic character” to the exhibitors, which he attributed to the popularity
of stamp collecting, because a “humble artisan” or a monarch could
collect stamps.”* Anyone could collect, and many did. The collectors
exhibiting, however, invested time and money in their leisure activity.
Public exhibitions such as this one exposed noncollectors to the pos-
sibilities of the stamp market. Collecting, as “democratic,” fit appropri-
ately with American ideals, according to the reporter, even if philately
originated in Europe and stamps themselves arose from needs of the
British Empire.

Articles discussing the exhibition also emphasized that stamp col-
lecting was not only about classifying stamps, by focusing on the mon-
etary values of the stamps exhibited. Noncollectors learned that while
postage was assigned a specific monetary value to mail a letter, col-
lectors created their own alternate market for valuing stamps. Often
articles in the mainstream press did not elaborate on how philatelists
determined the value of a stamp or an entire collection. Visitors to
an exhibition only saw that rare collections amassed by people like
George Worthington were worth tens of thousands of dollars. One arti-
cle described the rarities of Worthington’s stamps, including a Cape
of Good Hope stamp with a woodblock error.** To noncollectors, the
world of stamp collecting was a bit mysterious because it valued errors
in printing that elevated a stamp that originally cost two cents to a
value of ten thousand dollars. Without knowing the whys of the stamp
market, some noncollectors saw this enterprise as similar to a lottery—
one rare stamp in a collection might bring in jackpot. At a time when
no legal lotteries operated in the United States, a person might dream
of stumbling upon a valuable old stamp in a trunk and selling it for
thousands of dollars. In that scenario, luck trumped philatelic exper-
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tise, making the discovery of riches in stamps quite unluckily, yet pos-
sible for all.

Clubs also sponsored smaller, local exhibitions to reinvigorate dor-
mant collectors’ interest and attract new ones. The Stamp Collectors’
Club of Hartford hosted a World War I-themed exhibition not only
to display rare varieties from their members’ collections, but also to
increase collecting activities in Hartford. Sponsoring an exhibition
from the US postal service, the Boston Philatelic Society gave these
very reasons for pulling together this public event—to interest “our
non-collecting citizens,” to bring back onetime collectors, and to offer
unaffiliated “worthy collectors” an opportunity to associate with the
club members to encourage them to join.** Local press gave collecting
clubs mainstream media coverage of their events and helped to spread
the word about stamp collecting.

Organizers staged stamp exhibits in or near cultural centers in big
cities to associate stamp collecting with other high-brow activities. Cul-
tural hierarchies divided public events into high and low categories
to distinguish behavioral norms and restricted audiences.” Philatelists
clearly desired to associate their activities with institutions of learning
and culture. The Art Institute of Chicago hosted an exhibition cel-
ebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the American Philatelic Soci-
ety in 1911, and the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut,
sponsored an exhibit on war issues in 1921. The 1915 New York Inter-
national Stamp Exhibition was held at the Engineering Societies Build-
ing in Manhattan, located within one block of the New York Public
Library and near the shopping district on Fifth Avenue. The exhibition
opened near a busy cultural and commercial district in the city, and
was located in the same building as a scientific association.”® Locating
a stamp exhibition in such spaces helped to legitimize the hobby and
physically connected collectors with institutions commonly associated
with learning. Philatelists not only desired to connect their practices
with places of learning, but tried to attract people who valued cultural
institutions.

One effort can be seen from the organizers of the 1926 Interna-
tional Stamp Exhibition, who targeted parents in advertisements. Ads
urged parents to “give your boy a chance to learn” about “mysteri-
ous peoples” and “unusual customs” by taking him to the exhibition.
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Encouraging a boy—only boys were mentioned and illustrated in this
ad—to collect stamps increased his knowledge of geography and his-
tory. Looking together at a stamp album, a father points to stamps
and talks to his son while the mother looks on in the background.*

In this traditional family unit, the father figure, wearing white-collar
attire, discusses them with his son. Here knowledge is transferred from
stamp to adult to the child. By giving a boy a chance to learn, philate-
lists argued, “the postage stamp” became the “common bond,” getting
him “in touch with the rest of the world,” including countries “most of
us never heard of.” Missing from the image are reference books and
maps that might help a young collector to contextualize imagery on
a stamp alone. Boys and their fathers learned together, and, as the ad
instructed the reader, stamps taught geography, history, and zoology,
implying that some of this knowledge was inherent in the stamp, with-
out needing outside literature.

In this ad, the learning process appears to be masculine. Interest-
ingly, the ad makes no mention of stamp values or the possibility of
earning money. When framed as an educational pursuit, the econom-
ics of collecting was often omitted from the discussion. The ad’s imag-
ery depicts a stereotypical middle-class household scene in the 1920s
that combines with the copy to indicate that this indoor and nonath-
letic activity was indeed masculine. Employing a tone of exoticism by
referring to “mysterious peoples” and “unusual customs” represented
in stamps, the ad makes clearer the subtleties of collecting’s connec-
tion to masculinity and empire.

Presenting collecting activities in this way reinforced the notion
that while real government agencies produced stamps, the places rep-
resented on stamps are almost imaginary. If stamp collecting “implies a
wide knowledge of the world,” the type of knowledge may not be that
wide but instead rather narrow. International stamps functioned as a
type of souvenir from a country most collectors never visited, forcing
both the collector and other spectators to view the stamp in uncritical
ways. Stamp exhibitions perpetuated this idea, which was not an unfa-
miliar concept to most Americans, who regularly read cultural objects
from a tourist perspective. Collectors knew that stamps carried differ-
ent messages, and the noncollecting public increasingly learned to see
stamps as meaning-filled pieces of paper.
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Teaching Philately as Self-Improvement

For adults, adopting a hobby such as stamp collecting was often seen
as an exercise in selfimprovement. The selfimprovement movement
arose in the antebellum era but extended into the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries with efforts to bring culture to those who
might not have access to it through university life. Lyceums, women’s
clubs, and chautauquas organized lecturers around the country to
discuss art, literature, and history. Visiting a museum exposed visitors
to great works of art, while belonging to the Book of the Month Club
in the mid-1920s offered participants a chance to read great litera-
ture at home.™

During the Great Depression, some unemployed adults learned to
collect stamps in free classes offered by emergency relief programs.
During a time when most Americans had less money to spend on non-
essential items, stamp collecting continued to grow as a hobby, prompt-
ing one observer to note that philatelic advertisement pages thrived
in stamp papers. To his surprise, people continued to spend money
on things they could not eat.* To help manage the numbers of unem-
ployed, some municipalities and civic groups offered adult education
classes in arts and hobbies in the spirit of self<improvement. In New
York City, the Emergency Relief Bureau organized and sponsored free
classes for residents and in turn employed artists, musicians, and other
unemployed people to teach a variety of classes at city recreation cen-
ters, parks, and playgrounds beginning in 19g2. While classes were
open to all residents, they were “designed especially for the unem-
ployed,” and over 19,000 adult students enrolled within the first six
months. Classes in hobbies such as stamp collecting, photography, and
home mechanics were available in these free institutes held across the
city. Due to the city’s success, other municipalities in the state emulated
those public education programs.*” Local authorities tapped into the
network of established hobbyists to instruct fellow citizens who had
unexpected free time on their hands. Stamp collecting was branded
as a worthy way to spend time. Often contradictory to the term “lei-
sure,” many hobbies practiced during nonwork hours actually emu-
lated work, which some scholars called “serious leisure.” Because of the
ethic involved in serious leisure activities, some recreation advocates
suggested that hobbies actually made people better workers.*!
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Adult education programs formally taught philately and other pur-
suits to keep unemployed workers primed and ready for their next job.
If this was true for adults, then teaching philately to children might
be preparing them to enter the work world as an adult. During this
time teachers enrolled in philately classes at the University of Minne-
sota, Temple University, and Harvard’s School of Education and Social
Service, and college students organized philatelic clubs. Universities
hired APS members as their instructors, further extending the reach
of philatelic clubs and their influence on the diffusion of philatelic
knowledge to adults.*?

During the Depression, stamp collecting was also promoted by the
conservative Leisure League of America (LLA). The organization pub-
lished literature, sponsored hobby shows, and embarked on a public
relations blitz to encourage citizens to adopt a hobby. After its found-
ing in 1934, president and founder James S. Stanley went on a cam-
paign to promote 700 different recreational activities published in The
Care and Feeding of Hobby Horses for the purpose of saving “the nation
from boredom.” Stanley complained that too many Americans were
willing to sit and watch others play rather than doing it for themselves.
Philately and other select hobbies earned a monograph. Some news-
paper editors found this hobby movement a bit comical and joked that
the LLA was “wasting time busily.”*

A rise in mass cultural offerings—movies, sporting events, amuse-
ment parks—troubled Stanley because he saw participants in those
activities as being passive: watching rather than playing. Stanley acted
as a political conservative, worrying about communal bonds formed in
public cultural venues. He declared during the first Hobby Round-Up
on May 1, 1935, that “May Day is play day” and not a time for “radical
demonstrations.”** Stanley’s statement shifted the focus from offering
leisure-time activities merely to “cure boredom” to speaking out against
radicalism in the name of hobbies. The Hobby Round-Up was Stanley’s
way of taking back May Day from the Communists. He pushed hobbies
as a way of mollifying workers inclined toward increased union activity
and New Deal policies that supported workers’ rights. Factory workers
and union members did bond through mass culture participation in
cities like Chicago in 19g0s, which worked to unite previously divided
workers in pursuit of common economic and production goals.* Stan-
ley praised hobbies as individualist pursuits.
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Meant for general audiences, monographs published and distribut-
ed by LLA taught the basics of different hobbies, including stamp col-
lecting. The stamp-collecting book offered a guide for novices, intro-
ducing them to collecting practices, philatelic clubs and papers, and
a brief history of the postal system. Once again, stamp collecting was
described as “purely educational” and had a “beneficial effect upon
character.” According to the author, stamp collectors “must have an
orderly mind” because they must be “neat, accurate, conscientious,
observant, and honest.” He then admitted that it was difficult to ascer-
tain whether these skills were developed or accentuated by stamp col-
lecting, but that they were positive characteristics for all people, none-
theless.* A publication such as this summarized many widely shared
feelings about the worthiness of stamp collecting as a practice and why
it should be taught to children and adults alike.

By the 19go0s, purchasing stamps was easy and Americans under-
stood that stamps functioned in many ways outside of their official
role as postage. Americans found stamps in cigarette packages and
philatelic information published in newspaper columns, or learned
about philately at the YMCA or at a local university. Stamp collecting
continued to grow in popularity as a hobby because club philatelists,
educators, parents, missionaries, and merchant capitalists contribut-
ed to a public dialogue in the mainstream media that framed stamp
collecting as educational. By constructing stamps as educational,
these groups taught others how to look for what they wanted them to
see in stamps and the order placed on them through philatelic prac-
tices. Teachers wanted students to memorize geographic locations
and world leaders; recreation leaders wanted students to stay out of
trouble; cities wanted to keep the minds of unemployed adults active
and ready for their next job; missionaries showed young people a
path for doing God’s work; and merchant capitalists demonstrated
that stamps were consumer collectibles. Club philatelists participated
in this mass pedagogical movement to bring stamp collecting to all
Americans through a type of voluntarism that spread the word about
their favorite hobby.

Collectors and noncollectors learned to see the world as an ordered
place that could be controlled in the pages of a stamp album, and these
processes emulated, in a small way, an imperialist impulse to gather
and control territories for one’s own gain. This process also opened
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the door to viewing the United States as different and exceptional
when compared to other countries. Americans learned to read stamps
as culturally encoded texts bearing images and phrases constructed by
a government agency, whether aware or not. The USPOD understood
this power as it tracked the growing interest in stamp collecting, and
began printing commemorative stamps in the 189os.






Federal Participation in Philately

————

After Omaha’s triumph is properly won,

Other towns, not forgetting our own,

Will be fully entitled to do as she’s done;

In this thing she must not stand alone.

And if some day the crush

Of the jubilee rush

Uncle Sam and his factory swamps,

Then old Sammy will moan,

“Ah, had I only known

I’d have sat on those Omaha stamps.”
—Unknown, 1898

Why would philatelists debate whether the US Post Office Department
should issue its second special commemorative stamp series promoting
Omaha’s Trans-Mississippi Exposition held in 18987 Five years earlier,
the Department printed the first commemorative stamp series cele-
brating the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The “Colum-
bians,” as they became known, were extremely popular and many
Americans collected them. Viewing the Columbians as a successful way
to promote and celebrate a world’s fair, the organizers of the Trans-
Mississippi convinced postal officials to support the 1898 exposition
by printing another series of commemoratives. An unknown philatelic
poet, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, represented the feelings

67
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of many philatelists who predicted that the USPOD would be crushed
by the “jubilee rush” once postal officials conceded to printing the
Trans-Mississippis. Every town might want a stamp celebrating a sig-
nificant event in its history. As some philatelists predicted, that rush
came twenty years later when commemorative requests bombarded the
USPOD and the Department capitalized of the collectability of limited-
issue stamps.

Until the Columbians, the USPOD was relatively indifferent to
collectors and printed stamps solely designed for sending materials
through the mail (known as “definitives”). Seeing the Department’s
increased interest in collectors’ activities concerned some philatelists
who believed that the USPOD and other stamp-issuing agencies might
flood the stamp market—culturally regulated by philatelists who devel-
oped methods for valuing stamps beyond government-issued values.
Acknowledging these public debates, the USPOD proceeded with its
commemorative stamp program that promoted American world’s fairs
by presenting scenes from the American past. The last decade of the
nineteenth century marked a turning point in the relationship among
the USPOD, philatelists, and noncollectors as the post office and other
government entities began influencing a leisure-time activity that the
agency previously ignored. Simultaneously, the USPOD began circulat-
ing historical narratives on stamps, making stamps important artifacts
that imprinted specific interpretations of the American past on cul-
tural memory.

The Post Office in American Life

No federal agency was more closely tied to the daily lives of the Ameri-
can public than the USPOD. As one of the first government agencies,
the USPOD connected states and territories, where only tenuous rela-
tionships existed, and helped to build a national culture by making
information, communications, and consumer goods accessible through
a federally subsidized mail system. When new towns incorporated fol-
lowing the Revolutionary War, post offices were established immedi-
ately and often acted as community gathering places. Even as the post
office remained central to smaller towns, occasionally the actions and
policies of the federal agency conflicted with local customs. Begin-
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ning in the early nineteenth century, Sabbatarians began a crusade to
keep post offices closed on Sundays, a practice that wouldn’t officially
end until the 1910s. In the 1830s, when unsolicited abolitionist litera-
ture from New York was sent to South Carolinians, local officials chal-
lenged the federal authority of the USPOD to deliver materials that
promoted overturning South Carolina’s laws and local policies. Then
Postmaster General Amos Kendall allowed local postal authorities in
southern states to censor mails and to decide what was appropriate for
their citizens.! As the main agency that facilitated communications and
commerce across long distances, it was mired in cultural and political
debates among various interest groups and politicians, with outcomes
that carried significant repercussions.

Assessing the appropriateness of mail content and debating the
breadth of authority held by the USPOD continued into the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Forced to comply with an 1873
law that barred the circulation of obscene literature and materials,
the postmaster general created an unpaid position for a special agent
charged with authority to seize offensive literature and to arrest pub-
lishers, recipients, and circulators of such materials. Paid by a private
organization, Anthony Comstock filled the role of special agent to the
USPOD until he died in 1915. As a self-appointed cultural warrior,
Comstock had been working for the New York Society for the Sup-
pression of Vice—a YMCA-affiliated committee—prior to his federal
appointment, bringing violators of state law to trial. The federal leg-
islation, later known as the Comstock Act, broadly defined obscene
materials to include not solely pornographic publications, but also
reproductions of paintings containing nude figures, playing cards,
contraception pamphlets, women’s health-related literature, and pack-
ages of contraceptives. During his tenure, Comstock confiscated and
destroyed millions of print materials and goods and prosecuted thou-
sands of violators.? Comstock zealously enforced a federal law of ques-
tionable constitutionality, while serving in a quasi-governmental role.

As Comstock scrutinized the subjects of mailable matter, postmas-
ters general sought ways to deliver consumer goods to remote areas of
the country. Services introduced by the USPOD in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, such as rural free delivery (RFD) and
parcel post, generated their own conflicts. Local businesses in small
towns protested the influence of large merchants on postal policy,
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while residents appreciated access to affordable goods available in
mail-order catalogs. RFD and parcel post afforded many rural resi-
dents home mail delivery and gave large retailers the ability to send
goods inexpensively to remote areas.” The centrality of the post office
to American daily life is evident in the ways it was pulled in many direc-
tions by legislators and citizen action. As the federal communications
department, the post office connected residents with one another and
with services, goods, and literature offered by organizations and busi-
nesses that relied on a stable delivery system. The post office provided
a public service and excelled in moving mail. It also sat in the middle
of conflicting interests as it transmitted information produced by many
entities. Even postal policies were not strictly under the Department’s
control.

Postal policy decisions varied with each presidential administra-
tion and with each Congress. From the 1820s through the 1960s, the
postmaster general was a cabinetlevel political appointment. The
Department’s budget, postal rates, and other postal-related activities
were determined by a congressional committee. This meant, among
other things, that policy interpretation varied by administration and
that the postal service retained no control over postal rates. Rates,
for second-class periodicals in particular, were contested in commit-
tee as periodicals expanded from newspapers, religious tracts, and
abolitionist literature before the Civil War to include consumer cata-
logs, specialist literature, and magazines filled with advertising after
the Civil War. Local businesses questioned whether the Department
should subsidize nationwide publications paid for by advertising, and
Progressive politicians sought, unsuccessfully, to reel in postal budget
deficits by raising rates on second-class postage. As US geographical
boundaries grew, transportation costs increased, yet a first-class letter
traveling five miles cost the same to mail as the same letter traveling
2,000 miles. The Department was forced to absorb these costs, as well
as others—including many transportation-related contracting frauds
that eventually led to major civil service reform.* Congress kept post-
age at reasonable rates on behalf of constituents, but that prevented
the Department from making decisions about budgets that were fis-
cally necessary.

Knowing of the budgetary realities, postmasters general tried
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new ways to generate revenue. One attempt was printing and selling
commemorative stamps. Under the leadership of merchant-turned-
bureaucrat John Wanamaker, the USPOD first recognized philatelists
as consumers and tapped into an established network of stamp collec-
tors eager to buy stamps for their albums rather than exchanging them
for postage delivery. At this time, consumption was becoming more
closely associated with responsibilities of citizenship as constructed by
newly formed advertising agencies. Wanamaker wanted citizens to pur-
chase the first set of American commemorative stamps that celebrated
the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago and America’s
past.” By linking stamp consumption to patriotism, Wanamaker hoped
to attract future collectors/consumers through this set of stamps while
also increasing public support for the Department. It was not the only
federal entity involved with philately. Beginning in the late nineteenth
century, the USPOD and the Smithsonian Institution established phil-
atelic collections and mounted exhibitions that promoted the study
of philately. Making collections of stamps available for the public not
only encouraged collecting, but also demonstrated that the govern-
ment approved of stamp collecting and provided the means for build-
ing collections.

The USPOD unequivocally demonstrated its support of philately
when it established the Philatelic Agency in 1921, specifically to handle
requests from collectors. This type of enthusiasm went unmatched, for
example, by the Treasury Department, which occasionally produced
commemorative coins and never offered the same support for coin
collectors. The Philatelic Agency became the government’s commem-
orative stamp store, officially acknowledging collectors as consumers.
Regular postage stamps bought at a local post office would be used to
send a letter or package for services rendered, while collectors wrote
or visited the Philatelic Agency to buy limited-issue commemorative
stamps for saving. As the USPOD solidified its role as a producer of
collectibles, it created an infrastructure to support the consumption
of stamps. Leading by example, the USPOD encouraged Americans
to buy and save stamps it crafted to celebrate a triumphalist vision
of the American past and present. These stamps reached millions of
people in the United States and around the world as the federal gov-
ernment interpreted and represented American history by promoting
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contemporary events. The turn of the century marks a transition for
the USPOD, from an organization indifferent to collecting to one that
actively participated in collecting culture.

Wanamaker and the Columbians

Until the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago (1892-93),
nineteenth-century philatelists and societies functioned in a world
almost completely removed from the producer of American stamps,
the USPOD. Prior to the 18gos, the USPOD maintained limited con-
tact with stamp collectors and produced a limited number of stamps.
From 1847 to 1894, it contracted with five private firms that designed
and printed all American stamps. The images on this early postage were
most often the heads of Benjamin Franklin and George Washington,
with occasional appearances by Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jeffer-
son, Abraham Lincoln, or other prominent white American politicians
or military officers. Printing companies experimented with different
aspects of the production process, introducing pregummed paper,
making it easier to affix a stamp to a letter, and perforations between
each stamp, making it easier to separate one from a sheet. Portraits of
figures from the American past were the staple design genre of defini-
tive stamp imagery. American stamps, unlike British ones, never rep-
resented a living head of state. Meanwhile, postmaster generals were
busy with balancing the duties of the Department with business inter-
ests of the press and big business and with morality crusades. Official
records of the USPOD reveal little contact with collectors.® Conversely,
philatelic journals did not discuss the USPOD much in their pages.
Philatelic societies and journals functioned independently from the
federal government. Publishing news releases regarding new issues of
stamps was the only role the USPOD played in the philatelic press until
the Columbian Exposition.

One factor that muddied the relationship between collectors and
producers was professional intermediaries who facilitated a philatelic
economy outside of the government producing these stamps. Stamp
dealers emerged in banking and business districts of major northern
American cities during and after the Civil War, particularly because
Union stamps could be used as currency. Stamps could be an invest-
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ment and liquidated if necessary, as happened during the war. Rec-
ognizing the commercial potential for selling and valuing stamps,
the number of dealers grew and expanded into the southern cities of
New Orleans and Atlanta. Private entities could trade in stamps that
changed in value, but postal authorities could never sell stamps for
anything greater than their face value. Postmasters could, however,
sell stamps and stamped envelopes at a discount to certain “designated
agents,” who then had to agree to sell them at face value.” While this
study will not address the particulars of the stamp market, it is impor-
tant to note that this private network formed outside of the govern-
ment’s purview and flourished before postal agencies understood the
breadth of stamp collecting’s popularity.

Retailer John Wanamaker, however, recognized these networks and
forever changed the relationship between collectors and the USPOD
during his tenure as postmaster general (1889—gg), because he saw
collectors as consumers of stamps. His administration is remembered
most for implementing rural free delivery and postal savings plans, but
Wanamaker also increased the visibility of the USPOD in the philatelic
world. Known more as the creator of the modern department store than
a Washington bureaucrat, Wanamaker brought his business acumen and
understanding of customer relations to the Department. Additionally,
Wanamaker was heavily influenced by the spectacle of the era’s world
fairs, making it possible for him to see great potential in promoting the
USPOD through a carefully designed exhibit at the Columbian Exposi-
tion that he envisioned would become part of a future postal museum.®

From the early planning stages of the Columbian Exposition, Wana-
maker envisioned heightening the postal service’s visibility by involving
philatelic organizations to assist in staging an exhibit and by issuing
the first series of commemorative postage stamps. Immediately after
securing funding from Congress, the USPOD solicited the assistance of
philatelists, who eagerly cooperated soon after the announcement of
the Exposition. Cooperating philatelists wished to display a complete
set of all American stamps ever printed, and were shocked to learn
that the USPOD did not keep samples from each printing. Seeing
great potential to highlight philately at the Columbian Exposition, the
American Philatelic Association encouraged wide participation among
its members, emphasizing the great “impetus this exhibition will give
stamp collecting!™
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Wanamaker was aware of the stamp-collecting “mania” and wanted
the USPOD to capitalize on philatelists’ desire to acquire new stamps
and attract new collectors amazed by a beautifully designed set of
Columbians. Estimating that millions of collectors, from the “school
boy and girl to the monarch and the millionaire,” kept stamps in col-
lections “never [to] be drawn upon to pay postage,” Wanamaker saw
great potential for profit. He designed the Columbians as limited
issues, combined with a larger size and elaborate designs, many based
on historical paintings to attract international dealers and collectors.
Not just for collecting, Columbians held real postal value as prepaid
postage and did not replace the contemporary issue of stamps from
that year. “Though not designed primarily for that object,” Wanamaker
emphasized the profit-making potential of these commemoratives,
which was “of highest importance to the public service.” He estimated
that these stamps would bring in revenues to the federal government
of $2.5 million."” He also saw that this practice was “in the line of a
custom connected with national jubilees.” To justify the upfront expen-
diture on extra stamps, Wanamaker noted that the Treasury Depart-
ment issued a souvenir coin of Columbus for this occasion—another
way that government engaged with collectors of a federal commodity.
In 1890 and 1891, USPOD deficits exceeded $5 million annually, so
Wanamaker’s estimation of Columbian sales would reduce those bud-
get deficiencies."!

A. D. Hazen, third assistant postmaster general under Wanamaker,
reiterated the importance of this special issue to encourage collect-
ing and to generate revenues for the USPOD. Referring to a past suc-
cess when the Department issued commemorative envelopes for the
Centennial Exhibition in 1876, he also saw revenue potential for the
Columbians lying in dormant collections “without ever being present-
ed in payment for postage,” proving “a clear gain to the Department.”
Encouraging stamp collecting through the commemoratives not only
cultivated “artistic tastes and the study of history and geography,” but
led to a “more accurate knowledge of their postal system.”'? Hazen
incorporated language already used by philatelists in promoting their
hobby to outsiders, claiming stamps held an inherently educational
value. Messages embedded in the stamp’s imagery were as impor-
tant as selling those stamps. Wanamaker’s business acumen and zeal
for increasing American’s access to goods logically led him, and the
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Department, to seek out new customers by experimenting with new
products. He wanted the general public to voluntarily walk into local
post offices to purchase stamps, attracted by the design and stories told
on stamps even when patrons were not mailing a letter.

Drawing heavily from historical paintings and sculptures, the
Columbians demonstrated in their imagery that Columbus—even if
the Exposition did not directly have much to do with him—symbolized
utopian ideals of progress put forth in the construction of the White
City and the Midway that celebrated empire and anthropologically
based racial hierarchies.”” The stamp series offered an extensive visual
narrative tracing Columbus’s life, beginning with his journeys to the
Americas and his relationship with the Spanish Crown, told over six-
teen stamps.

Printed across the top of each stamps were the years 1492-1892,
with the words “United States of America” appearing immediately
below. Americans were used to their stamps carrying the identifier
“United States Postage,” but adding the anniversary years to the stamp
connected Columbus with the founding of the United States. In the
series, while the United States of America may have been emphasized
in print, only two of the sixteen stamps actually represented scenes
in the Americas. Nine treated Columbus’s life in Spain and his rela-
tionship to the Spanish Crown, while three represented the journey
across the Atlantic. Queen Isabella appeared in seven of the sixteen
stamps, leading Americans to believe that Isabella’s influence on
Columbus journeys could not be overstated. Additionally, Isabella and
an unnamed American Indian became the first women represented on
American stamps.'* That the USPOD’s stamp choices reflected themes
of empire and conquest should come as no surprise, given that US for-
eign policy was already embarking on what would become a sustained
imperial endeavor.

For the first time, the USPOD released a large limited-issue com-
memorative series drawing considerable attention in the philatelic and
popular press. Immediately after the Columbians’ release, philatelic
journalist Joseph F. Courtney commented that the stamps were “the
most magnificent pieces of workmanship” and very artistic. J. P. Glass
wrote that collectors were “indebted for the handsomest, most inter-
esting and most talked about series of stamps ever issued.” Philatelist
and editor Harry Kantner delighted in the Columbian stamps, not-
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ing that they were “the cause of our progress” in lifting philately to “a
higher point of popularity than it ever yet has attained.”" This height-
ened popularity was also due to increased press coverage highlight-
ing the practice of stamp collecting. The New York Times featured an
article on philately claiming that the new stamps gave “extra temporary
impetus to the regular trade in stamps which has grown to propor-
tions entirely amazing to persons not informed of its extent and diffu-
sion.” This journalist also recognized a profit-making potential of the
Columbians, which proved “a lucky speculation on the part of the Gov-
ernment.” They brought “clean profit” because the stamps would “be
locked up in albums and never put upon letters for the Government to
carry.” E. S. Martin wrote in his Harper’s Weekly column that the success
of the Columbian stamps “called attention to the very lively status of
the stamp-collecting mania”—so lively that in many homes collected
stamps were as prevalent as soap.'® Most collectors would not have pur-
chased the entire series, but their presence—in post offices and in the
press—heightened awareness of philately as a leisure-time activity and
no doubt encouraged more people to purchase a Columbian even if
they had no intention of starting their own collections.

Americans—collectors and noncollectors—were most likely to buy
and see one- and two-cent issues from the series, because those denomi-
nations paid for postcards and first-class mail, respectively. Though the
series was large in quantity and contained a variety of issues, 72 percent
of those printed were two-centers. The first two stamps treat Columbus’s
initial journey and landing. Based on a painting by William H. Powell,
the one-cent represents Columbus looking out to sea and sighting land
from a circular vignette in the center for the stamp.'” The circle around
Columbus may represent a round world—something he is most often
credited with declaring—and offers the viewer a peak at Columbus as if
we were looking at him through a ship’s spyglass telescope.

On the exterior of the vignette sit three Native Americans, almost
docile, already in a defeated position looking away from the viewer,
wrapping their arms around their bodies as if in an effort to protect
themselves and their families. The images of Columbus and oth-
ers traveling on board ship with him are heavily robed and clothed,
contrasting greatly with the Native people. The woman and child are
lightly covered, with a single cloth draped over the mother’s legs. The
man wears a smaller cloth covering his lower body and a headdress that
triggers images of a Plains Indian rather than of a Taino or other Carib-
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Fig. 7. Columbus in
Sight of Land, one
cent, 1892—93 (Cour-
tesy Smithsonian Na-
tional Postal Museum

Collection)

bean native. These images visually foreshadowed and justified the con-
quest that followed Columbus’s arrival. This stamp’s representation of
Native peoples was not dissimilar to how American Indians and other
nonwhites were represented on the Midway Plaisance, as savages and
ethnologically inferior to those with Anglo-Saxon blood roaming the
fairgrounds.'® Here, the stamp stages Columbus as the civilizer arriving
in a savage land.

The two-cent stamp, the most widely disseminated of all in the
series, also was based on a historical painting that maintained Colum-
bus as a founding father. John Vanderlyn painted the Landing of Colum-
bus, which hangs in the Capitol Rotunda. It represents Columbus’s
party landing, but unlike Powell’s imagery, this one did not include
any Native peoples.” Their presence is erased as if they did not exist

Fig. 8. Landing of
Columbus, two cent,
1892—93 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National
Postal Museum Col-
lection)
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or were not important enough to be depicted in this painting-turned-
stamp. Columbus touches the ground with his sword while he raises
a Spanish flag and looks to the sky, claiming the lands in the name of
Spain and perhaps invoking the will of God. Interestingly, the flags on
the stamp appear intentionally blurry as if to obfuscate that they rep-
resented the Inquisition and the Catholic monarchs of Ferdinand and
Isabella. The two-cent celebrates Columbus’s “discovery” of seemingly
unpopulated lands in the Americas, and does not attempt to connect
how Columbus actually related to the founding of the United States as
a nation—a connection that is implied with “1492-1892, United States
of America” title printed across all of the stamps in the series. Instead,
Columbus is a Christian civilizer.

Drawing upon the themes of triumphant human progress at the
Exposition, the Columbians offered a post—Civil War story of Ameri-
can unity by representing Columbus’s journeys as America’s origins.
Columbus did not land in territories that would become identified as
the South or the North—Jamestown versus Plymouth. Unknown to
most Americans at the time, Columbus landed in Caribbean islands that
would become US territory following the 1898 war with Spain. Colum-
bus’s imperialistic endeavors in the 149os matched with the United
States’ own actions in the 18gos. The stories, as retold in the stamps,
obscured more complicated questions about conquest and slavery that
followed Columbus’s landing and served to celebrate the conquest. As
the struggles over who participated in and attended the Exposition
demonstrated, the Exposition and the stamps commemorating the fair
were meant for racially white audiences.?” Some of those citizens felt
uneasy about their futures and took comfort in the utopian vision of
the White City, while the stamps offered others a positive outlook on
the American past during a time of economic crisis, Populist political
debates, labor unrest, rapidly expanding industry, Jim Crow laws, and
rapid immigration. For newly arrived immigrants, Columbus’s story as
represented in stamps provided them with a visual national narrative
of their adopted country.

While collectors and noncollectors alike praised the stamps, oth-
ers heavily criticized the Columbians for the size of the series and size
of the stamps. Senator Wolcott (R-CO) called for a joint congressio-
nal resolution to discontinue the Columbian stamps, exclaiming that
he did not want a “cruel and unusual stamp” unloaded on collectors.
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Wolcott criticized Wanamaker for acting in a mercantilistic manner by
trying to profit from philatelists.?! Correct about Wanamaker’s retail-
ing instinct, Wolcott’s assumptions were slightly flawed because Wana-
maker would not profit personally—only the government reaped any
monetary benefits. If fiscally successful, the USPOD could better man-
age its finances and require less in appropriations from Congress.

One major critique related to the stamps was the high monetary
denominations. The one-dollar issue, for instance, which represented
Queen Isabella selling her jewels to finance Columbus’s journeys, was
never meant to pay for actual postage, as the highest domestic rate in
1893 equaled ninety cents. This was also true for the high denomi-
nations (the one-, two-, three-, and four-dollar issues). A Chicago Tri-
bune story critiqued “Uncle Sam” for playing “a confidence game on
confiding nephews and nieces” with the Columbians. Large denomi-
nations, such as the four-dollar and five-dollar, would never be used
for sending mail, but would be “hidden between red leather covers
in stamp albums.” If a collector wanted to purchase the entire series,
it cost $16.34, which in today’s dollars is roughly $300.2 While high-
er denominations might mail a heavy package overseas, these stamps
essentially were designed specifically for collectors to buy and save.
Dealers placed them on envelopes to create commemorative covers
purchased by collectors, even though the dollar amounts far outpriced
the cost of mailing a letter.? Critics saw stamp collectors as vulnerable
individuals falling prey to John Wanamaker and the USPOD, which
wanted to milk savings from stamp collectors by issuing this special
postage. These critiques may have been colored by concern over new
department store-style consumerism that tempted customers into buy-
ing products they did not need.

Less concerned with being taken advantage of by the post office,
some philatelists simply did not like the appearance and size of the
stamps. One collector joked that he used Columbians for “sticking plas-
ter” inside his house because the stamps were so large. Ajournalistnoted
that an “office boy,” upon seeing the stamps, exclaimed, “What wrong
have I committed that I should suffer this unjust punishment[?]"—
licking larger-than-normal stamps proved “doubly tiresome and detest-
ful.” This tongue-in-cheek article was not as biting as other critiques of
the commemorative issues, but the author admitted that one month
after their release he was already tired of them.* Wanamaker’s stamp
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series definitely generated discussion about the stamps themselves,
and he attempted to address the concerns of his critics.

Efforts to stop circulation of the commemoratives were unsuccess-
ful, but Wanamaker’s successor, W. S. Bissel, curtailed the total num-
ber of pieces printed. Bissel found that the previous administration
optimistically placed an order for three billion Columbian stamps to
be sold over one year. He renegotiated the remaining contract down
to two billion stamps and saved the Department nearly $100,000 in
manufacturing costs. The cost for printing an equal number of smaller-
sized ordinary stamps was about half that for printing the Columbians.
According to Department figures, the rate of purchase for the com-
memoratives fell by mid-189g, and Bissel felt the collectors’ purchas-
ing power was not as great as Wanamaker predicted. At the time, sales
of stamped matter provided g5 percent of the USPOD total revenues.
For fiscal year 1893, total postal revenues jumped by nearly $5 million
compared with 1892, but declined again by almost $2 million the fol-
lowing year. Increased expenses for printing the Columbians and the
manufacture of a variety of new postal cards, in addition to escalating
transportation costs, never allowed the Columbian sales to translate
into postal profits.®

Despite not earning a profit for the Department, Wanamaker start-
ed a trend. The government continued to print limited-issue stamps
celebrating other expositions. The Columbians were notable not only
as the first series of commemoratives, but also as a turning point for
the Department, which now actively encouraged stamp collecting as
a hobby. Philatelists speculated about their positive influence on the
hobby, while others pointed directly to the Columbian issues as the
reason they started collecting.?

The next set of commemoratives, another world’s fair series in
1898, however, attracted strong opposition from American and inter-
national philatelic organizations.

Trans-Mississippi Controversy
Following the Columbian issues, the USPOD began engaging phi-

latelists in unprecedented ways, and some philatelists, particularly
dealers, felt uncomfortable with the new role that the US and other
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governments played in the stamp market by printing limited-issue com-
memoratives. This discomfort exploded into a philatelic controversy at
the end of the nineteenth century. The Columbians were among an
early group of commemoratives printed by various nations to celebrate
“jubilees,” or significant anniversaries and events, in Japan, Portugal,
Greece, San Marino, and Hungary. This small flurry of limited-issues
angered some philatelists worldwide who deemed them unnecessary
and believed that these nations printed the stamps solely to collect rev-
enue from gullible collectors. To protest and dissuade collectors from
purchasing such stamps, philatelists in London formed the Society for
the Suppression of Speculative Stamps (SSSS). Worried about how a
flood of commemoratives would affect stamp prices, the SSSS partici-
pated in letter-writing campaigns using the philatelic press to encour-
age collectors around the world to ignore the stamps.?’

Two years later outrage and protest came from philatelists who tried
to stop the USPOD from printing a stamp commemorating the Trans-
Mississippi and International Exposition in Omaha (1898). Released
to promote the fair, the series comprised nine stamps celebrating the
conquest of western lands and peoples through imagery of agriculture,
such as on the two-cent, and through technological developments, as
found on the two-dollar. Each stamp carried identifying images of wheat
stalks across the top and partially peeled ears of corn in each bottom cor-
ner, both major cash crops farmed in Nebraska and in territories across
the Midwest. (See figs. 9, 10, and 11.) To safely migrate to new farming
lands, federal troops were depicted as protectors of American pioneers
from Indian attacks on the eight-cent stamp. America’s imperialistic
foreign policy and military aggression were portrayed as a natural out-
growth of westward expansion that was celebrated at the Exposition.*

Spurring much discussion in the philatelic press, Mekeel’s likened
the Trans-Mississippi controversy (for the stamp papers) to what “the
Maine incident has been to the wider field of American journalism.”
Philatelic editors voiced opinions, and collectors responded; mean-
while the press printed articles composed by the newly formed Stamp
Dealers’ Protective Association (SDPA), SSSS, and Scott Stamp and
Coin Company, which encouraged all philatelists to write in protest
to the postmaster general. They claimed that the proposed commem-
oratives provided free advertising for the Exposition and therefore
were not a legitimate use of the postal service. The Columbians, they



Fig. 9. Farming in the
West, two cent, 1898
(Courtesy Smithson-
ian National Postal
Museum Collection)

Fig. 10. Troops Guard-
ing Train, eight cent,
1898 (Courtesy Smith-
sonian National Postal
Museum Collection)

Fig. 11. Mississippi
River Bridge, two
dollar, 1898 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National
Postal Museum Col-
lection)
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claimed, “should not be considered a precedent for future issues,” and
lamented that philatelists would endure “a sad blow to (their) hobby if
the government of the United States should lend itself to so reprehen-
sible a scheme.” Celebrating the founding of the United States was an
occasion “of such surpassing importance” that the Columbian Exposi-
tion was not just about commemorating the fair, but also represented
an important anniversary for the nation. According to some protestors,
commemorating American settlement of the land west of the Missis-
sippi was only of “passing interest.” Of course, the overall theme of
the Exposition and the stamps celebrated the federal government’s
role in “settling the west” just as the US military was occupying Cuba
and the Philippines. To prevent philatelists from properly saving such
unnecessary stamps, Scott Stamp and Coin, one of the largest publish-
ers of international stamp albums, refused to print spaces in albums
for collectors to save “speculative” commemorative stamps from 1897
to 1899.%

While the SDPA claimed that all collectors viewed the Trans-
Mississippi issues as speculative and unnecessary, collectors themselves
were conflicted. One individual wrote to the Philatelic West claiming joy
in collecting commemorative stamps as soon as they were issued. Edi-
tors of the Virginian Philatelist endorsed the Omaha Exposition stamps
and revealed that they had received only one negative response from
a subscriber. These conflicts reflect some growing pains appearing in
the philatelic world as it expanded. Philatelic clubs like the American
Philatelic Association tried to grow their membership and attract new
collectors to the hobby even as members rejected new commemora-
tives that drew more attention to philately. As the popularity of philat-
ely increased, hundreds of philatelic journals circulated around the
world, a trend that disturbed some collectors and philatelic journal-
ists.** The once-small intimate community of collectors had grown, and
those collectors felt conflicted by philately’s growth and the interest
shown by USPOD.

Another reason some collectors hesitated to accept what they
viewed as an excessive number of commemorative stamps related to
an incident resulting in a stamp market flooded with reprints from
Nicaragua, Salvador, Honduras, and Ecuador. This flood resulted from
a deal made by Charles Seebeck, an officer of the Hamilton Bank Note
Company, who offered to print stamps for no charge to the aforemen-
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tioned countries. These stamps, however, actually expired, which was
an uncommon practice. A U.S. two-cent stamp issued in 1898, for
example, may be affixed to a letter today and combined with other
stamps to mail a first-class letter. A Seebeck print, however, was invalid
a few years after issued. After the expiration date, Seebeck received
permission to reprint that same stamp using the original engraving
plates, and he sold those issues to collectors, speculating that the sales
covered his costs. Seebeck’s plan resulted in thousands of Latin Ameri-
can stamps entering the stamp market between 18qgo and 1898. After
Seebeck’s death in 189g, a speculator bought the remaining unused
reprints—all ninety million of them—and sold, traded, and gave them
away. Many of those reprints landed in starter stamp packets geared to
generating interest in young collectors.” Concerns over the Seebeck
issues certainly colored philatelists’ opinions about new commemora-
tive stamps.

Dealers in particular charged all governments with trying to fleece
collectors by printing stamps with “fancy designs” that they saw as
unnecessary for regular postage. The SSSS and SDPA did not discrimi-
nate in their criticism of stamp-issuing nations, as others did, because
they seemed to be motivated mostly by economic factors and a desire
to keep the stamp market controlled by dealers. Oddly, many dealers
lacked enthusiasm for commemoratives that drew more people into
the hobby of collecting and even argued that jubilees turned people
away. One philatelic editorial illuminated this hypocrisy by criticizing
dealers for giving away stamps in chewing gum and cigarette packages
one minute while protesting commemorative issues that might more
easily attract more collectors another. It was said that limited issues of
US commemorative stamps, such as for the Pan-American Exposition
and Louisiana Purchase, drew enough attention to stamp collecting
and would not “fail to be of material value in advancing the collecting
hobby, and one which could hardly be termed speculative.”* In theory,
the injection of stamps into the market that brought new collectors
would have given dealers a larger pool of people from which to do
business—in person or via the post. Instead, they resisted an expansion
and fought the producers of stamps by attempting to maintain their
stronghold on the stamp market.

As philatelists argued among themselves over the appropriateness of
the USPOD’s Trans-Mississippi commemoratives, a discussion emerged
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about the political and cultural status of the United States in their rhet-
oric. The timing of this particular protest is quite striking. This series
specifically commemorated an Exposition that celebrated European
migration to and conquest of territories across the middle section of
the continent, home to many Native Americans. Concurrently, the
United States and its military reached beyond the continental borders
to invade and occupy sovereign nations and former European colonies
in the Caribbean and Pacific. In defending the USPOD’s production of
American commemoratives, stamp columnists and editors stated that
the United States’ large population required postal services “greater
than any other nation on earth” and was “privileged to some phila-
telic things without censure.” But “petty states of Asia and Africa,” or
“some little bankrupt country,” should be rebuked for issuing nones-
sential postage for the purpose of bringing in revenues.”® The Seebeck
issues were, no doubt, in the minds of some philatelists who held that
the United States was unique and should be able to produce postage
stamps for whatever purpose postal officials saw as necessary.

This exceptionalist argument did not merely apply to international
philatelic matters, but was another extension of the constructed racial
and economic privilege imagined by architects of American foreign
policy.** Stamps commemorating American world’s fairs celebrated
empire and conquest and promoted scientifically based racial hierar-
chies leaving “petty states of Asia and Africa” at the bottom, while white
America and western Europe rested at the top. Prevailing attitudes
toward other nations’ racial composition affected how stamp collectors
viewed a state’s ability, or right, to print commemoratives.

We hear in this rhetoric that collectors believed they influenced
the production of stamps and decisions made by governments about
their postage, but not everyone agreed. Mekeel’s editors thought it was
absurd of the SSSS and the SDPA to suppose that postal officials would
pay attention to philatelists’ protests over stamp production, or that
the USPOD would print stamps specifically for collectors. Mekeel’s edi-
tors believed the USPOD “almost invariably snubbed collectors wher-
ever possible and [had] given us plainly to understand that it looked
upon us with suspicion.” True or not, the editors of a major philatelic
paper believed the USPOD was oblivious to their pursuit.

These protests highlighted growing pains felt by philatelists as the
USPOD, and international postal agencies, acknowledged collectors



86 + STAMPING AMERICAN MEMORY

and printed stamps for them. Prior to the Columbians, the USPOD
was not concerned with attracting collectors, but soon after began to
influence the stamp market gently by throwing additional stamps in
the global collection every few years. Following the Columbian experi-
ment, the Trans-Mississippis cemented the precedent. Interestingly,
sixty-four years after the introduction of the postage stamp in the Unit-
ed States, the Department still defended using a postage-based system
to collect revenues. Citizens continued to suggest alternatives, but
postal officials noted in the Department’s annual report of 1911 that
the USPOD would expand rather than contract or replace the current
stamp system.*

And expand it did. From 1892 to 1919 the USPOD printed forty-
seven different sets of commemorative stamps, almost exclusively to
celebrate world’s fairs or regional expositions, including the Trans-
Mississippi Exposition (1898), Pan-American Exposition (19o1), Loui-
siana Purchase Centennial (1904), Jamestown Tercentenary (19o7),
the Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition (1909), Hudson-Fulton Celebra-
tion (190g), and Panama Pacific Exposition (1915). After projected
revenues from the Columbians fell short of Wanamaker’s $2.5 million
estimate, postal officials commissioned more conservative numbers for
all other commemoratives and shortened the period of availability for
future series from a year to a few months. Though not attracting nearly
as much publicity, these stamps were collected and considered success-
ful endeavors.*” Governments noticed collectors and dealers of stamps
and began targeting them for sales. Despite resistance by philatelists to
being viewed as consumers, ultimately they could not prevent govern-
ments from printing scores of commemorative stamps.

Uncle Sam’s Collections

As the USPOD developed a philatelic relationship with collectors and
citizens, the federal government established a postal museum and
national collections that encouraged philately and spawned interest
in postal matters. In 1894, the USPOD opened a small museum in
Washington, DC, that highlighted the accomplishments of the postal
service. Major museums were opening in American cities by the 18qos,
and in Washington the Smithsonian Institution operated the National
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Museum on the National Mall. The Smithsonian had already estab-
lished a philatelic collection in 1886, but did not hold a large postal-
related collection until the postal service officially transferred all of
its holdings to the Smithsonian in 1914.*® Through collecting and
exhibiting stamps, stamped matter, and other postal-related articles,
the federal government demonstrated to its citizens that these objects
possessed national significance.

John Wanamaker played a leading role, once again, in heightening
the profile of the postal service to the citizens it served. Wanamaker was
not the first postmaster general to suggest a museum, but he provided
the means and support for creating one. Philatelists overwhelmingly
supported Wanamaker’s suggestion in 189o to establish a museum.
One philatelic journalist wrote that other stamp-producing nations
had opened museums and hoped “that our own country may soon take
a leading place among them.” Rather than asking philatelists for assis-
tance, Wanamaker instead looked to local and international postal offi-
cials for their help in collecting articles that represented “the progress
of our postal system from its inception” and would “illustrate the work
of the United States postal service, as well as that of foreign countries.”
Stamps would be among many other items on display, including post-
marking instruments, mail bags, illustrations of post offices and postal
transportation, ship models of mail steamers, and various objects from
other postal services.* Not only would this museum be a place of great
interest for Americans, but for philatelists from around the world who
might visit Washington, DC.

At this time, some philatelists prodded the Smithsonian to collect
and display stamps in the National Museum alongside “Indian relics,
curios,” coins, and other specimens. The National Philatelic Collec-
tion, as it would later be named, began modestly in 1886 with the
donation of a few Confederate stamps. Organized with other Civil War
artifacts, the stamps did not stand out among the other objects dis-
played in the museum. Spencer Baird, a former Smithsonian secretary,
willed his stamp collection to the Institution in 1888, but it was not
available for public viewing. Collector Frank Moore felt that philatelists
and stamps were “completely left out in the cold by the respected man-
agers of this great institution.” To build a national stamp collection,
Moore suggested in 1893 that all collectors send “good stamps” to the
museum.*’ Even with these donations, stamp presence at the Smithson-
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ian remained small until the two national collections merged in 1913.

Staged in a renovated storage room in the main USPOD building
in Washington, the Department’s exhibitions reused display pieces
built for American world’s fairs and expositions. At the museum open-
ing, Postmaster General Bissell bragged that the first exhibits offered
a strong base upon which to build a great national postal museum “for
the benefit and interest of this and future generations.” Meant for gen-
eral audiences, this museum highlighted developments in all aspects of
postal operations, including transportation and communications, and
included a catalog of all stamps printed in the United States (184%7—
1893). Philatelists were pleased that the Department had begun col-
lecting stamps from other countries—even “Uncle Sam cannot resist

41

the pleasures of philately.*”” Some philatelists were not satisfied with
the state of the stamp collection and thought postal officials should
have kept a complete set of US stamps. They also wanted the USPOD
to hire a philatelist to curate the stamp collection.

The Department’s collections addressed postal history and opera-
tions broadly, and did not hire a philatelist as its curator. Chief clerk
Frank Thomas organized the opening exhibit, and then Stanley Ira
Slack, another postal official, managed the Department’s collection.
Not a philatelist himself, Slack looked to the expertise of dealers for
advice on mounting stamps and in some instances secured stamps
for displays at world’s fair postal exhibits and at the museum. Philat-
elists saw great value in a government saving its postage history but
criticized the Department for not employing a practicing philatelist or
even a “stamp man of medium experience” to manage the holdings in
a systematic, “philatelic way.” Despite collectors’ concerns, this postal
museum became a popular tourist destination in Washington, attract-
ing between 75,000 and 100,000 visitors annually.*?

Given the high visibility and robust visitation numbers in the 1910s,
it is difficult to understand why Postmaster General Frank Hitchcock
shut the USPOD’s museum and transferred its holdings to the Smith-
sonian. Crowding in the main post office building, however, forced
Hitchcock to evict the museum, since the USPOD needed the office
space. Hitchcock wanted the objects to remain accessible to the public,
while also moving visitors out of the main Department offices. Recog-
nizing that the Department was not equipped to properly care for its
objects, including the large stamp collection, Hitchcock forfeited the
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collection in favor of an institution that could. After two years, the col-
lections transferred to the Smithsonian.** As noncollectors, postal offi-
cials did not quite understand the specific philatelic practices of caring
for and displaying stamps. Hitchcock, like Wanamaker, believed that
the government played a significant role in saving its philatelic and
postal history even as it transferred the duties of preserving stamps as
artifacts to the National Museum. A federal entity continued to collect
stamps and postal-related objects under the auspices of the Smithson-
ian and not the USPOD—at least for the following two decades.

Club philatelists also believed that the government had a duty to
recognize philatelic practices through proper care and exhibition
of stamps. To the delight of philatelists, the Smithsonian hired well-
known collector Joseph Leavy in 1914 as the first federal “philatelist”
to care for the newly transferred collections. Philatelic papers covered
the news of Leavy’s hiring and praised him for his skills in mounting
and organizing stamps in a “tabulated and orderly form.” For the first
time, according to one philatelic writer, “We now have a stamp exhibit
that may be considered a credit to us all.” Leavy cataloged the col-
lection to identify missing pieces in the Smithsonian’s holdings and
encouraged fellow philatelists to donate stamps. Leavy also mounted
stamp exhibitions in the National Museum housed in mahogany cab-
inets and mounted under glass frames. Following a museum visit, a
writer for Mekeel’s boasted that not even the British Museum had as
“modern and up-to-date an abode” to house its philatelic collection.
Even with renewed attention to stamps at the Smithsonian, members
of the American Philatelic Society were extremely concerned, and a
little confused, that the National Philatelic Collection might be aban-
doned and that the new philatelist might be fired. In response to a
frantic resolution passed by the APS at its 1916 annual meeting, the
assistant secretary of the Smithsonian assured APS members that the
philatelic collection was “as permanent as the life of the nation and has
never been regarded in any other light.” In his statement, the physi-
cal permanence of that collection equated to the strength and per-
manence of the United States, together with all objects held by in the
History Division of the National Museum that, in theory, collectively
illustrated the history of the nation.**

This transfer from the Department that produced stamps to the
federal entity charged with preservation and diffusion of knowledge
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signified a shift in how philatelists and citizens would view stamps.
Stamps were not merely physical representations of prepaid postage,
but were historically significant artifacts and worth saving. Philatelists
had believed this from the earliest days of collecting. John Wanamaker
and other postal officials valued public exhibition space for stamps and
postal-related objects in federal buildings for fostering positive public
relations. With the Smithsonian in charge, expertise was required for
the long-term preservation, exhibition, and interpretation of these his-
torical objects.

Keeping a philatelist on staff was important when Leavy left his posi-
tion in 1921. Applicants needed philatelic experience, and “work as
an amateur collector” would not be considered. In the job announce-
ment, the government drew formal distinctions between casual and
professional collectors, something philatelists had done for years. Just
as Leavy’s personal and professional life revolved around stamps, so
would his successor’s. The Smithsonian hired Catherine L. Manning,
who became known as “Uncle Sam’s First Lady of Philately.” She had
begun collecting when she was a girl and then worked for stamp deal-
ers, including the well-known dealer J. M. Bartels. Manning’s selection
demonstrated that, while most philatelic clubs banned female mem-
bership, many women collected and studied stamps. By the 19gos, the
philately section of the History Division became well established at the
Smithsonian.® As federal institutions made space in their collections
for stamps and postal history, the Department watched the popularity
of collecting rise, and it needed a better way to handle requests from
collectors.

The Philatelic Agency: Seeing Collectors as Consumers

The rising popularity of stamp collecting internationally, combined
with increased numbers of stamp issues by the 1920s, motivated the
USPOD to create a separate office to handle stamp requests from
domestic and international collectors. Prior to the establishment of the
Philatelic Agency, anyone could purchase ordinary stamps and limited-
issue commemoratives stamps at local post offices. In 1goo, the Depart-
ment operated over 76,000 post offices, a total that dropped to 52,000
by 1920. Some collectors and dealers wrote to the USPOD directly to
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acquire limited-issue or rare stamps.* By providing the infrastructure
through a new office, the Department could easily expand its com-
memorative stamp program and track those sales. Proposed first in
1917 by a congressman collector, the Philatelic Agency in Washington
opened in 1921.

Postal officials and legislators understood that the revenue collect-
ed from sales for philatelic purposes could provide steady income for
the USPOD, with the added benefit of promoting collecting. Accord-
ing to the postmaster general’s annual report, the Philately Agency
(PA) gave formal recognition to “the growing importance of stamp
collecting” and provided a better way to handle the needs of collectors
and dealers. That there was a means to buy directly and easily from
Washington, where stamps were printed, delighted collectors and the
philatelic press. Convinced that that the PA’s establishment was a direct
result of their requests, editors of Mekeel’s Weekly declared that Postmas-
ter General Will Hays was truly “humanizing the department.”*” This
was a giant leap forward for collectors in the eyes of Mekeel’s, which,
twenty years earlier, had believed that the USPOD looked upon all col-
lectors with suspicion.

To encourage use of the PA, the philatelic press helped by instruct-
ing readers on the new agency’s policies and procedures. Stamp
requests had to include cash or a money order (another postal prod-
uct) to pay for stamps, and enough return postage for them to be
mailed back to the collector. Unlike individuals or dealers, the agency
would not trade in stamps, accept payment in stamps, or issue stamps
“on approval”—meaning that buyers had to accept the stamps mailed
to them and did not have the option to return the stamps upon seeing
them. Additionally, no discrimination would be permitted to “any class
of collector or dealer,” perhaps to distinguish government service as
distinct from an exclusive philatelic society or dealer. Most philatelists
wanted this new system to succeed and were delighted to learn that the
person in charge of the new agency, Third Assistant Postmaster Gen-
eral W. Irving Glover, was married to a woman who collected stamps.*

The United States was not alone in focusing attention and resourc-
es on philatelists. By the mid-19gos, over one hundred postal agencies
worldwide served the needs of collectors. Colonial governments such
as France and Portugal offered collectors the opportunity to purchase
stamps from any of their territories in one centralized office. Philatelic
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publications provided contact information for these agencies, mak-
ing it easier for casual collectors to broaden their holdings without
traveling abroad or negotiating with a dealer.” Collectors could create
global collections by contacting a postal agency directly. This practice
of sending away for postage was well established in the club philatelic
culture, where publications facilitated exchanges among fellow mem-
bers, and dealers advertised in those pages. Those exchanges occurred
among private citizens and did not involve government officials.

The PA sold all stamps at face value, a practice highlighted in the
public and philatelic press when describing the activities of this new
office. Knowing that old and rare issues sometimes remained in smaller
post offices across the United States, the Philatelic Agency asked local
postmasters to return that postage so that the stamps could be avail-
able for collectors through one main distribution center.”® Acting as
official dealers, the postal service would only sell stamps at the printed
value regardless of any alternative value assessed in the stamp market.
In the spirit of the civil service system in the government, the agency
would not favor some collectors over others nor dealers over casual
collectors. Everyone had an equal opportunity to buy stamps, new and
old, from the original producer. Regular issues of stamps and some
commemoratives would still be available through local post offices, but
with all commemoratives available through the agency, local postmas-
ters and their clerks focused on selling postage for the purpose of mail
delivery and fulfilling other needs of their customers.

Not all philatelists, however, were pleased with the opening of the
PA. Editors of American Philatelist disagreed with the benefits associ-
ated with national governments operating philatelic bureaus to han-
dle collectors’ requests. They believed that the challenge of pursuing
an elusive stamp was eliminated. For instance, writing to the French
postal agency gave one access to all of the stamps of its colonial territo-
ries, making the practice of collecting stamps too easy.”’ With enough
money to cover the printed value of a stamp, plus the air mail postage
and envelope to send the request, any collector could fill an album
with contemporary stamps from around the world. Some philatelists
struggled with the growing popularity of their pursuit as they clung to
a romanticized and elitist notion that limited collecting to those few
with means to travel abroad or shop regularly with dealers. The PA was
doing its part to democratize stamp collecting for those who enjoyed
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stamps. As some had objected to the USPOD’s insistence on issuing
commemorative stamps series for world’s fairs in the 189os, others still
did not appreciate the growing involvement of the USPOD in their
hobby in the 1920s.

During its early years, the PA struggled with efficiency as it juggled
a high volume of stamp requests. Some collectors demanded prompt
service and were impatient when their requests were not filled quickly.
Collectors were reminded that all orders were numbered upon receipt
and then filled in order. They were asked to understand that some
patrons requested large numbers of stamps and philatelic informa-
tion that required considerable labor from the staff clerks. Clerks were
overwhelmed with work, and officials reorganized and expanded staff-
ing to handle the demand for stamps in 1924.”

This work did not go unnoticed, as Congressman Ernest R. Acker-
man, a devoted and award-winning philatelist, became one of the PA’s
most ardent supporters and defenders. He remarked that governments
could do no better than to assist those who wanted to collect stamps.
According to Ackerman, philately had “no deleterious effects” and was
democratic in practice because it was pursued by people of all ages,
classes, and gender. Ackerman optimistically opined that stamps sales
might be so high as to finance ventures far outside of the purview of reg-
ular postal activities.” The idea that stamp sales could produce enough
revenue, to finance not only the stamp program but additional federal
programs, came from Ackerman’s zealous enthusiasm for philately.

Department officials seemed pleased that, within the first seven
months of operation, the agency took in more than $20,000 in stamp
sales. Those revenues continued to increase substantially. By the fol-
lowing year the annual receipts had increased to over $105,000. Sales
continued to climb nearly every year, so that by the mid-19go0s, receipts
were counted in millions rather than thousands of dollars, which is
astounding considering the most remarkable growth occurred in 1935
amid the Great Depression.” Revenues from all stamped matter con-
sistently brought in a majority of the USPOD’s revenue, receipts that
continued to rise along with overall Department expenses. The PA’s
success, however, was less about stamp sales than about fostering good
relationships with collectors and promoting stamp collecting. For
instance, in fiscal year 1924, revenues from all stamped matter totaled
over $48g million, representing 88 percent of the total departmental
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income, while the PA collected $129,646 in sales.”® Increased popular-
ity of collecting US stamps kept the PA busy filling orders, even if the
agency did not erase departmental deficits. By establishing the agen-
cy, the USPOD gave itself a central office to handle the forthcoming
expansion of the commemorative stamp program in the early 1920s.

Centralizing stamp sales for the purpose of serving collectors is
another turning point in the relationship between the USPOD and
stamp collectors, and is in keeping with how the federal government
began supporting consumer capitalism following World War I. While it
took a retailer to point the Department in this direction, the USPOD
would take thirty-seven more years before officially sanctioning and
encouraging collecting in such a direct way through the PA. Follow-
ing World War I, the government expanded and decisively promoted
a consumer-based economy by supporting business industry, not only
through Herbert Hoover’s Department of Commerce, but also with
subsidies coming at the hands of the postal service.”

Capitalizing on the success of the PA, the USPOD opened a stamp
exhibition room across the hall from the agency in 19g5. Having
transferred a majority of its collection to the Smithsonian more than
twenty years earlier, the USPOD did not completely abandon its desire
to maintain a Department postal museum. Again asking for assistance
from local postmasters and requesting foreign stamps to be donated
by international governments, the USPOD went about crafting its own
museum. Although not meant to compete with the philatelic collec-
tion at the Smithsonian, the opening of this postal museum seemed
a bit odd, if not duplicative of efforts at the National Museum. Within
its own space, the USPOD highlighted collections of US and foreign
stamps and exhibited other philatelic matter (including postcards,
covers, commemorative envelopes) and stamp production machinery.
According to Postmaster General Farley, this exhibit room served as an
“important research center for collectors.”’

By establishing a museum outside the doors of the PA, the USPOD
made visiting the PA more than just a trip to buy stamps, offering an
opportunity to learn more about stamps and stamp production. Cer-
tainly not a museum store as we understand the development and
trend in the late twentieth century, the PA nonetheless appeared to
play a similar role as the retail outlet that supported the museum. The
genesis of this particular exhibit hall reflected the agency’s success.
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Many collectors and visitors planned a trip to the agency while visit-
ing Washington and visited the USPOD museum as well. Both entities
worked together in promoting philately and provided the means for
easily purchasing American stamps. That the Department opened this
exhibit hall in the mid-19gos is not surprising since the PA was pulling
in record dollar amounts and the Department was producing large
varieties of commemorative stamps. Stamp collecting was extremely
popular, and having President Franklin D. Roosevelt as a philatelic role
model did not hurt, either.

A retailer pointed the Department in the direction of serving col-
lectors as consumers—consumers of products and of imagery from the
American past—from which the USPOD would not return. Even when
met with strong opposition from collectors, the federal government
did not back down from its desire to issues commemoratives. Without
nineteenth-century philatelists and the growing community of collec-
tors, the USPOD would not have begun printing commemoratives cel-
ebrating American world’s fairs in the 18gos. Those stamps promoted
current events and circulated images celebrating American exception-
alism that contributed to a larger national narrative. By issuing com-
memoratives, the government encouraged collectors and noncollec-
tors to buy stamps for albums, not just as postage. With the PA firmly
established by the early 1920s, the Department had created an infra-
structure to better handle increased production of commemoratives
and to court a growing body of collectors. By the 1920s and 193o0s,
noncollecting citizens and collectors understood that the narratives
on stamps carried legitimacy unmatched by other historical narratives,
simply because a federal entity produced them.






Shaping National Identity with
Commemoratives in the
1920s and 1930s

————

My stamps tell wondrous stories
In their own mysterious way;
Weaving a quaint fascination
That holds me in its sway.
They illustrate man’s achievements,
And his victory over things;
His many modes of travel,
On water, rails and wings.
They show our nation’s heroes,
Men who helped to free
Our great and might country,
Dearest land of liberty.

—Thomas G. Killride, “My Stamps,” 1936

When Thomas Killride looked at the stamps he collected, he read
“wondrous stories.” He felt patriotic about American achievements
and proud of heroes who helped to “free Our great and mighty coun-
try.” Stories leaping out from American commemorative stamps, like
the ones Killride alluded to, were shaped by decisions made by the
postmaster general and his assistants and influenced by elected offi-
cials and the American public. Starting in 1892, the USPOD printed

97
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commemorative series advertising the US world’s fairs with imagery
that revered American achievements in technology and American and
European conquest of lands and peoples. History as depicted on ordi-
nary postage represented a top-down approach by honoring American
political and military figures, showing the faces of former presidents
and military leaders. Commemorative stamps offered a government-
approved version of American history that both collectors and noncol-
lectors noticed.

By the 1920s, Americans petitioned the government and asked
the USPOD to print stamps that commemorated a local anniversary
or honored their favorite hero. By doing so, petitioners sought the
legitimacy of the USPOD to broaden the American national narrative
distributed and presented on commemorative, limited-issue stamps.
Individuals and special interest groups framed their petitions by argu-
ing that their event or hero exemplified American values, innovation,
and leadership or played a foundational role in winning indepen-
dence. Most petitioners did not collect stamps as a hobby, but because
most Americans had been primed to see and read stamps as something
significant beyond their practical use as postage, they saw that stamps
held power as unique federal documents to tell stories with images that
circulated widely throughout the United States and the world.

American commemoratives served as a powerful tool for dissemi-
nating federally sanctioned episodes of American history. This strategy
proved successful for the USPOD as it became more interested in fos-
tering philately as a consumer practice and hobby. After finding that
commemorative world’s fair stamps would sell in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, the Department looked beyond national
expositions and began designing stamps that recognized regional com-
memorations and individuals and significantly increased the number
of commemoratives printed in the early twentieth century. From 1892
to 1919, the USPOD printed forty-seven different commemorative
stamps, almost exclusively celebrating world’s fairs or regional exposi-
tions. Limited-issue production tripled between 1920 and 1940, when
the USPOD printed and released 150 different commemoratives. After
creating the Philatelic Agency in 1921, the Department was better
equipped to handle the distribution of additional issues and respond
to requests from collectors.

While the United States led the way in the production of limited-
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issue stamps, it was not the only country producing commemoratives.
Latin American nations celebrated centennials of independence
between 1910 and 1924 with stamps. Sixty-two countries comprising
the British Empire celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of George
V’s reign by printing a stamp to commemorate this event, offering quite
a catalog for the collector. Although originating the postal revolution,
Great Britain did not issue its first commemorative until 1924, so this
“Jubilee” set pleased collectors of British and British colonial stamps.
When other nations began printed commemoratives, the USPOD was
already printing a greater variety of limited issues. Global production
increased greatly, so that all postal agencies printed more commemo-
ratives during 1930-34 than had been printed in the previous decade
(1920-29), or any time prior.!

Federal statutes restricted the USPOD from printing the portrait
of any living person on stamps, which privileged stamps—definitive
and commemorative—that represented snapshots from the past.? As
citizens and politicians petitioned the postal service, the USPOD did
not accept all commemorative stamp requests. Officials carefully chose
subjects for commemorative printing, and this authority elevated any
story or individual into a broader official American narrative that told
consumers that this person or event was nationally significant and
worthy of representing the United States. These carefully chosen and
constructed stamps were then collected and saved by philatelists, some
of whom saw American stamps not only as “wondrous stories” but as
“stepping stones of history” that traced, from beginning to end, the
“Alpha and Omega” of America’s story.” This perception was perpetu-
ated by philatelists, teachers, and the USPOD, which justified the edu-
cational value of collecting stamps. Viewing the corpus of commemora-
tives in this way indicated that many collectors—and most likely many
noncollectors—believed that scenes printed on stamps told accurate
stories from the past and that individuals were chosen because of their
undisputed significance in American history. These stories became
memorialized as collectors saved stamps. Those stamps were trans-
formed into miniature memorials to the subjects represented within.

Postmaster General James Farley, appointed by “First Philatelist”
Franklin Delano Roosevelt during his presidency in the 19go0s, recog-
nized that these commemorative stamps acted as “permanent memori-
als.” Much like structural memorials built in public spaces, one vision
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of the past dominates the stamp’s imagery, which screens out other
perspectives. Stamps were small in size, but their availability made
them more accessible than sites of national memory such as museums,
archives, and monuments. These sites become nation-building tools
that erase a personal, experiential memory of the past.* For this reason,
it is important to examine limited-issue commemoratives and their
impact as if they are miniature memorials.

As the USPOD worked to present a united vision of the past, stamp
scenes showed a decisively white, male, and Protestant vision of early
America that obscured more diverse and complicated realities of slav-
ery, violence, and oppression. Conversations revolving around these
stamps demonstrate how the USPOD became a powerful institution
that legitimized and distributed historical narratives, and one that
allowed ordinary citizens to engage with its government. Americans
always maintained a close relationship with the postal service, and
when successfully petitioning for a stamp on behalf of their cause,
some citizens actually influenced postal decisions and public memory.

Interwar Colonial Revivals

During the interwar period (1919-1940), some Americans celebrated
a nostalgic, homogenous fiction of the American colonial past. Public
celebrations of historic anniversaries were filled with patriotic senti-
ment, weaving together local, vernacular, events, and people into offi-
cial national narratives, as was the case with commemorative stamps
printed in this era.” Commemorative committees, business leaders,
and politicians actively pursued federal postage stamps celebrating
regional anniversaries held at Plymouth Rock, Mayport, Minneapolis,
Lexington and Concord, and Valley Forge, and states flaunted their
foundings. Others fought for stamps honoring military men who trans-
formed into cultural heroes, such as Casimir Pulaski and Thaddeus
Kosciuszko. Knowing of the postal service’s power to sell an idealized
and patriotic vision of the American past, some sought commemora-
tives as part of grander strategies fighting for social and political equal-
ity, while others perpetuated a romanticized, whitewashed view of
colonial America. The battle for recognition on a federal stamp also
reflected contemporary struggles over the construction of race and
definitions of citizenship in the United States. Residents and citizens
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with southern and eastern European ancestry, for instance, strove to
be accepted as racially white, and that worked to further the chasm
between whites and blacks, who still struggled as second-class citizens
for political power and lacked visual representation on postage as
actors in American history.®

In the early twentieth century, the increased popularity of collecting
stamps occurred alongside the swell of interest in local and family his-
tory fostered by historical societies that promoted genealogical research
and historic site preservation. State-funded and privately funded societ-
ies, from libraries and archives to patriotic-hereditary groups, encour-
aged Americans to research the history of their families and save family
heirlooms. Hereditary group members took pride in tracing their roots
back to pioneering families who established communities in Pennsyl-
vania, for example, before the American Revolution. These practices
helped to build regional and state pride that connected small towns
and counties to broader national narratives. Encouraging family his-
tory research also created dividing lines among old and new immigrant
groups, as many older immigrants grasped onto their colonial lin-
eage while ignoring the challenges faced by late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century groups with similar European origins.”

Memorials and monuments reflect more about the time when they
are built than about the past events and people represented. Celebra-
tions and pageants, such as the national Pilgrim Tercentenary, used
commemorative moments to define Americanness in postwar America
in the eyes of the event’s organizers. Regional preservation groups,
such as the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities
(APVA), erected memorials and preserved sites during this time tied
to Virginia’s founding families that recast British settlements at James-
town and Williamsburg as harmonious and homogeneous. For elite
Virginian members of the APVA, post—Civil War political and cultural
upheaval left them with a present they did not like. Preservation and
reconstruction efforts let them—and other groups working in differ-
ent states—return temporarily to time when white elites commanded
power and deference from blacks and poor whites.

Americanization efforts in the early twentieth century attacked cus-
toms and practices of new and first-generation immigrants thought
to be racially and socially inferior. Historic preservation and colonial
revival movements grew in popularity because those preserving and
reproducing iconography from the colonial period believed this style
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was uniquely American. Preserved homes and historic sites were con-
structed to be places that taught new immigrants about America’s past,
while “patriotic Americans” were urged to buy and display colonial-era
reproductions in their homes.®

Colonial-themed stamps from the 1920s and 19g0s coincided with
growing interest in viewing, owning, and displaying physical evidence,
or material culture, from colonial and early Republic eras. Wealthy
businessmen and heiresses of industrial fortunes donated money to
finance wings in museums and historic preservation. The American
Wing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art opened in 1924 to exhibit
early American decorative arts and furnishings of “our ancestors”—
where “our ancestors” meant a few selected to represent the many.
Philadelphia’s Sesquicentennial Exposition boasted “High Street,”
an attraction that featured rebuilt “colonial” structures of Philadel-
phia in 1776. Inspired by Henry Mercer’s collections of tools, Hen-
ry Ford began voraciously collecting a host of buildings and objects
in 1919—anything from agricultural machinery to household and
kitchen implements—that he would eventually display in Greenfield
Village, Michigan. Uninterested in financing an established historic
site like John D. Rockefeller, Ford created his own emulation of an
“Early American Village” that opened to the public in 1941. Physical
restorations and quests for “authenticity” at Colonial Williamsburg in
the late 1920s and early 19g0s encouraged some Americans to pur-
chase antiques and replicas to decorate their homes.? Calling upon the
designs of the late colonial and early Republic periods during a time
of American postwar conservatism in foreign policy, some Americans
focused on building the image of United States as an exceptional place
with a unique history.

This chapter will reveal how different groups reached backward
to use images and individuals from the past to address cultural and
political unease with 1920s and 19g0s America through the medium
of commemorative stamps.

Pilgrims and Origins

A new era in commemorative stamps began in 1920 with the Pilgrim
Tercentenary, as the variety of commemorative subjects expanded
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beyond promotions of world’s fairs to include significant anniversaries,
military victories, and heroic individuals. The Pilgrim Tercentennial
celebrated the landing of religious separatists on Cape Cod and their
eventual settlement in the town of Plymouth, Massachusetts. From
December 1920 through the summer of 1921, towns in many states
organized pageants and parades to commemorate this anniversary.
The stamp series created for this event was not the first to represent
America’s founding mythologies (see the Columbians, 1892—9gg, and
the Jamestown Tercentennial Exposition, 1907); the series was signifi-
cant because it sparked interest from many citizens to ask the USPOD
to highlight their community’s history and connections to America’s
origins on stamps.'’ As a reflection of contemporary politics, elected
officials and patriotic-hereditary groups invoked the legacy of Plym-
outh Pilgrims both to assert the primacy of Plymouth as America’s
birthplace and to speak to local and national anxiety over immigration
in the 1920s.

Organized after World War I during a time when many US citizens
were in favor of severe restrictions on immigration, the Pilgrim Tercen-
tennial events highlighted perceived differences among good and bad
immigrant groups. Poems and speeches glorified the legacy of the Mas-
sachusetts Pilgrims as nation builders and model immigrants, in con-
trast with a widely held belief that immigrants in the twentieth century
tore apart an imagined American fabric. Plymouth was proclaimed to
be the “corner stone of the Nation,” by Mayflower descendant Senator
Henry Cabot Lodge, who detailed how the Pilgrims’ success against
adversity allowed America to grow into a great nation." Vice President
Thomas Marshall also touted the achievements of the “pilgrim fathers”
who “prepared the way” for “the birth of a new and mighty world.” He
used the opportunity to argue for immigration restrictions, advocat-
ing that contemporary immigrants needed to follow the example set
by the Pilgrims and commit to staying in United States rather than
merely coming to work and returning home. According to Marshall,
the Pilgrims came to America “to worship God and to make homes,
determined never to return to Europe.”*?

The stamp designs commemorating the celebration promoted the
Pilgrims’ cultural legacy as America’s first founders. Interestingly, none
of the three postage stamps printed in the series contained the identify-
ing words “U.S. Postage,” which all other stamps prior and since car-
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ried. This cemented the story of the Pilgrims’ landing at Plymouth as
quintessentially American, as it needed no marking as US postage. Even
the US Mint’'s commemorative anniversary coin imprinted the words
“United States of America” on the front of the half-dollar coin." Philat-
elists noticed this omission, concerned—and interested—that it might
be an error in the printing, but the USPOD did not recall the stamps
because the design was intentional. Editors of American Philatelist were
disappointed with the series, claiming that the two- and five-cent issues
were far too crowded with figures and decoration to be enjoyed."

Mayflowers, fittingly, flanked each stamp’s scene, and like the
Columbians, the Pilgrim Tercentenary series formed a short narrative.
The story began on the one-cent stamp with the Mayflower sailing west
across the ocean on its journey with no land in sight—origin or destina-
tion (fig. 12). Similar to the Columbians, the landing occurs in the two-
cent stamp—the most commonly used stamp to mail a letter and the
standard rate of first-class postage until 19g2."> This stamp’s engraving
makes the landing look harsh, unexpected, and jolting for the party
at Plymouth Rock (see fig. 13). Men, women, and children huddle
together, illustrating that family units migrated to the New England
coast. Although this image suggests that struggles lie ahead for the set-
tlers, the rock is what grounded the travelers, and is the object that
grounded those celebrating the anniversary in the past. Plymouth was
the ceremonial ground in 1920 and provided the physical connection
to the past events.

PI LGRIM TERGENTENARY

Fig. 12. Pilgrim Tercentenary,
one cent, 1920 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal
Museum Collection)
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(PILGRIM TERCENTENARY

Fig. 13. Pilgrim Tercente-
nary, two cent, 1920 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal

Museum Collection)

The journey’s symbolic end revealed itself in the five-cent (see
fig. 14), where the Mayflower Compact was signed, indicating per-
manence, and showed the first document of self-governance in
what would become the United States. Copies of the Compact were
printed and distributed for the Tercentenary. Divine right blessed
this settlement as the central figure points toward the light illuminat-
ing the signing. Drawn from a painting by Edwin White, the signing
image illustrates families migrating together, even though only men
signed the document.'® The scene emphasizes that there was a com-
munity, comprising family units, who crafted the Mayflower Compact
and pledged to work together. At the time of the anniversary, New
England preservationists and genealogists argued that the Plymouth
Pilgrims were the true first Americans because family units arrived
together to form a permanent settlement through signing the Com-
pact, unlike the commercially mind individuals who sailed to James-
town. By representing this scene, the Tercentennial committee reiter-
ated their argument and wanted all Americans to consider Plymouth
as the birthplace of the America.

Virginians and New Englanders regularly argued over the true ori-
gins of the American story and which settlements contributed more to
the development and character of the United States. Post—Civil War
regional tensions can be read in written evidence found in newspapers
and journals such the William and Mary Quarterly. In 1909, shortly after
the tercentenary celebration of Jamestown’s founding, Virginia histo-
rians refuted declarations published by members of the New England
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PILGRIMTERCENTENARY |

Fig. 14. Pilgrim Tercentena-
1y, five cent, 1920 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal
Museum Collection)

Historic Genealogical Society that there were “radical differences of
character and influence” between Mayflower descendants and James-
town settlers, because Plymouth “subordinated the commercial spirit
(of Jamestown) to that of securing ecclesiastical and political freedom
for themselves”—seen in the five-cent stamp. The William and Mary
Quarterly responded that those charges were “so gross, so unprovoked,
so untrue,” and the statement of such freedoms and strength of char-
acter in the north were exaggerated.'’

Rivalries die hard, and Virginians did not let the Pilgrim Tercente-
nary pass without reminding Americans of their claim to the origins
and contributions to American politics and governance. One address
given at the College of William and Mary noted that Virginia’s contri-
butions to the forming of the United States were far greater than any
other state, but that Massachusetts came in second place. During the
national celebration of the New England Pilgrims, this effort reminded
Americans that the “first” settlement was at Jamestown.'® No one at
this time recognized other colonial settlements in the western United
States or acknowledged that the original residents of “America” were
Native peoples who were displaced, attacked, manipulated, and feared
by European colonizers.

Virginians and New Englanders weren’t the only ones wrestling
over founding stories publicly, through representation on stamps, as
descendants from other European “pilgrims” argued successfully for
their stories to be told on commemoratives.
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New Netherland Pilgrims

In 1924, the Huguenot-Walloon New Netherland Commission orga-
nized a series of events in New York to celebrate the first permanent
settlement of Huguenots (French Protestants) on American soil, as well
as the founding of New Netherland. They wanted to harness the circula-
tion power of postage to share the story of their ancestors by requesting
a Huguenot-Walloon commemorative stamp series. Framing the found-
ing of New Netherland as the “Huguenot-Walloon” anniversary was con-
tested at the time. The Dutch, including Henry Hudson, fur trappers,
and merchants from the West and East India Companies were common-
ly seen as the founders of New York. The commission included the settle-
ment of Walloon families, who were French-speaking Protestants from
Belgium who had settled in Holland, in its narrative, while obscuring the
role of the Dutch government and its business endeavors in the settle-
ment story. Anniversary literature framed the founding of what became
New York as motivated by religion rather than mercantilism by identify-
ing the Huguenots and Walloons as pilgrims who were persecuted for
their religious beliefs like those who landed near Plymouth. Formed
by the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America, the com-
mission worked to make the Walloons’ history visible to all Americans,
because their “advent marks a new epoch in the history of both Church
and State.” Obtaining a set of commemorative stamps, and a coin, per-
formed some of the work to acknowledge the little-known Walloon arriv-
al as a significant episode in the American past.'

The commission understood the challenges it faced educating
Americans about their history. After the release of this commemo-
rative stamp series, a few collectors wrote to the postmaster general
puzzled by the subject of the series and questioned the significance of
those events. One collector begged for a short bibliography about the
Huguenots or Walloons, because “all of the histories I have at hand
seem to be a bit deficient in matters relating to the events these stamps
commemorate.” Collectors and citizens occasionally questioned the
criteria that qualified an event or subject as nationally significant and
worthy of printing on a commemorative. According to the post office,
this anniversary was “of more than ordinary interest particularly in
those sections of the country where these colonists originally settled.”®
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Fig. 15. Huguenot-
Walloon Tercentenary,
one cent, 1924 (Cour-
tesy Smithsonian Na-
tional Postal Museum
Collection)

Fig. 16. Huguenot-
Walloon Tercentenary,
two cent, 1924 (Cour-
tesy Smithsonian Na-
tional Postal Museum
Collection)

The silver half-dollar coin minted by the commission included the
phrase “Founding of New Netherland” below the announcement of
the “Huguenot-Walloon Tercentenary, 1624-1924,” alerting those
purchasing the commemorative coin of the significance of the celebra-
tion. The stamp series, however, was not well described in print, baf-
fling collectors and citizens confronted with the Huguenot-Walloon
issues. Deciphering these stamps proved challenging for all, because
the designs lacked readily identifiable images. On the one-cent issue,
the Nieu Nederland sails in 1624 east toward America, and families land
in the two-cent stamp with no visual aide indicating where the ship
sailed from, where it landed, or who the Huguenot-Walloons were.

The third stamp in the series is even more cryptic, picturing an
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Fig. 17. Huguenot-
Walloon Tercentenary,
five cent, 1924 (Cour-
tesy Smithsonian Na-
tional Postal Museum

Collection)

unnamed monument facing a rising sun in what appears to be a tropi-
cal climate. Palm trees and plants surrounding the structure contrast
with the rocky, sparsely planted landscape pictured in the two-cent
settlement stamp. The five-cent issue actually represents a stone monu-
ment erected by Jean Ribault, who explored the area near Mayport,
Florida, in the 1560s to establish a refuge colony for French Hugue-
nots. Before returning to France to pick up passengers for the sail back
to Florida, Ribault erected a stone column festooned with the French
king’s coat of arms to claim Florida in the name of France. As part
of the Huguenot-Walloon anniversary in 1924, the Florida chapters
of the Daughters of the American Revolution financed the construc-
tion of a similarly shaped monument to honor Ribault and the “first
landing of Protestants on American soil.”" Interestingly, the memorial
to the Walloons erected in Manhattan’s Battery Park during the 1924
tercentennial does not mention their religion or status as persecuted
religious refugees.

The Huguenot-Walloon Tercentenary committee specifically want-
ed the memorial commemorating Jean Ribault’s settlement to appear
on a stamp representing the first Protestant settlement in America.
Seeking to redefine the chronology and attribution of religious tol-
erance in colonial America, committee members claimed that the
Huguenots and Walloons brought with them a strong commitment
to religious tolerance that “neither Pilgrim nor Puritan possessed.”
Reacting to the Pilgrim Tercentenary three years prior, descendants
of Huguenots and Walloons desired the stamps and the celebration to
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counteract the “forgetfulness” of the “names and race of its founders”
due to lost records.?” With the endorsement of the federal government,
this stamp series elevated the narrative framed by the anniversary com-
mittee to make a claim on New York’s colonial history, and positioned
the Walloons among America’s earliest religious pilgrims.

Norwegian Pilgrims

The Norse-American Centenary stamp series provides another example
of how the government endorsed a narrative of ethnic pride proposed
by a regional commemorative committee. Much like the Huguenot-
Walloon stamps, this series promoted a regional celebration of another
group of pilgrims whose event committee desired the stamps to be one
piece of a large festival honoring first waves of immigrants. The Norse-
American Centennial Committee secured a congressional joint resolu-
tion that commended Norwegian immigrants for contributing to the
“moral and material welfare of our Nation.” They were credited with
settling the “great Midwest,” rather than pouring into cities, crowding
them, like contemporary immigrants were doing in St. Louis, Chicago,
and other Midwestern cities.” Imagery and narratives presented by the
Centennial Committee sought to connect the story of Norwegians in
America to a heroic past that could be traced to Vikings such as Leif
Erikson, whose arrival in the New World predated Columbus and the
Plymouth Pilgrims. The Pilgrim Tercentennial influenced how the
Norse-American Centennial Committee shaped its message and why
the committee rooted the message in celebrating pioneer fathers and
their (debated) status as religious pilgrims. Like many other immi-
grant communities, the Centennial Committee balanced celebrating
their distinct Norwegian heritage and culture with claiming their piece
of the American past by earning a place on federal stamps.?*

Following the convention of earlier stamp series, this set empha-
sized the immigration and a journey across the Atlantic as way to assert
status as original immigrants, distinguishing their stories of migration
from that of new immigrants arriving in the early twentieth century.
On the two-cent, Restaurationen, “the Mayflower of the Norsemen,” car-
ries the first Norwegian immigrants to the United States, sailing west
across the stamp without land in sight on July 4, 1825.%
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Fig. 18. Norse-American Centen-
nial, two cent, 1925 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal

Museum Collection)

The second stamp does not represent the landing, but the five-cent
issue features an engraving of a Viking ship built for the Columbian
Exposition. That ship sailed from Norway to Chicago to remind fair-
goers and stamp consumers in the 1920s that Norwegian explorers
visited America long before Columbus, the English-Dutch Pilgrims,
the Huguenots, or the Walloons. This particular image, interestingly,
pointed the ship’s bow toward the east, or toward the homeland. On
the stamp, the Viking ship sails from a banner or shield of Norway
toward one of the United States, and the Norse-American Viking ship
is flying colors similar to an American flag.

These stamps were in high demand from collectors because of the
design and intensity of the ink colors, and they sold out. The USPOD

Fig. 19. Norse-American Centen-
nial, five cent, 1925 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal

Museum Collection)
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received letters requesting the issues be reprinted. Postal officials
regretted that they had to treat all commemoratives consistently and
could not reprint this series alone because they would hear protests
from other groups claiming the Norwegians received preferential
treatment.?® In this case, the USPOD understood that the subject mat-
ter represented on the stamp held great meaning for petitioners—past
and future—and citizens. Postal officials were careful to balance the
sensitivities of commemorative scenes chosen with interests of some
collectors who focused more on the particulars of stamps’ designs and
artful quality of the production.

Descendants of these early European settlers wanted to demon-
strate that their immigrant ancestors were good immigrant-citizens
and worked to transform the United States into a great and prosper-
ous nation. Difficult to read in the stamps’ images, these feelings were
expressed by the Norse-American Centennial Committee, which want-
ed to celebrate ethnic pride, but designed the celebrations to focus on
messages of good citizenship and patriotism. Even the planning com-
mittee and other Norwegian Americans involved with the centennial
felt conflicted over the messages of the celebration. Many Norwegians
opposed American involvement in World War I and faced nativistic
attacks, not as severe as German Americans, but strong enough to iden-
tify their group as outsiders. By 1925, Norwegian communities in the
northern Midwest still debated how to balance Americanization and
ethnically constructed heritage activities.”” Through public commemo-
ration, Norwegian Americans of the Midwest declared that they were
nation builders like the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock. And with an epi-
sode of their past represented on commemorative stamps, the reach of
their story stretched far beyond Minnesota.

Regional anniversary committees took advantage of the opportu-
nities available from the USPOD’s commemorative stamp program
to legitimize their interpretation of the past and to ensure that the
founding stories of their ancestors were included in the broader story
of America’s origins. Stamps represented European settlements and
transatlantic journeys with images of ships and family groups of white
Protestant settlers. Appeals to congressmen for stamps, and even for
coins, emphasized the positive contributions each group and their
descendants made to the character and strength of the United States.

The timing of these stamps and the language used to justify recogni-
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tion also spoke directly to the contemporary fights over immigration.
Legislation in 1921 and 1924 established eugenically minded quotas
developed by Congress to shape the racial biology of future American
citizens. The Quota Act of 1921 limited the numbers of immigrants to
g percent of that nationality’s presence in the 1910 US census, which
drastically reduced the number of southern and eastern Europeans
entering the United States. The Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 further lim-
ited quotas and completely eliminated immigration from all regions
in Asia.®

Support of these restrictive laws was equally strong across politi-
cal parties in Congress, with only a few congressmen speaking out in
opposition. Some spoke loudly in favor of restrictions, including Elli-
son DuRant Smith. He believed that selective criteria and limited quo-
tas would help the United States to thrive. “Without offense, but with
regard to the salvation of our own, let us shut the door and assimilate
what we have, and let us breed pure American citizens and develop
our own American resources.”” At a time when defining who was an
American and who wasn’t changed, regional anniversary celebrations
commemorated on stamps reinforced the idea that the United States
was founded by white western European Protestants. Stamps contribut-
ed to the ongoing ways that the US government defined Americanness
and constructed official founding stories. Starting in 1925, sesquicen-
tennial celebrations of Revolutionary War battles moved discussions of
colonial founding origins into dialogues about who fought to create
the United States as an independent nation.

Humble Heroes of the Revolution

Commemorations of persevering Pilgrims figuratively gave birth to
Revolutionary War heroes who fought for freedom against British
oppressors as represented in stamps. Starting in 1925, a flurry of activ-
ity surrounded the 150th anniversary of the American Revolution,
including many regional and local celebrations held across the coun-
try. Following the lead of the Pilgrim anniversaries, local committees
petitioned their legislators seeking commemorative stamps and coins
to recognize regionally significant battles and heroes. The House Com-
mittee on Coinage, Weights, and Measures grew tired of such requests
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for commemorative coins. Responding to a request for a silver half dol-
lar celebrating the Battle of Bennington and the independence of Ver-
montin 1925, the chair noted the committee did not favor “legislation
of this class, because of the great number of bills introduced to com-
memorate events of local and not national interest.”* Anniversaries of
local interest, however, continued to win commemorative stamps.

The national sesquicentennial celebration in Philadelphia in 1926
encouraged a colonial revival, not only of design and style, but in sto-
rytelling through stamps. Surprisingly, while the Pilgrim anniversaries
yielded small stamp series each, the “Sesqui” exposition itself did not.
No narrative was told across three issues, leaving the Liberty Bell—the
iconic symbol of the fair—to stand in as the only symbol of indepen-
dence. Beginning in 1925, the USPOD told the story of the Revolution
over fourteen stamps, or stamp series, related to these anniversaries.*

Images from the Revolutionary War issues often represented por-
traits of victorious generals and elite soldiers or engravings of battle
scenes. This was the case for the Lexington and Concord stamp series
printed in 1925, which ushered in the anniversary celebrations. The
Department released the stamps on April 4 to long lines of interested
collectors and citizens waiting to purchase these stamps in Massachu-
setts. In April ceremonies commemorating the skirmish were celebrat-
ed in and around Boston, where salutes were fired and Paul Revere’s
ride into Boston was reenacted on April 19 and 20, during Patriot’s
Day festivities.*

Unlike other series, the Lexington and Concord commemoratives
did not proceed chronologically by denomination. The one-cent rep-
resented Washington assuming command of the Continental Army in
Cambridge months after the initial skirmish. It was followed by a two-
cent depicting the actual confrontation, and the five-cent completed
the series memorializing the minuteman soldier.”® The image of Wash-
ington taking command of the Continental Army in Cambridge was
a conglomerate of nineteenth-century prints that represented Wash-
ington on horseback, while the stamps shows Washington standing
among his soldiers. This interpretation implies that Washington was
a man equal to his soldiers, standing as a fellow citizen, even as he is
set apart because he was not equal in rank or status. Ready for war, the
collected armies are dressed uniformly, while one company marches in
the right of the scene and another, larger company stands at attention
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Fig. 20. Washington at
Cambridge, one cent,
1925 (Courtesy Smith-
sonian National Postal
Museum Collection)

Fig. 21. Birth of
Liberty, two cent, 1925
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Museum Collection)

in the background. The viewer is led to believe that the Continental
Army organized soon after the first confrontation and was prepared
for combat.

Based on a painting by Henry Sandham, the two-cent issue bor-
rowed its victorious vision of the battle (fig. 21). The stamp mislabels
the painting as “The Birth of Liberty,” while it is titled The Dawn of
Liberty. Sandham painted the Minutemen as a disadvantaged band of
soldiers on foot who engaged the British, who charged on horseback.*

The Minutemen appear larger in size but smaller in number in the
foreground, standing victoriously with their arms in the air, shaking
fists at the enemy, who appear smaller in size and larger in number
and to be retreating in the background. This painting contrasts dras-
tically with the vision etched by contemporary artist Amos Doolittle
in May 1775. Doolittle represented the small band of Minutemen in
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disarray after the first shot was fired as they scattered across the Lex-
ington green in retreat. From other sources available, including other
engravings by Doolittle, this representation seems to more accurately
describe the events at Lexington.®

While the British eventually retreated to Boston after a stand-off
in Concord, the colonists did not defeat the British. The two sides
exchanged fire and lost lives in this brief skirmish. Accuracy, however,
was irrelevant to local history enthusiasts and residents who believed in
the town’s centrality to the Revolution’s narrative, as its birthplace. The
Lexington Historical Society purchased Sandham’s painting in 1886 to
hang in the town hall, and this scene was an integral part of local his-
tory.”® Embedded in the residents’ memory was that their fictive ances-
tors were a victorious band of volunteer soldiers who held off the well-
trained British and forced a retreat. This image of local importance
circulated across the country and the world and confirmed what most
schoolchildren learned as part of the War for Independence narrative.

Prior to the 15oth anniversary, poems written by Ralph Waldo
Emerson and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow cemented this mythical
interpretation of Lexington and Concord in American memory during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. An engraving of Daniel
Chester French’s The Minute Man statue, dedicated in 1875, appeared
on the five-cent stamp, which also included the first stanza of Emer-
son’s 1837 poem “The Concord Hymn.” Emerson composed the poem
for one commemoration ceremony, and later it was engraved at the
base of French’s statue commemorating the battle’s centennial. Most

9

stamps include few words other than “U.S. Postage,” relying on the
imagery to illustrate the stamp’s theme. By reprinting the first stanza
of Emerson’s poem, readers of the stamp, most of whom would nev-
er see the statue in person, understood the symbol. Emerson’s words
would have been very familiar to many Americans because “A Concord
Hymn” often appeared in textbooks and school readers. The govern-
ment endorsed this vision celebrating humble, inexperienced, and
“embattled farmers” who “fired the shot heard around the world.”¥’
French’s monument was similar in design to that of the common-
soldier Civil War memorials erected in municipalities across the country
in the late nineteenth century. Civil War memorials crafted as standing
soldiers holding a rifle, not embattled, remembered those who fought
and died in the 1860s and transformed into places for honoring all
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Fig. 22. The Minute
Man, five cent, 1925
(Courtesy Smithson-
ian National Postal

Museum Collection)

veterans. In the case of the Minute Man, though the physical statue
stood in Massachusetts, once on a stamp its representation became a
national symbol of the earliest citizen soldiers who fought for indepen-
dence. It was the stories of these men “who helped free our great and
mighty country” represented on postage that collectors like Thomas
Killride spoke of in his poem “My Stamps.”® Civil War monuments
acted in ways to unify the country by focusing on the individuals who
fought rather than the reasons for fighting. During the Revolutionary
War, northern and southern colonies fought together, even if it was for
a loosely knit union. In 1925, the Massachusetts Minuteman acted as a
unifying figure for celebrating white male citizenship throughout the
United States.

Consumers of the Minuteman commemorative saw in the stamp
design that this figure was to be remembered as a heroic freedom
fighter. All commemorative stamps become miniature memorials once
saved by collectors, but this particular stamp was designed to look like
a memorial. The stamp represents the original sculpture and then
frames it as if French’s piece was part of a large neoclassical memorial.
Unlike the statue that stands in a field in Concord, the Minuteman
on the stamp is flanked by two Doric order columns and two tablets
bearing verses from Emerson’s hymn as if the verses are command-
ments, giving the statue the appearance of standing in an architectural
niche. A niche highlights the figure inside it, and very often the figure
is one to be worshipped or revered. Reverence of the Minuteman is
reinforced with lighter shading behind the statue’s head on the stamp
that draws the eye in to focus on an archetypal American hero.
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Like physical memorials, commemoratives do not allow space for
questioning of the subject’s interpretation. The Battle of White Plains
and Vermont Sesquicentennial issues in 1926 and 1927 continued the
theme of citizen soldiers as battle heroes. Unnamed, without military
uniforms, men fought and represented the Green Mountain Boys in
Vermont, for example, to defend their territory against British forces.
In these stamps, and in the spirit of the commemorations, the white
citizen-farmer-soldier stood as the archetypal American hero.

Washington as Common Man

In contrast to the Lexington and Concord series, which elevated the
white citizen-farmer-soldier to the status of national hero, the 1928
Valley Forge anniversary stamp represented a mythical story about
General George Washington that made him seem humble, like a com-
mon man. In the 1920s, Washington lived prominently in popular and
political cultural as his name and face were used to market dishes, sell
movies, and justify immigration restrictions. Prior to the Sesqui, mail-
order catalogs sold colonial-themed, mass-produced knickknacks con-
taining George’s image. One familiar scene was Washington kneeling
in prayer at Valley Forge. A nineteenth-century print of this vignette,
based on a painting by Henry Brueckner, circulated widely after the
Civil War and again following World War I. A bas-relief of a similar
image was installed at the YMCA West Side Branch in New York in
1904, and replicas were created and installed in churches, schools, and
historical societies. Many viewed this print as visual evidence of Wash-
ington’s true piety, even though the image was completely contrived.
Imagery that illustrated how a military leader turned to God for help in
hard times was powerful. The scene was based on a tale first recanted
by Parson Mason Weems in 1804. Weems perpetuated a cult of Wash-
ington through many stories he published about Washington, includ-
ing the myth about chopping down the cherry tree.*

Supporters of the anniversary encampment at Valley Forge want-
ed to incorporate this familiar image on a stamp and began petition-
ing the USPOD in the mid-1920s. Malcolm H. Ganser asked in a let-
ter to the editor of the New York Times for other readers to write to a
very reluctant postmaster general to sway him into printing a stamp
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commemorating this event. Requests were honored and the image of
Washington kneeling in prayer would represent the anniversary at the
encampment even as Rupert Hughes and other historians began ques-
tioning the accuracy of that scene. One newspaper columnist opined
there was “no good reason to doubt,” and another stressed that nei-
ther the stamp engraver nor historians were at Valley Forge with Wash-
ington, so why would he doubt Washington’s actions?* The myths of
Washington were difficult to challenge in public.

Hughes was a biographer of Washington and was extremely criti-
cal of those wishing to mythologize Washington. Hughes and others
criticized the stamp because they recognized that the government held
immense power by endorsing images that stamp consumers might
assume to convey historical fact. Interestingly, while Hughes was con-
cerned about representations of the general and president, others
were thankful that remembrances of the Revolution were not solely
militaristic. Other anniversary stamps, including Lexington-Concord
(1925), the Battle of White Plains (1926), and the Burgoyne Cam-
paign (1927) depicted battle scenes and images of soldiers, cannon,
rifles, and powder horns. Postal officials approved of Washington
kneeling as a way to please those seeking representations of the “spiri-
tual” side of war.*!

The stamp engraving is a voyeuristic view of Washington kneeling
in prayer in the woods surrounding the Valley Forge encampment as
if from the perspective of Isaac Potts, who was shown hiding behind
a large tree. According to Weems’s tale, Potts was delighted when he
came upon Washington praying in the woods. Potts decided at that
moment that he could support the Revolution because Washington
demonstrated that one could be a Christian and a soldier without
moral conflict.* This image provided a comforting message for some.
Washington kneeling at Valley Forge also spoke powerfully to those
who believed that the United Sates was not only a Christian nation, but
one that benefited from the grace of God during hard times.

Four printed words solidified the notion that the entire nation
believed in God: “In God We Trust.” These four words distinguished
this stamp from any others printed at the time. This phrase appeared
on contemporary US coins, but never on stamps. It would not be until
another Red Scare in the 1g50s when a stamp, this time a definitive,
carried the motto.”” On the Valley Forge stamp, however, the phrase
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Fig. 23. Valley Forge issue, two cent, 1928
(Courtesy Smithsonian National Postal

Museum Collection)

acts as a label interpreting the scene, telling consumers that this is why
we trust in God, because Washington trusted in God and the United
States reaped the blessings of independence. Any debates over Wash-
ington’s religious beliefs or his aversion to prayer were settled in the
minds of some Americans because the USPOD printed and circulated
this interpretation of Washington’s private life.

This stamp held great meaning for some, particularly the Daugh-
ters of the American Revolution (DAR). They included the Valley
Forge stamp together with a collection of papers and objects in a cop-
per box—together with a Bible, a copy of the US Constitution, various
DAR publications, including immigrant handbooks, and signed cards
by President and Mrs. Calvin Coolidge—buried in the cornerstone of
Constitution Hall in November 1928.* That this stamp was included
in this time capsule further illustrates how powerful, and sometimes
transitive, stamp messages could be. The representation of Washing-
ton as a pious man held value for the DAR because the organization
believed it was upholding ideals held by descendants of Revolution-
ary War heroes. Washington’s actions and values were therefore theirs
because their ancestors served under Washington. One could argue
that a stamp was chosen to represent these connections to Washington
because of its small size, making it fit neatly inside a capsule. If true,
the DAR easily could have purchased a definitive two-cent stamp used
every day by millions of Americans to send first-class letters with Wash-
ington’s portrait. It had been a mainstay of US definitives since the
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mid-nineteenth century.* Instead, the DAR chose the Weems-inspired
image of Washington in prayer.

We can see from the Revolutionary War sesquicentennial com-
memoratives that the USPOD glorified individuals and selective battles
to instruct Americans, immigrants, and international collectors as to
what and who was important to remember. Other stamps reflected
similar patterns in design and message. Common white men were the
heroes, and leaders were not elites but rather depicted as strong men
who walked among their soldiers, and sometimes prayed. Seeing these
stamps representing Revolutionary War men motivated other heri-
tage and hereditary-based groups to pursue commemoratives for their
humble heroes.

Revolutionary Heroes from Poland

Polish Americans and immigrants fought to honor two Polish Revo-
lutionary War heroes on stamps as part of a larger strategy to portray
Polish Americans as good Americans with ancestral ties to the birth of
the United States as a nation. In the 1920s, Congress overwhelmingly
approved immigration restrictions that imposed strict quotas on indi-
viduals arriving from eastern and southern Europe. Restrictions came
in reaction to both political concerns over post-World War I radicalism
and eugenically influenced charges of racial inferiority based on biol-
ogy. Poles, for example, were described as a distinct “race” of people.*
Few legislators spoke out to oppose the quotas. Representative Robert
H. Clancy, however, defended immigrants, including the Polish, for
their positive contributions to the United States: “Polish-Americans are
as industrious and as frugal and as loyal to our institutions as any class
of people who have come to the shores of this country in the past oo
years.” Clancy also mentioned the contributions of Polish citizens dur-
ing the Revolution to highlight a “high place” they had earned in Amer-
ican history."” Polish American groups broadcast the achievements of
Revolutionary War heroes to anchor their people to the origins of the
United States and to distinguish themselves from other eastern Euro-
peans by showcasing their long history of being loyal Americans.
Efforts began in the early twentieth century to recognize the con-
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tributions of Count Casimir Pulaski and General Thaddeus Kosciuszko
with statues and postage memorials. In 1910, monuments honoring
both men were dedicated in Washington, Pulaski’s financed by Con-
gress and Kosciuszko’s donated to “the people” by the Polish American
Alliance.* Pulaski was a Polish nobleman who volunteered to fight for
the colonies and is known as the Father of the American Cavalry. He
fought and died at the Battle of Savannah in 1779, and the city hon-
ored him as a local hero. To further extend Pulaski’s reputation as
a national hero, the local chapter of the Daughters of the American
Revolution spearheaded a stamp campaign in 1929, cosponsoring an
event commemorating the 15oth anniversary of the death of Count
Pulaski. Supporting the DAR’s efforts to secure a stamp was Georgia
congressman Charles Edwards, who petitioned the postmaster general
to support a Pulaski commemorative and commented that “the Daugh-
ters of the American Revolution would not sponsor anything that is
not real meritorious and entirely worthy.” According to Edwards, the
DAR properly vetted the stamp’s subject matter and it passed the patri-
otic test, demonstrating Pulaski was an early model Polish immigrant.
Honoring Pulaski as a war hero was not in question when President
Herbert Hoover declared October 11, 1929, as “Pulaski Day,” yet no
stamp came.* Hoover and Congress acknowledged Pulaski as a nation-
al hero, but earning a commemorative stamp proved more difficult.
Surprisingly, the following year, strong rebukes came from a Polish
newspaper that may have influenced the government’s decision to print
a Pulaski commemorative. The paper accused US postal authorities of
using a “double standard” when choosing whom to honor on stamps
with the headline, “Polish Proposition Refused—Germans Favored.”
According to this paper’s editor, the USPOD honored a German Revo-
lutionary War hero, Baron Frederic Wilhelm von Steuben, on a stamp,
and refused to reciprocate for a Polish Pulaski. French newspaper edi-
tors even decried the choice of the von Steuben stamp. They did not
seek a Pulaski stamp, but rather sought recognition for French mili-
tary officers who fought for independence, including Lafayette and
Rochambeau. Missing from the correspondence file were panicky or
angry letters from government officials strongly urging the postmas-
ter general to order a Pulaski stamp quickly. A few months later, how-
ever, nearly fifteen months after the Savannah anniversary celebration,
a Pulaski issue was announced.” This episode demonstrates that the
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world noticed when a government printed new stamps, placing postal
officials in a challenging role. Their decisions held enormous political
weight and carried cultural meaning far beyond those petitioning for
stamp subjects.

This can be seen in the ways that noncollecting Americans noticed
new stamps and questioned the reasoning behind postal choices.
Present in the archive’s files for the Pulaski stamp was an angry let-
ter from a citizen who asked why the USPOD honored Pulaski with a
stamp and did not chose an American soldier instead. She spoke of
her fears of first-generation immigrants held by many fellow citizens.
Mrs. M. A. Van Wagner criticized Polish immigrants for coming to the
United States only to “get employment here and take our American
dollars back to Poland,” while others remained unemployed (presum-
ably she meant native-borns) in the early years of the Depression. For
Van Wagner, the Pulaski stamp signified another way that America had
been “forgnised,” as was the case with the “gangs” of foreigners who
were responsible for importing “poison” liquor during Prohibition.*
Her letter stands alone in the Pulaski file as one of protest, but her
emotional reaction to this stamp reflects real sentiments felt by some
Americans in the interwar period not only toward eastern European
immigrants, but also the power stamps possessed in representing, or
perhaps misrepresenting in this case, an official narrative of her coun-
try. Stamps may have been small, but their images were powerful.

Many Americans supported the immigration restrictions in Johnson-
Reed, so viewing an eastern European, Pulaski, on a stamp may have
angered them. It seemed hypocritical of the government to limit immi-
gration of specific groups of people because they were not considered
fit for citizenship, and then a few years later honor an individual rep-
resenting one of those groups on a federal stamp. This occasion was
not the first time the US government recognized the achievements of
Pulaski, but the accessibility of a commemorative stamp meant that
more people—across the United States and around the world—saw
firsthand that the federal government celebrated a Polish hero as an
American one.

Concurrent to the Pulaski stamp campaign, petitions arrived at the
USPOD seeking a stamp to honor another Polish Revolutionary War
hero, Thaddeus Kosciuszko. At the time of his death in 1817, Poles
and Americans mourned his legacy as a war hero and his commitment
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to fighting for liberty worldwide. His legacy continued on in the form
of monuments and celebrations dedicated in his honor.”? Among those
commemorative efforts was one to immortalize his legacy on a post-
age stamp that would reach across the United States and abroad to his
homeland of Poland. The Kosciuszko Foundation first petitioned the
postmaster general in 1926, by way of New York senator Royal S. Cope-
land, to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the general’s “com-
ing” to the colonies.”

After those attempts failed, queries were reshaped and the Foun-
dation asked for a stamp that would instead honor the 150th anni-
versary of his “naturalization as an American citizen.” From 1931 to
1959, hundreds of endorsement letters arrived in the office of the
postmaster general supporting this stamp, accumulating a greater vol-
ume than supported Pulaski’s stamp just a few years earlier. Seven years
after the first requests, Postmaster Farley fittingly chose to announce
the Kosciuszko issue on Polish Day at the Century of Progress World’s
Fair in Chicago (1934). Farley claimed that he was “happy to convey
(his) highest regard for the American citizens of Polish extraction”
and declared that Kosciuszko’s name would be “forever perpetuated in
the hearts of American people.”

Citizenship was a key element in pitching this stamp, which also was
reflected in the announcements printed in newspapers. Kosciuszko’s
“admission to American citizenship” and the “privilege of becoming a
citizen” were celebrated alongside his military service. Much like Far-
ley, who paid homage to Polish citizens, other reactions to the issue
emphasized that the general’s legacy on a stamp “honors not only the
man himself, but his countrymen who have come by the hundreds of
thousands to the country he helped to establish as a land of liberty for
all men.”” Whether Kosciuszko actually became an American citizen
was not questioned at the time, but the stamp offered a strong sym-
bolic gesture and honor for all people with Polish heritage as bestowed
upon them by the government. Like the pre-Revolutionary Pilgrims,
the Polish were nation builders, too.

Choosing to honor Kosciuszko’s “naturalization” proved to be a
curious claim made by the Foundation. There appears to be no docu-
mentary evidence to support the claim that he became an American
citizen, even though he was held in high regard and called a friend
by George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and other notable figures.
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After the war, Kosciuszko, like other soldiers, haggled with the new
Congress to be paid back wages for his service in the Continental Army.
He earned membership in the Society of the Cincinnati, which was
limited to military officers who served during the Revolution. Kosciusz-
ko returned to his native Poland, where he led resistance and fought,
unsuccessfully, against Russian occupation and oppression. He pub-
lished the “Act of Insurrection,” similar to the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, and also freed the serfs in Poland in 1794. After some initial vic-
tories, Kosciuszko’s resistance was crushed by the Russian forces, and
he was taken prisoner and held in Russia. A few years later he returned
to the United States, committed to freeing his homeland.*

Kosciuszko hoped to lobby support for Polish independence from
American and French governments, but found himself politically
opposed to John Adams’s anti-France policies. In light of the Alien and
Sedition Acts of 1798, Thomas Jefferson urged Kosciuszko to leave the
country to avoid imprisonment. If Kosciuszko had been naturalized, he
would not have needed to flee the country. According to congressional
records in 1976, Representative John H. Dent tried to rectify that by
submitting a resolution to confer citizenship upon Kosciuszko, perhaps
in the spirit of the bicentennial celebrations. Kosciuszko’s actual status
was less important than the way that Polish-American cultural groups
constructed his historical identity as an American citizen.”” These
groups believed there was a lot at stake by representing Kosciuszko as a
citizen as well as a military hero. Polish immigrants and Polish Ameri-
cans were conflicted, much like immigrants and citizens of Norwegian
descent discussed earlier, about how best to balance their cultural and
political identities as Poles and as Americans.

Unlike the Norse-American stamps that depicted ships and repre-
sented migration, the Pulaski and Kosciuszko stamps depicted each
man in very different ways. Pulaski visually is associated with Poland
with his portrait flanked by the modern flags of Poland and the United
States. Generally, other commemoratives did not print the US flag.
Pulaski’s portrait appears in the center, where he casts his glance to his
left, to the side where the Polish flag appears from behind his portrait.
In contrast, the Kosciuszko design did not feature either flag. Perhaps
because the stamp commemorated the 150th anniversary of his “natu-
ralization” as an American citizen, flags were not necessary for indicat-
ing his nation of origin; Kosciusko was American, Pulaski was Polish.?®
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Fig. 24. General Pulaski, two cent, 1931
(Courtesy Smithsonian National Postal
Museum Collection)

The final design represented Kosciuszko standing as a military officer,
distinguishing his stamp from other Revolutionary War citizen-soldier
stamps, and instead identified him as a leader.

The stamp engraving reproduces the full-bodied statue of him that
sits in Lafayette Park across from the White House in Washington.
Kosciuszko appears larger than life as he looks down upon the stamp
reader from his pedestal. Like many other Revolutionary War officers
represented on stamps, he is standing, not on horseback, with sword
drawn, and appears ready to lead a battle. Pulaski, who was a royal
count, looks out from his portrait wearing a dress military uniform.
Oddly, he is not on horseback, although he is credited as founding
the American cavalry. No identifying language tells a stamp consum-
er that Pulaski died at the Battle of Savannah. And unless one read
the newspaper announcements discussing the stamp, or as a collector
purchased the first-day cover, the average American probably did not
understand that the dates printed on the Kosciuszko, 1783-1933, cel-
ebrated his fictional naturalization.”

Obtaining these commemoratives was a great achievement for
the fraternal and Polish heritage organizations that fought for these
stamps to demonstrate ethnic pride and claim a piece of American
heritage, and as another means for establishing their status as racially
white. Even as cultural and legal definitions of whiteness were chang-
ing in the United States in the 1g20s and 194o0s, their members expe-
rienced discrimination and understood that Poles and other eastern
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Fig. 25. Kosciuszko, five cent, 1933 (Cour-
tesy Smithsonian National Postal Museum
Collection)

European immigrants were defined as racially different from old stock
immigrants hailing from western Europe. Celebrating Kosciuszko’s
naturalization tells us that it was important for the Polish National Alli-
ance, Polish Roman Catholic Union, and other organizations to broad-
cast their hereditary claims to Revolutionary lineage and American citi-
zenship. The first naturalization law in 1790 dictated that only a “free
white person” was eligible for citizenship. Kosciuszko qualified as white
and fit for citizenship, contradicting the justifications behind immigra-
tion restrictions of people from Poland found in the Quota Act and
Johnson-Reed. In the early twentieth century, Polish Americans were
inching their way out of an in-between status, racially, and used the
accomplishments of two Polish military men who volunteered (and
died, in Pulaski’s case) for the American cause during Revolutionary
War as their connection to the origins of the republic.®

Polish American groups received help from the USPOD in proving
their people to be fit and loyal American citizens, since their ancestors
fought to establish the United States as an independent nation. The
legal and cultural murkiness of racial classification in the early twenti-
eth century made it more imperative for first- and second-generation
immigrants to be able to stake their claim to whiteness. For Polish
immigrants, earning two stamps helped.

Commemorative stamp subjects from the 1920s and early 19g0s
tell stories about America’s origins and the nation’s founders. All of
these subjects are male and of European descent. We can see through
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the petitioning process that ordinary citizens became invested in the
subjects of commemorative stamps. Civic, cultural, and political groups
saw power that the USPOD held in influencing public understanding
of the American past through printing and circulating historical narra-
tives on stamps. Campaigning for and against commemoratives would
continue into the 19gos, by unrepresented groups, as the number of
stamps printed increased during Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency.



Representing Unity and Equality
in New Deal Stamps

————

I am but a postage stamp
Bit of paper, and bright colored ink,
I certainly cause lots of attention
And make many people think.
—“A Postage Stamp” by A. W. Pfeiffer

The last chapter discussed how the interwar years in the United States
brought tremendous interest in local and regional history, and com-
memoration of colonial and Revolution-related events. These activities
continued into the 19gos with a big booster: the federal government.
Letter-writing campaigns to the USPOD continued into the 19gos, as
civic and political groups saw there was power in circulating messages
on stamps. Beginning in 1934, commemorative selections retreat from
featuring regional and local anniversaries, and instead focus on state
anniversaries, broad national themes, and contemporary federal pro-
grams. Much of this shift comes after the election of President, and
philatelist, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He used the commemorative
stamp program to build popular support for his federal initiatives. He
understood that the visual language of stamps, printed by the USPOD,
carried great power and could reach large numbers of Americans.
Stamp collecting already appealed to many different people in first

129
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half of twentieth century, and as a philatelist, FDR saw collecting grow
as a hobby from the nineteenth into the twentieth century. During
FDR’s first term, the USPOD printed more special commemoratives
than in previous administrations.’

During Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency, federal participation in
and supervision of historical interpretation, practices, and preservation
grew tremendously through a number of Depression-era programs.
Prior to his election, federal public history work was very decentral-
ized. There was no national archive or federal history museum system,
and the Smithsonian’s National Museum divided its exhibition space
among collections representing many fields in the arts and sciences.
Congress hesitated to take over locally controlled sites when asked,
while other sites maintained a strong legacy of female management
through heritage societies who fought to keep interpretative control
over sites they cared for.? Interest in promoting local and regional tra-
ditions continued as more Americans researched their family histo-
ries with help from genealogical bureaus that assisted researchers and
encouraged individuals from non-elite families to discover their ances-
tral roots. These strong localized components complemented federal
history initiatives during the New Deal. Folklife and the arts received
attention as essential components of American culture, while the Fed-
eral Writers’ Project, various federal art projects, and the Historical
American Building Survey employed hundreds of artists, historians,
and writers and elevated their work in communities across the country
as nationally significant. Through these programs, the federal govern-
ment demonstrated a serious commitment to preserving history from
the ground up and as a patron of the arts in ways not been in the past.’

The Treasury Department’s Section of Fine Arts (the Section)
commissioned art and murals for local post offices and other pub-
lic buildings. Unlike New Deal programs that offered employment
aid, this federal program selected artists through a competition and
then encouraged artists to seek input from local communities. Artists
then composed mural scenes reflecting regional practices, significant
events, and individuals, and occasionally aspects of postal operations.
Citizens, local press, postmasters, and the Section engaged in dialogue
and debate over the subjects and artistic styles represented in murals.*
Given the centrality of post offices to American life in the early twenti-
eth century, murals in post office buildings were widely seen—enjoyed
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or disliked—across the country. Citizens saw federal investment in
historical narratives circulated on stamps, on post office walls, and in
national parks and historic sites.

The expansion of the National Park Service (NPS) into historic
preservation and interpretation is seen as a watershed moment for
federal involvement in spreading historical knowledge and in con-
structing professional public history practices. In 1933, FDR officially
consolidated all federally managed battlefields and historic sites under
the management of the NPS under the direction of Harold Albright.
Prior to 1933, the Park Service focused on the conservation of natural
resources and interpretation of geological history in national parks,
rather than on interpreting human history. Albright established a
museum program that opened the door for historical interpretation
to coexist in national parks alongside beautiful scenery and physical
science research. Professional historians, like Verne Chatelain, were
hired to create interpretative strategies for sites, and to develop crite-
ria for selecting new parks. Guiding the selection of new sites was the
idea that all parks would be connected across a narrative arc represent-
ing “important phases” in American history. This approach privileged
event-based sites over person-driven sites—battlefields over birth-
places. Some states, like Minnesota, had already developed a robust
program for integrating a state-driven narrative across multiple sites
for the NPS to borrow. Early Park Service historians shaped a national
narrative about the American past by connecting sites across different
states. With many locally run sites petitioning for inclusion in the new
park system, NPS developed practices for negotiating with local boost-
ers about the conditions for acceptance. These practices would hold
for decades to come and firmly established “history as a function of
government service.”

The USPOD had been involved in history work since the late nine-
teenth century with its commemorative program, but that work never
included historians. NPS officials were much more systematic in their
approach to selecting sites for federal protection and interpretation.
They developed criteria based on persistent themes they devised for
major time periods to construct a progressive narrative of the Ameri-
can past.® In contrast, the USPOD never turned to or employed histo-
rians for guidance in making commemorative selections. Instead, the
office of the third assistant postmaster general in consultation with the
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postmaster general—political appointees—balanced the requests, and
pressure, from citizens and their congressional representatives when
selecting figures and historical scenes for stamps that carried national
significance. By the time the NPS sought suggestions for new historic
parks, civic boosters and history enthusiasts already knew they could
petition their government to ask that their favorite historic site, event
anniversary, or hero represent the United States through publication
on a postage stamp. The NPS may have benefited from the USPOD’s
established process.

During the 193go0s, individuals and political groups demanded com-
memoratives that more fully represented the American past, including
African American achievements and women’s suffrage, as the USPOD
continued its role as an arbiter of cultural symbols. For the first time, a
president who was an avid collector directly influenced stamp selection
and production, and used his office to create stamps that supported
federal and quasi-federal pursuits. Stamp collecting surged in popu-
larity during the Depression years, and more individuals saw, saved,
and valued commemoratives as miniature memorials. When stamps
were saved in an album, collectors reviewed and reflected on a stamp’s
imagery and often researched the scenes and individuals represented.
Subjects chosen to represent the United States on a commemorative
stamp lived on beyond the time period of their issue.

First Philatelist, FDR

Beginning with the 1932 presidential campaign and continuing
through his presidency, FDR’s stamp-collecting activities were high-
lighted in the mainstream and philatelic press. During the 1932 cam-
paign, the Wall Street Journal discussed the presidential candidates’ hob-
bies, telling readers they were choosing between an avid fisherman in
Herbert Hoover and a voracious stamp collector in Roosevelt. George
W. Linn, publisher of Linn’s Weekly Stamp News, openly endorsed FDR
by printing, on the front page of his widely read philatelic paper,
“Boost a Philatelic brother,” proclaiming, “A million stamp collectors
want a stamp collector for President.” Not to be left out of the philatel-
ic community, President Hoover spoke at the convention of the Society
of Philatelic Americans to declare that his entire family had collected
stamps for many years even if he wasn’t actively collecting at the time.
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Discussing leisure-time pursuits in the 19g0s gave voters a means of
identifying with these elite male candidates.” Discussions like this in
the media continued to boost popular awareness and interest in stamp
collecting.

Mekeel’s Weekly and other philatelic papers were thrilled when Amer-
ican voters elected the first active philatelist as president. Stories about
Roosevelt’s collecting habits generally repeated that he began collect-
ing stamps when he was eight years old, a practice he learned from his
mother. His interest was piqued when he traveled abroad as a young-
ster and again later in life when he served as assistant secretary of the
navy. To the disappointment of philatelists, FDR would not display his
albums publicly or appear at philatelic club meetings. Any meetings he
arranged with fellow philatelists took place in private. While he was a
very public advocate of stamp collecting, FDR guarded his collection.?
Yet Roosevelt’s collecting activities were covered in the mainstream
and the philatelic press. New York Times readers learned that he stayed
up sorting his stamps to relax while waiting for the Seventy-Third Con-
gress to vote on bills proposed during his famous first one hundred
days. White House staffers reportedly gathered stamps from letters sent
to the president, other executive offices, and the State Department,
and brought them to FDR’s private quarters for him to sort through
in the evenings. Philatelists honored Roosevelt for his advocacy role in
increasing exposure to stamp collecting when one of the oldest phila-
telic clubs awarded him the Hanford Cup.?

Shy about displaying his own collection, Roosevelt boldly used his
power as president to influence stamp production. He submitted ideas
for stamps that promoted current government and quasi-public pro-
grams that supported economic recovery and national unity. Often, he
sketched the design he wished to be printed, or suggested an artwork
to use as the model for engraving the stamp. Some have suggested that
his stamp subjects were designed in light, soothing colors to reflect a
sense of optimism during the Great Depression.'

Avid philatelists grew skeptical of FDR’s efforts to encourage collect-
ing after learning that the president and his postmaster general, James
A. Farley received their own sets of first-day issue souvenir stamps that
would not be available for other collectors to purchase. Farley pur-
chased and autographed these ungummed and unperforated sheets
soon after the printing. Some sheets were also signed by FDR, and Far-
ley gave them to family members and friends. In 1935, a congressio-
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nal inquiry asked the USPOD to respond to complaints by philatelic
societies about this practice. These special sheets and the scandal were
known as “Farley’s Follies,” and demonstrated special privilege and
access offered to the executive offices. While no congressional action
was ever taken, Postmaster General James A. Farley announced soon
after the inquiry that any souvenir sheets printed by the Department
would be made available for collectors to purchase through the Phil-
atelic Agency." As demonstrated in previous administrations, philat-
elists closely watched activities of the USPOD to see how it influenced
their hobby. Collectively, their voices were strong.

Promoting Federal Programs with Commemoratives

Roosevelt used all of the mechanisms available to him to generate sup-
port for his New Deal relief programs, including the accessibility of
commemorative stamps and the reach of the USPOD. The third assis-
tant postmaster general in charge of the stamp division, Clinton B.
Eilenberger, communicated regularly with philatelic societies, discuss-
ing new stamps and encouraging them to stay involved in collecting.
At the Mississippi Philatelic Convention in 1944, Eilenberger stroked
the egos of those attending, proclaiming that “stamp collectors and
those interested in this happy avocation are above the average in intel-
ligence and cultural attainments.” That declaration was then printed
in the Washington Post for all to read. Knowing that club philatelists dis-
liked the commemorative series from the 1920s and early 19gos that
celebrated regional events, he assured the crowd that under the new
administration, the Department would only issue stamps that repre-
sent “the best in our history and tradition” of “national importance.”'?

Speaking to the Society of American Philatelists that same year,
Eilenberger assured collectors that the Roosevelt administration
would only honor subjects of “national importance” on limited-issue
stamps. The criteria also included FDR’s newest relief program.
Designed and issued soon after the establishment of the National
Recovery Administration (NRA) in 1939, the National Emergency
Relief stamp worked to influence participation in and support of
FDR'’s earliest New Deal initiatives. FDR established the NRA with an
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executive order to promote industrial planning in establishing codes
to regulate labor, prices, and production. To make the NRA stamp
fit logically with the spirit of the existing commemorative stamp
program, Eilenberger created a narrative of American progress that
wove together the stories behind two other commemorative stamps
issued by Hoover’s administration in 1944. Beginning with the “Proc-
lamation of Peace” stamp that celebrated the ceasefire ending the
Revolutionary War, Eilenberger spoke how this memorial acted as a
tribute to the “fortitude” and achievement of those who fought for
independence “against almost unbelievable odds.”"?

Similarly, in the Century of Progress stamp that promoted the 1933
World’s Fair in Chicago, Eilenberger saw the “fulfillment of sacrifices
and struggles of the early pioneers,” such as the sons of Washington’s
soldiers from Newburgh who migrated west and south “in search of
better homes and greater opportunities for their children.” Their “suc-
cess” was aided with developments of science and technology, but it
really was due to “self-reliance” and the “American spirit.”** The NRA
stamp, representing a voluntary collective effort to manage labor, wag-
es, and pricing in a time of economic depression, was crafted as the
logical next step in the progressive and triumphalist vision of Ameri-
can history that prized individualism and encouraged individuals to
work together for a greater good. As support for the NRA’s voluntary
codes and wage equality waned in 1934, Eilenberger gave a political
speech to philatelists using the language of stamp imagery to seek sup-
port for the New Deal program.

Fig. 26. National Recovery Act
issue, 1939 (Courtesy Smithson-
ian National Postal Museum

Collection)
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After a strong start, support for the NRA waned in 1934 as the ini-
tiative struggled to work with private industry, even when those busi-
nesses received exemptions from other federal regulations. Accord-
ing to Eilenberger, if everyone cooperated with the administration’s
recovery efforts—industry magnates and trade manufacturers, farmers
and factory workers—then the stamp would represent the beginning
of the end of economic hardship. According to Department, the stamp
depicted “a farmer, a business man, an industrial worker, and a woman
employee united in a common effort to banish unemployment and
distress from the land.” If the same “courage and perseverance” read
in the historical scenes represented on stamps was shown by the Ameri-
can people in the 19go0s, then, Eilenberger declared, “The National
Recovery Stamp will indeed be a memorial of victory.”'®

The stamp’s first design incorporated the NRA’s blue eagle, but
people won out over the symbol. The faces united “in common deter-
mination” on this stamp were racially white, representing different
ethnic backgrounds of American workers. The absence of an African
American in the crowd accurately reflects that most black workers did
not benefit from the NRA programs. Many lost their jobs because white
employers refused to grant African Americans the same pay and ben-
efits as their white workers, or employers ignored the industry codes
to retain their discriminatory pay practices.'® On the other hand, a
white woman stands as an independent person walking equally next to
the industrial worker, farmer, and businessman. Three of the four are
looking ahead in the same direction with a “common determination.”
This image also represents nameless citizens who are not soldiers or
fighting in the name of independence. Instead, they are going to work
together with a shared purpose, on equal ground.

In the stamp, the businessman stands slightly apart from the others
as he looks directly out of the stamp to its viewers. Collectors noticed
this difference and wrote to the postmaster general and to President
Roosevelt asking why the individual representing “Business or Capital
is out of step” with the others, when the stamp should represent the
nation moving forward together. Department responses to collectors
noted that the image came from an NRA poster indicating that in fact
the businessman is “a pivotal figure of the group, rather than being

»17

out of step.”"” An alternative stamp design actually drew FDR into the

illustration among the workers. As a living person, he could not appear
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Fig. 27. Rejected design for the National Recovery Administration stamp (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal Museum Collection)

on a stamp, but we then can see that the businessman in the printed
stamp who is pivotal in the recovery efforts is Roosevelt. The rejected
design also represents academia, with a male graduate dressed in cap
and gown, and a woman looks over the shoulders of the farmer and
Roosevelt, relegated to the background of the image and not standing
equally among the men. The final NRA stamp represented citizens as
active in their own recovery.

By the mid-19gos, the Department connected directly with phi-
latelists in ways that it had not in the many years prior, while it also
dramatically expanded the commemorative stamp program to attract
new collectors. The president and USPOD together worked to foster
positive relationships between collectors and the Department to sup-
port the hobby, and to bolster optimism about the future of the United
States by showcasing specific initiatives, including Admiral Byrd’s trip
to Antarctica.
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Supporting Exploration, from the Poles to the Parks

Another stamp printed in 1939 came as a suggestion from President
Roosevelt. The Philatelic Agency sold a stamp, designed primarily for
philatelic purposes, that supported an expedition to Antarctica led by
Admiral Richard E. Byrd. Admiral Byrd served as a naval (reservist)
officer and scientist who explored regions near the North and South
Poles during his career. As he prepared for his second voyage to Ant-
arctica in 1933, Byrd visited his friend FDR, who asked if Byrd could
send him a stamped envelope canceled at the Little America outpost.
Roosevelt thought other collectors also might want a unique souvenir
envelope canceled at the Little America post office by the expedition
crew. FDR asked Farley to print a limited-issue stamp. Farley developed
a plan allowing collectors to send a self-addressed stamped envelope
with a postal mail order of fifty-three cents to the expedition’s head-
quarters in Norfolk, Virginia, or to the PA."® Covers were gathered and
sent down to the “most southerly” post office. Byrd secured private
financing for his polar journeys, but the expeditions were expensive.
While FDR did not divert federal dollars toward Byrd’s second Ant-
arctic exploration (1934-34), FDR facilitated a path allowing the pro-
ceeds from the limited-issue commemorative stamp to go toward the
expedition expenses.

FDR also participated in the expedition stamp’s design and pro-
duction. Designers at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing pre-
pared four drafts that were rejected in favor of a vertical design FDR
sketched himself. He then encouraged collectors and interested citi-
zens to support the expedition by buying the stamps. Byrd’s expedi-
tion team carried letters with the limited-issue three-cent stamp to
the Little America camp, where each piece of mail was canceled with
a seal from Antarctica by a newly appointed postmaster for the out-
post. Because of the distance carried, a fifty-cent transportation fee
was imposed. This fee helped finance the expedition’s transportation
expenses. Postal workers Leroy Clark and Charles Anderson were
overwhelmed by the volume of mail and canceled more than 150,000
envelopes in Little America."

Prior to Byrd’s expedition, another pioneer relied on philatelic
funding for her travels. Amelia Earhart also carried mail with her on
her first transatlantic flight in May 1942, but her flight was not autho-



Representing Unity and Equality in New Deal Stamps + 139

U.S.POSTAGE

Fig. 28. Byrd Antarctic issue, 1933
CENT s -
— (Courtesy Smithsonian National Postal

Museum)

rized by the USPOD. Instead, philatelists paid her to postmark each
of fifty letters in Newfoundland and after landing in Ireland, and she
numbered and autographed each cover. News spread through phila-
telic circles, and Earhart carried mail with her on additional flights.
She also saved and exhibited examples of her stamped envelopes, or
covers, at philatelic exhibitions. On her final, fatal, flight she carried
approximately $25,000 in souvenir envelopes.?” Sales of the Earhart
covers and the Byrd stamp contributed to the expenses of both Ear-
hart’s and Byrd’s expeditions. Earhart appealed directly to philatelists
for her support; Byrd appealed to his friend the president and was
officially supported by the federal government.

The Department received many negative responses from philate-
lists who did not approve of federal promotion of the Byrd expedition
through sales from a commemorative issue. Unlike other limited-issue
commemoratives, these stamps were only available through the Phila-
telic Agency and not at local post offices. The souvenir covers were
also sold at Gimbels Department Store, as were Earhart’s for her final
flightin 19g7.2' This move led to confusion as to whether the Antarctic
stamps could be used to mail a letter in the United States. Addition-
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ally, the three-cent stamp was dyed blue rather than the usual purple
tint for stamps printed in that denomination at that time. Philatelic
community reactions against this type of current-event limited issue
never escalated to a protest like the one over the Trans-Mississippi
issues in 1898. While some philatelists complained, no one began a
massive letter-writing campaign. In fact, many Americans thought this
was a worthy cause because the Philatelic Agency sold over six million
Little America stamps. Admiral Byrd wrote to FDR expressing his grati-
tude, saying that the stamp “helped us immeasurably in a number of
ways.” The stamp and cancellation from a remote post office offered a
new way to publicize the Antarctic expedition, and Byrd welcomed the
increased exposure.*

FDR continued to capitalize on the Department’s ability to pro-
mote federal programs in the 19go0s by encouraging the printing of
a series to highlight the growing network of national parks. Declar-
ing 1934 as the National Parks Year, Secretary of the Interior Har-
old Ickes worked closely with Postmaster General Farley to create a
ten-stamp series featuring picturesque scenery from ten parks. Issued
in rapid succession primarily during summer months, the series was
designed to encourage domestic tourism.** A collector could buy all
ten and assemble them as souvenirs from a cross-country road trip to
visit those natural wonders.

The National Parks Year also coincided with the expansion of the
National Park Service to include battlefields and historic sites. None
of the new sites appeared in this series, but the stamps reinvigorated
interest in the federally managed park system. Without naming a New
Deal program, this series also subtly promoted the work of the new-
ly created Civilian Conservation Corps. Beginning in 1933, the CCC
employed hundreds of thousands of young men who built infrastruc-
ture at national parks and forests across the United States. Tourists, col-
lectors, or relatives of CCC workers might decide to buy one or more
stamps in the national park series. Similar to the Antarctic stamp, this
limited-issue series did not represent a historical narrative but, rather,
promoted contemporary government initiatives. Roosevelt’s adminis-
tration showed its acumen for marketing federal programs by piggy-
backing on the success of the Post Office Department’s commemora-
tive stamp program. Stamp sales increased and the receipts from the
Philatelic Agency during fiscal year 1935 were the highest to date. The



Fig. 29. Little America post office overrun with covers awaiting cancellation
(Courtesy Smithsonian National Postal Museum Collection)

Fig. go. National Parks
Mt. Rainier, three cent
(Courtesy Smithson-
ian National Postal

Museum collection)



142 +« STAMPING AMERICAN MEMORY

USPOD interpreted this growth as “further evidence of the increasing
attention that is being directed to stamp collecting.”** Popular partici-
pation in and media attention of stamp collection was beginning to
peak nationwide.

Federal efforts to unite Americans during an economic depression
included stamps in their portfolio that showcased the beauty of nation-
al parks, the common determination of citizens, and the achieve-
ments of explorers enduring extreme condition for scientific research.
Another Rooseveltian effort to promote feelings of nationalism came
with a series of stamps honoring military heroes. The announcement
of this series surfaced regional, gender, and racial tensions, while also
questioning who qualified to represent national character on Ameri-
can commemoratives.

Susan B. Anthony and the Military Series

In the early twentieth century, the USPOD positioned itself as a pro-
ducer of historical narratives representing the American past, and laid
a foundation that privileged the stories of elite white men. Citizen peti-
tioners worked to break that foundation during the 1920s and 19gos,
demonstrated by the Polish American campaigns to honor Pulaski and
Kosciusko, described in an earlier chapter, and by women and African
Americans who simultaneously campaigned for commemoratives to
make their political achievements visible to collectors and noncollec-
tors alike.

Until the late 1950s, US commemorative stamps almost exclusively
honored the achievements of white men. In the corpus of commemo-
ratives, women and all people of color played almost no role in US his-
tory. This is not surprising given the “great men” approach to teaching
history in schools and presented in historical sites, but it also reflected
contemporary discriminatory laws, practices, and violence directed
against people of color and women. Petitioners for stamps honoring
Susan B. Anthony and Booker T. Washington were astute observers
of USPOD stamp production and understood that the government
almost exclusively honored white male contributions in commemora-
tives. The stakes were high for these stamp supporters. As a result, they
positioned the achievements of Anthony and Washington in the con-
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text of other commemorative issues and hoped that federal approval
was a small step in a very long battle to achieve full political equality.

Commemorating the work of suffrage activists through a postage
stamp was a key piece of a broader agenda for the National Woman’s
Party and the Susan B. Anthony Memorial Committee. Committee
chair Ethel Adamson, noticed great public honors were bestowed on
men “for much smaller achievements” than Anthony’s and believed
that her suffrage legacy deserved public recognition. Some of the
federal neglect, supporters suggested, could be repaired by issuing a
stamp honoring Anthony. Groups of women met with Third Assistant
Postmaster General Eilenberger in 1934 and in 1935 to persuade him
to accept their petitions to print an Anthony or a suffrage stamp. He
did not support the stamp and claimed that stamp collectors showed
no interest either. Even during the 19go0s, white men comprised the
memberships in philatelic associations. Speaking to philatelists at the
American Philatelic Society’s annual convention in 1934, Eilenberger
maintained that the USPOD wanted to “revive the memories of his-
toric events” with the commemoratives, and dismissed rumors that his
department might print a stamp honoring a woman, including actress
Mae West.”

Before the fight over an Anthony issue, collectors of American
stamps most likely held few images of identifiable women in their
albums. In the Columbian commemorative series, Queen Isabella of
Spain appeared on six stamps. A portrait of Pocahontas dressed in
English clothing, mistakenly represented as royalty, was printed on
the five-cent issue in the Jamestown Exposition series (19o7). In 1gog,
and again in 1922, the USPOD released a series of definitive stamps
and chose Martha Washington’s face as the first American woman to
grace the eight-cent (19go2) and four-cent (1922) issues. Persons and
places represented in these everyday stamps from 1922 were selected
to “stand for America as it might be viewed by a newly arrived immi-
grant.” According to Third Assistant Postmaster General Glover, the
Department chose Washington over other possible well-known Ameri-
can women, including Anthony and Clara Barton, because she “more
nearly typified the women who were closely identified with the ground-
work of American national life in its first phases.”® Washington was
known as a wife and mother, not as a nurse and organizer or political
activist like Barton or Anthony. Selecting Washington as the first wom-
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an represented on a stamp sold everyday freed the USPOD from any
controversy, because few would argue against choosing the country’s
original First Lady.

Still fighting for a stamp in 1936, women campaigning for Anthony
were outraged when they heard that the Department planned to print
a series of stamps honoring US Army and Navy commanders, includ-
ing Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson. Former president Theodore
Roosevelt initiated the idea for a stamp series honoring American mili-
tary heroes during World War I, but it was not until his cousin Franklin
pushed for it that the series was approved. In February 1946, a list of
military heroes was leaked after Secretary of War George H. Dern sub-
mitted his proposal to Roosevelt and the postmaster general. Prior to
any stamp printing, citizens began to react. Letters flooded the Depart-
ment and the White House, mainly from Southerners who support-
ed a stamp honoring Robert E. Lee. Other letters, such as one from
New York congresswoman Caroline O’Day, remarked that Republican
women of her state would not like seeing Lee representing the United
States on a stamp in the series. She noted that politically it would be
important for elected officials to support the initiative, because the
negative reaction from southerners would be far greater if there was
no stamp honoring Lee.”

A long fight over the army-navy issues soon ensued. Images of mili-
tary leaders from the army and navy were printed in a ten-stamp series
released in small sets during 1936 and 19g7. Each service received
a set containing one- through five-cent denominations. Proceeding
somewhat chronologically, the one-cent honored Generals Washing-
ton and Greene and Captains Barry and Jones and continued through
the War of 1812, Civil War, and Spanish-American War. While the series
was planned in advance, the release of the Grant-Sherman-Sheridan
stamps in February 1937 and the Lee-Jackson stamps in March drew
the biggest public responses once the stamps were printed. Southern
congressmen, collectors, and interested citizens decried Sherman as
a “common murderer” and defended Lee as a wronged hero who
was unintentionally demoted by the Department because the stamp
showed his uniform’s shoulder boards carrying two stars instead of
three. Protests against the Confederate generals became battle cries for
the Anthony committee and African American newspapers asking for
a stamp honoring Booker T. Washington because “he has surely done
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Fig. 1. Lee-Jackson,
four cent, Army-Navy
series, 1936 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National
Postal Museum Col-
lection)

more for American Democracy than Gen. Lee or Stonew(a)ll Jack-
son.”” The USPOD stood squarely amid a cultural debate over political
equality and the legacy of the Civil War in the 1gg0s. Commemoratives
representing Confederate officers acted as another attempt by the FDR
administration to use stamps to promote nationalism, but these stamps
were read as a clear rejection of political equality promised at the end
of the Civil War. By appearing on US stamps, Lee and Jackson were
not traitors, but American war heroes who looked out from postage
alongside the portraits of George Washington, William Sherman, and
Ulysses S. Grant.

Protectors of Susan B. Anthony’s legacy were also disturbed: “Why
should such men, fighting for the principle contrary to our present
standard of life and liberty, be given honors in advance of an indi-
vidual who gave her services freely for the cause of freedom for all of
the people—men and women alike?” According to the chair of the
National Woman'’s Party (NWP), the Department was not impressing
women voters and urged Postmaster General Farley “to be fair with
your women constituents and glorify some of our outstanding women
with Susan B. Anthony leading them all.” Understandably, members
of the NWP could not reconcile the contradictions of their govern-
ment that honored men who led a secessionist fight against the Union
and fought for oppression and slavery, while ignoring the accomplish-
ments of one woman who represented the struggle for female voting
rights. While the NWP often ignored voices and concerns from African
American women, the party leader’s rhetoric indicated that they and
Anthony fought for equality for all persons. Releases of the first issues
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UFFRAGE FOR WOMEN

Fig. g2. Susan B. Anthony, three cent,
1936 (Courtesy Smithsonian National S
Postal Museum Collection)

in the army-navy series coincided with further indecision by Farley
about an Anthony stamp. The Anthony Memorial Committee believed
Farley kept “giving the women the run-around” by misleading them as
to when the USPOD might issue an Anthony stamp: “First, we are too
early, now we are too late.” The timing was never right, and seemed like
an impossible battle to win.*

Amid the military series debates, the Post Office Department
announced in July 1946 that it would print a suffrage anniversary
stamp using a portrait of Susan B. Anthony in August. The stamp’s
engraving was drawn from a bust sculpted by Adelaide Johnson that
represented her as a classically inspired figure. Johnson described her
sculpture as “expressing the entire life of Miss Anthony” by emphasiz-
ing her strength and spirituality. The stamp engraving depicts Antho-
ny’s left profile with her hair wrapped into a bun in the center of the
stamp. A wide oval frame encases her portrait, making the vignette
look like a cameo. Wearing cameo brooches became popular in the
Victorian Age, recalling the classical Greek art form of carving figures
in stone relief. Many female cameo figures created for brooches were
dressed in flowing robes, with their curly hair pulled back from the
face.™ Anthony’s clothing was not necessarily flowing and her hair was
not curly, yet her image alludes to the form of a cameo that presents
an idealized female figure inside representing virtue. In this style of
image, Anthony is not an annoying agitator but, rather, a nonthreat-
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ening, admirable citizen. The stamp’s purple ink aided in the stamp’s
appearing like a cameo brooch, even though all three-cent stamps
were tinted violet. For example, in the army-navy series Admirals David
Farragut and David Porter appeared on a violet three-cent stamp. In
contrast, however, the stamps of military heroes represented their bod-
ies mostly looking outward from the stamps. Unlike other three-cent
single issues from the 19gos, the Anthony was cut to a smaller size and
shape, similar to a definitive stamp. Other single-issue commemora-
tives, such as the Texas Centennial (March 1936), Rhode Island Ter-
centennial (May 1936), and Ordinance of 17787 Sesquicentennial (July
1937) were rectangular in shape and distinctive as a commemorative.”!
With its monetary value equaling postage for mailing a first-class let-
ter, this Anthony-suffrage commemorative stamp actually appeared in
size and functioned very similarly to a definitive. This was as close to a
regular issue stamp as possible.

NWP members and other supporters of Antony’s legacy and an
equal rights amendment believed the stamp’s production was a real
political victory. The USPOD, however, drew substantial criticism from
collectors and other citizens. Since the stamp commemorated the
sixteenth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment, some believed
honoring an ordinary anniversary should not be eligible for a com-
memorative, unlike a twenty-fifth, fiftieth, or centennial. Some collec-
tors questioned Farley’s rationale for printing an excessive number of
commemoratives throughout this tenure, and specifically questioned
his choice of Susan B. Anthony. Washington Post reader C.N. Wood
warned of an “epidemic” brought on by the Anthony stamp that would
open the door to the printing of stamps honoring Booker T. Wash-
ington, Esperanto, Babe Ruth, Al Capone, and former summer Olym-
pian Eleanor Holm Jarrett.” Wood expressed his displeasure that the
Department had moved beyond honoring white, native-born men as
representatives of American history to include what he saw as unde-
serving figures. Wood marginalized the accomplishments of Anthony
and Washington in particular. John Pollock, then chair of the Demo-
cratic Party, wrote to Farley indicating that some of his members might
even leave the party in protest over the Anthony stamp. He warned
Farley that if he did not suppress the Anthony stamp, “It will prove a
political boomerang.” Despite these warnings, the stamp did not dam-
age Roosevelt’s chances of winning reelection, and Farley kept his job
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as postmaster general.” As a handful of commemorative subjects slowly
interjected American stories outside of that exclusive white male per-
spective, some citizens rejected the stamps as ahistorical as a screen
for their animus. These negative reactions showed that even working
for a stamp was a political battle, one these women continued to wage
through the mid-twentieth century.

That debates over the military series and the Anthony stamp played
outin government offices, philatelic meetings, mainstream media, and
political organizations further illustrates the power Americans believed
stamps held to circulate messages. Petitioners worked with sense of
urgency to earn stamps for their cause, because they understood that
the USPOD held power to spread historical and political ideas, and
that those stamps would be saved by collectors. Importantly, stamps
carried a federal endorsement of a particular narrative. Women and
African Americans understood that they needed representation of
their stories on stamps as they pushed for political equality. Congres-
sional resolutions were submitted to the postmaster general that did
not win approval, including one in 1935 authorizing a stamp com-
memorating the “romantic settlement” of Indian tribes in Oklahoma
that would honor Sequoya, inventor of the Cherokee alphabet.** Who
was missing from the commemorative corpus was as important as who
was represented. The USPOD controlled a platform where citizens,
collectors, and federal officials negotiated meanings of contemporary
cultural and political issues.

Anthony was not the first woman engraved on a stamp, but it could
be said that she was the first politically active woman chosen. Another
would not be chosen until the 1940 Famous American series, when
Jane Addams and Frances Willard were among thirty-five Americans
honored for their achievements in the fields of literature, music, edu-
cation, and technology.” Among those in this series was Booker T.
Washington, the first African American pictured on a US stamp. The
USPOD understood that issuing commemorative stamps brought great
joy to petitioners, but that not all Americans, noncollectors and col-
lectors, approved of its choices. This may be why the USPOD slipped
Washington into a large series of stamps honoring men and women
famous for diverse accomplishments to avoid backlash and make Wash-
ington more acceptable to white Americans.
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Booker T. Washington and the Emancipation Stamps

During the struggle over the Anthony-suffrage stamp, the widely circu-
lated African American newspaper Chicago Defender asked, “How About
Us?” Acknowledging that women ought to be represented on stamps,
the paper pressed that there “should be some stamps bearing black fac-
es” as well. When the USPOD expanded its commemorative program
in the 1920s, the Defender and many citizens called for stamps celebrat-
ing the heroism and achievements of Frederick Douglass, Booker T.
Washington, and Crispus Attucks. Bostonians hailed Attucks as a mar-
tyr who was remembered as the first casualty of the Revolution. Why
wouldn’t he qualify as an American hero equal in valor to Nathan Hale,
whose likeness appeared on a stamp in 1925?* Many African Ameri-
cans were frustrated that the Department, and their government, con-
tinued to ignore the achievements of people of color.

The most ardent supporter of a Washington stamp was Major Rich-
ard Robert Wright Sr., an accomplished formerly enslaved person who
fought in the Spanish-American War, served as the first president of
the Georgia State Industrial College for Colored Youth (now Savannah
State University), and founded the Citizens and Southern Bank and
Trust Company in Philadelphia. With a seemingly sympathetic admin-
istration in office, Wright began petitioning President Roosevelt and
Postmaster General Farley in 1934 and regularly wrote scores of letters
through 19g9. By the mid-19go0s, as the number of commemoratives
grew at a rapid rate, African American newspapers again called on the
government to choose Washington, Attucks, or Douglass for a stamp.
The Defender asked citizens across the country to write personal letters
to Farley requesting a Washington stamp. Momentum also was building
for a Frederick Douglass stamp, pushed by another commemorative
committee that also waited and waited for the Department to choose
their African American hero. The secretary of Dunbar High School’s
stamp club in Washington, DC, appealed to President Roosevelt ask-
ing for a stamp honoring “members of the Negro race” because “we
are loyal citizens and always answer when our country calls, regardless
of the discriminations we are forced to suffer.””” Constantly reminded
of their status as second-class citizens, some African Americans fought
for a stamp as a small step along a long road to achieving full political
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equality. Achievements made by African Americans would gain legiti-
macy when representing the United States on a stamp.

In July 1939, the USPOD announced that Washington’s image
would appear as part of the series honoring thirty-five famous Ameri-
cans. Though he was not honored separately, like Anthony, the Wash-
ington stamp was lauded as a victory by African American leaders
because it finally broke the color barrier imposed on postage subjects.
Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Wash-
ington was the most widely recognized African American, so it comes
as no surprise that he was the first black person to earn a stamp. Known
internationally for founding the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Wash-
ington created a path for African Americans in the rural South to
achieve economic equality through mastery of trades and skills first,
before agitating for full political and social rights. Often described as
an accommodationist, Washington was an acceptable representative of
African American achievement to many white Americans who believed
in racial segregation and the genetic inferiority of African Americans.
His approach, thought to be very practical, was acceptable to many
southern African Americans. Conveniently, Washington’s philosophy
was also acceptable by the federal government, which would soon ask
African Americans to fight in another world war for a country that did
not allow them full rights as citizens.?

Three months after this announcement, the Diamond Jubilee of
the Emancipation Proclamation event in Philadelphia celebrated
the printing of the Washington stamp. Postal officials attended this
“grand” celebration, and Major Wright and Mary McLeod Bethune,
a prominent civil rights leader and advisor to FDR as a member of
the Federal Council on Negro Affairs, were on hand. They distributed
miniature busts of Washington to white and black children who attend-
ed, representing more than five hundred public schools in the Phila-
delphia area.*® These busts served as physical reminders of Booker T.
Washington’s self-declared legacy as one who raised himself “up from
slavery” and would not agitate for social equality. Celebrating these two
events together with a mixed-race audience gestured to Washington’s
autobiography, where he recalled that newly freed enslaved persons
felt no bitterness toward their white masters upon hearing the Emanci-
pation Proclamation read. Whites and blacks came together in another
symbolic gesture during the ceremony as four girls—two black, two
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Fig. 33. Booker T. Washington ten cent,
Famous American series, 1940 (Courtesy
Smithsonian National Postal Museum
Collection)

white—marched on stage in military costumes, carrying an American
flag that they then draped across the shoulders of Major Wright “in
token of his victory in securing” the Washington stamp.*” The multira-
cial audience and participants appeared to “cast down” their buckets
in a joint celebration of Washington’s work.

This was a significant symbolic moment indicating that an African
American was worthy of representing the entire nation and population
by appearing on a stamp. Wright’s successful efforts created a space
where an African American stood alongside white Americans in the
catalog of US stamps, and opened the door for other black heroes to
earn a place in the official narrative of the American past told through
commemoratives.

Washington was selected as one of five educators in the Famous
American series, which also recognized achievements of authors,
poets, scientists, composers, inventors, and artists. As one in a series,
Washington’s stamp appeared similar to others, with only the portrait
and ink color distinguishing each issue. Washington’s engraving came
from a familiar photograph where he looks outward from the stamp.
While the Washington stamp was colored brown, it was in keeping with
the colors established for other ten-cent stamps in this commemorative
series. Washington’s ten-cent issue was the highest-priced stamp in the
group of five educators honored in the series. Major Wright and others
worried that the price might hinder purchases from African Ameri-
cans. Despite his concerns over the higher price, the Washington was
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one of the most widely sold stamps ($2g million) in the Famous Ameri-
cans series.*!

The Washington stamp was first released and sold at the Tuskegee
Institute’s Founder’s Day celebration on April 7, 1940, which brought
postal officials together with the Tuskegee community. At the celebra-
tion, Postmaster General Farley sold the first Booker T. Washington
stamp together with the Tuskegee Philatelic Club. Farley spoke at the
ceremony, hailing Washington’s legacy as a “pioneer educator” and
spokesman of his race. The Defender devoted tremendous amounts of
copy to the events at Tuskegee by publishing photographs and large
portions of the speeches. According to Farley, “Negro progress” could
be traced directly to the “humanitarian work, noble ideals, and practi-
cal teachings” that Washington put into place at Tuskegee. Important-
ly, according to Farley, Washington taught that “merit, no matter under
what skin was in the long run recognized and rewarded.” His other
greatest achievement was in “his interpretation of his people to the
white men,” read as his accommodationist approach to the fight for
political equality. To compliment Washington’s dedication to training
young people of the South, Farley jarringly associated Washington’s
“refusal to accept personal gain with that of Robert E. Lee.” Farley fur-
thered the comparison by weaving into his speech a statement by Lee
about his strong obligation to train young men of the South after the
Civil War. According to Farley, not “one word of that declaration need
be changed were the speaker Booker T. Washington.” Not surprisingly,
the Defender omitted this portion of the speech.*

Farley cleverly connected Washington’s work with that of Robert
E. Lee during this first-day ceremony for an audience of Americans
not attending the Tuskegee events. One can imagine that a few gasps
were heard in the audience upon their hearing a comparison. Per-
haps anticipating angry letters from white southern citizens, Farley
explained that Washington was another southern leader who devoted
himself to bettering the lives of the region’s young people. To make
the Washington stamp acceptable to white southerners, Lee, the hero
of the “Lost Cause” (honored a few years earlier on postage) was called
upon to make Washington’s achievements appear equally heroic.

Booker T. Washington stood distinguished alongside fellow famous
Americans, but the stamp commemorating the seventy-fifth anniver-
sary of the signing of the Thirteenth Amendment issued the same year



Representing Unity and Equality in New Deal Stamps + 153

looked backward. News of this stamp came as a surprise to many, as the
USPOD announced the printing only one week before it was available
for sale during the final days of the New York World’s Fair in October
1940. Generally, the Department announced commemorative stamps
at least a few months before printing to allow first-day ceremonies to
be planned and to build anticipation from collectors and the peti-
tioning communities or commissions.** By debuting the stamp at the
world’s fair, the USPOD missed an opportunity to promote the stamp
earlier that year at the American Negro Exposition in Chicago, which
celebrated seventy-five years of freedom. Black achievements were cel-
ebrated while federal agencies and private corporations demonstrated
concern for African American welfare through agricultural, housing,
and employment exhibits. The USPOD was one of the agencies that
staged a small exhibit to sell the Washington stamps—and easily could
have sold the Thirteenth Amendment issue. Additionally, the world’s
fair was rife with racial tensions. At the opening in 1939, African Amer-
icans protested a lack of representation in the fair’s planning, manage-
ment, and exhibits.*

Labeled as a “New Deal masterstroke,” the stamp was released just
prior to the presidential election of 1940. While all commemoratives
represented someone’s agenda, this one in particular appeared to be
politically motivated by FDR. Major Wright was delighted because he
had been working for nearly a decade, petitioning for both an African
American figure and an emancipation stamp. Wright wanted a three-
cent stamp specifically, because it could be used to mail a first-class
letter, which happened to be the same denomination as the Anthony
and other single commemoratives issued during the Farley administra-
tion. While various ceremonies celebrated this diamond jubilee of the
Emancipation Proclamation, the true anniversary was of the passage
of the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution.”” Wright’s vision
for celebrating emancipation as an uplifting and powerful moment in
American history was not realized in the imagery chosen for this stamp.

During the first-day release ceremony, President Roosevelt used
the stamp as a vehicle to praise African Americans’ achievements after
slavery, even when the image chosen to represent emancipation was
actually one of subservience. The stamp featured an engraving of the
Freedmen’s Memorial depicting Lincoln standing over a kneeling
enslaved man, bowing at Lincoln’s feet, struggling to break the chains
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Fig. 34. Thirteenth Amendment, three
cent, 1940 (Courtesy Smithsonian Na-
tional Postal Museum Collection)

of bondage. Although the sculpture was financed partially by formerly
enslaved people, a white commission controlled the sculpture’s con-
struction and chose a design representing emancipation as a generous
act of moral leadership by Lincoln and enfranchised whites. Suppos-
edly honoring freedom from bondage, the sculpture as composed by
artist Thomas Ball did not represent a newly freed male figure on equal
ground with Lincoln. The enslaved figure was still breaking away from
slavery, with no symbols of hope designed into the memorial to indi-
cate that freedmen could ascend to a position of equality promised by
emancipation. Given to the city of Washington in 1876 by the “colored
citizens of the United States,” the memorial reasserted racial hierarchy
in which descendants of enslaved people would always be inferior to
white men.*® In choosing this image to commemorate emancipation
with the Freedmen’s Memorial, the USPOD celebrated Lincoln, not
freedom and equality, but instead a racial order in which descendants
of enslaved people could never realize full equality in the United States.

Choosing to commemorate the Thirteenth, and not the Four-
teenth, Amendment, which gave all adult males full rights of citizen-
ship, seemed deliberate, to focus attention on the abolition of slavery
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and not on citizenship equality. Similar to the choice of Washington,
the USPOD chose Lincoln to represent black freedom by printing a
nonthreatening stamp that also did not challenge the authority of state
laws that legalized segregation.”” Complicating the matter was FDR’s
speech read at the fair. In addition to lauding achievements of African
Americans who had “enriched and enlarged and ennobled American
life,” his language emphasized the need for American unity as he ges-
tured toward the war in Europe. Liberty was “under brutal attack” and
peaceful lives were challenged by “brute force” that would “return the
human family to that state of slavery from which emancipation came
through the Thirteenth Amendment.” Through this celebration, he
called Americans to “unite in a solemn determination to defend and
maintain and transmit to those who shall follow us the rich heritage
of freedom which is ours today.”® FDR rhetorically ignored the fact
that the entire “human family” was not enslaved until 1865—slavery
was very specifically reserved for those of African descent. For FDR,
the emancipation stamp was not a celebration of freedom for African
Americans, much like the statue representing emancipation, but rath-
er a call for unity under the false pretense that all Americans were
created equal.

Prior to these stamps, the absence of African Americans symbol-
ized their lack of political power. The publication signified a slow shift
in nationalized political and cultural agitation. This shift, of course,
was not without many contradictions in implementation. During
FDR’s administration, African Americans did not benefit equally with
whites from New Deal-funded programs because of the ways federal
programs were constructed and implemented at a local level. At the
same time, civil rights groups began publicizing their agendas more
loudly and making their fight more visible to federal officials and the
general public. Labor and civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph threat-
ened to march on Washington in 1941 to demand an end to racial dis-
crimination in the defense industries and in the military. FDR partially
conceded to some of Randolph’s demands by signing Executive Act
8802 in June 1941, which ended discrimination in the defense indus-
tries and federal defense positions. Randolph canceled the march, but
FDR never desegregated the military. Individuals like Randolph laid
groundwork for additional legislation and executive orders to come
that slowly repealed legal segregation.®
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Both stamps printed in 1940 illustrated the contradictory ways the
US government treated African Americans. As the individual achieve-
ment of Booker T. Washington—as an educator and not as a politi-
cal figure—was revered in April, African Americans, as a race, were
reminded in October that their freedom and equality still depended
on whites. The Washington issue directly honored the achievements
of one man and gestured toward millions of people defined and seg-
regated by their race, yet the emancipation stamp reinforced racial
hierarchies that prevented former slaves from achieving equality. The
Thirteenth Amendment stamp, coupled with Washington’s, sent a mes-
sage that the federal government approved of individual but not racial
group achievement. FDR demanded desegregation of private industry
but did not desegregate the military. Even so, FDR deftly combined
Washington’s and Lincoln’s images as symbols of American progress
to pave the way toward asking African Americans to work hard for a
greater cause, and he suggested that their skills, labor, and duty would
be rewarded with full equality under the law.

Touring with Commemoratives as the National Story

Earning a commemorative held a great payoff for those advocating that
their hero or historic event deserved a place in the corpus of American
postage stamps. Figures such as Booker T. Washington and Susan B.
Anthony became part of a mainstream visual narrative of American
history. Spaces with their names appeared in empty stamp albums call-
ing out to be filled. And the USPOD invested in promotional efforts to
encourage citizens of all ages to fill those pages and to read commemo-
rative stamps in the context of American history.

On the eve of entering the next world war, the USPOD went on
a patriotic history tour of the United States, using its catalog of com-
memorative stamps as the guide. In addition to the collecting and
exhibiting efforts begun earlier in the century, the USPOD engaged
in another intentional effort to encourage stamp collecting and read-
ing the visual historical narratives printed on stamps. It outfitted a
special truck designed to tour the United States. The philatelic truck
drew upon a successful tradition of circulating books and connecting
communities through traveling library programs and bookmobiles in
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Fig. g5. Philatelic truck at White House, May 9, 1939 (Harris & Ewing, photog-
rapher, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division)

the early twentieth century. While bookmobiles served statewide or
regional populations, the philatelic truck’s audience was national.”
With assistance from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, the Phila-
telic Agency designed exhibit cases to fit inside of a panel truck that
traveled 20,750 miles, visiting 490 towns and cities. The truck carried
displays of US definitive, airmail, and commemorative stamps; post-
cards and envelopes; and a miniature printing press that stamped out
souvenirs while demonstrating the printing processes.*!
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Intending to stimulate interests of young Americans living in rural
areas, the truck was a popular attraction every place it visited. Interest
in the truck began before the tour routes were solidified. Many local
postmasters and stamp club members wrote to Postmaster General Far-
ley asking that the truck stop in their town. To encourage visitation
and community participation while the truck was in town, local news-
papers promoted the truck’s stop in their town and the mission of the
USPOD’s stamp program.” Like many traveling cultural exhibitions,
the truck offered citizens who could not visit the home institutions in
Washington an opportunity to view the catalog of US stamps.

While touring, the truck’s staff did not sell any stamps, but instead
sold a small booklet intended for young collectors. The cover art pic-
tured two girls and a boy organizing stamps into an album, illustrating
that stamp collecting could be equally interesting to girls and boys.
Inside the booklet, young readers found a complete illustrated catalog
of US commemorative stamps from 1899 to 1938 and two welcoming
notes: one from President Roosevelt and the other from Postmaster
General Farley.”?

Addressing the “Junior Philatelists of the United States,” Roosevelt
wanted readers to know that he began collecting stamps as a child.
Even as president, his stamp-collecting practices helped him to “keep
up” his interest in history and geography. Importantly, FDR closed his
note by telling readers that he believed collecting stamps made individ-
uals better citizens.” A presidential endorsement carried weight and
influence with parents, educators, and young collectors.

Postmaster Farley more directly extolled the role and value repre-
sented with the catalog of special issue stamps:

The purpose of this booklet is to bring to the Youth of America the his-
tory of our great Nation as pictured on commemorative and other spe-
cial issues of postage stamps, and to awaken in the citizens of tomorrow
a keener sense of appreciation of the vision and faith of our forefathers
who founded on these shores a new form of government, dedicated to

the enduring principles of freedom and equality for all.”®

Farley clearly articulated his vision for reading American commemora-
tive stamps as a picture book of American history. Stamps held trans-
formative power that he argued could unite all citizens. This vision told
through stamps is progressive and triumphalist, and ridden with holes
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in its historical perspective. The truck delivered this message as it trav-
eled. The exhibits were popular with all audiences, and the truck drew
its largest crowds in cities, such as Pittsburgh and New York. USPOD
officials believed that the effects of the traveling exhibits stimulated
philately and gave the public a better understanding of US history as
told through American stamps. The truck toured from May 1939 until
December 1941, taking occasional breaks when postal officials granted
time off for its crew. Touring stopped permanently after the Japanese
attacks on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Visiting western states
that December, the truck was ordered to San Diego for its last call,
where it retired permanently.*

Since Postmaster General Wanamaker’s successful attempt to sell
commemorative stamps to citizens in 1892, the USPOD appealed to
collectors with varying waves of enthusiasm through the US involve-
ment in World War II. US entry into World War II changed com-
memorative production. The USPOD reduced the number of stamps
produced and focused subjects directly on supporting the military,
celebrating American technological achievements, alongside nation-
alistic themes. FDR and his administration used all of the resources
available to them during his terms to promote federal programs and
the hobby of stamp collecting. If noncollecting citizens did not know
before FDR took office, they understood during his administration
that the USPOD held power to endorse and promote specific inter-
pretations of American history and played a role in the reification of
national heroes.

As a philatelist, President Roosevelt deliberately employed com-
memorative stamps as tools for garnering popular support for New
Deal programs and federal initiatives. For those campaigning for a
cause, earning a stamp was considered a victory for all those involved.
Commemoratives from the 19gos also represented efforts to unite
Americans across regional, gender, and racial divides. Supporters of
the Anthony, Washington, and emancipation stamps, particularly,
enjoyed great victories when those stamps were printed and were avail-
able for wide distribution. Earning that place on an American com-
memorative ensured that the legacy of those individuals and events
chosen would live on as miniature memorials when saved in collectors’
albums and when displayed at small philatelic exhibitions and in large
national collections.
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After World War II, postal officials began to rethink the selection pro-
cess for printing commemoratives. By 1957, the USPOD established
the Citizens’ Stamp Advisory Committee (CSAC) to assume the task of
selecting American commemorative stamps.' Citizens had influenced
commemorative choices since the 1920s, but the CSAC formalized this
relationship. In the process, postal officials created some space between
themselves and cultural debates that arose from stamp requests from
fellow citizens, collectors, and elected officials. By appointing a body of
stamp enthusiasts who weighed proposals and made recommendations
to the postmaster general, the Department lifted some pressure from
executive-level political appointees, who no longer evaluated every
commemorative stamp suggestion.

Giving Americans official procedures for suggesting stamp topics
means that identifying commemorative subjects became easier for
everyone because the Department articulated clear criteria. For exam-
ple, CSAC criteria mandate that historic anniversaries may only be con-
sidered in multiples of fifty years. By limiting anniversaries, the CSAC
reduces the number of eligible requests. The Susan B. Anthony stamp
that honored the sixteenth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amend-
ment’s ratification never would have been approved under these
guidelines. Additionally, the committee also only considers subjects
with “national significance,” specifically prohibiting local and regional
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anniversary commemoratives. Instead, local postmasters may request a
special inked stamp to hand-cancel mail dropped at their post office
with a seal acknowledging that significant anniversary of a local event.?
Amid the Cold War, local history remained local, and the committee
decided what qualified as nationally important and worthy of repre-
senting the United States on commemoratives.

Through the Cold War period, postal services remained central for
personal and business-related communications, delivering mail, maga-
zines, and packages, even as the system for moving mail aged and postal
workers grew frustrated. As an agency designed to be self-supporting,
the postal service always struggled to balance its budget. After years of
debate about how to handle postal operations, the Postal Reorganiza-
tion Act of 1970 transformed the USPOD into the USPS, or United
States Postal Service, as a semipublic institution. The postmaster gen-
eral no longer ranked as a member of the presidential cabinet, and the
Department’s centrality in government services started to wane. Even
with those major institutional changes, Congress still wielded control
over postal rates and mandated certain expenditures, making major
systemic reform difficult for future postmasters general.?

Despite desires for the postal service to be self-sustaining, postal
operations and activities from the earliest days always required some
government funding. Lawmakers and federal officials at all ranks
believed that facilitating a system of open and inexpensive commu-
nications was critical to supporting a sprawling nation. In the United
States, operating an accessible, reliable, and affordable postal system
was akin to maintaining a public utility. The postal revolution in the
1840s, born out of the needs of empires, gave birth to stamps, some
that actually celebrated empire. With prepaid postage based on weight,
rather than distance traveled, communicating across miles remained
inexpensive, and the post office shaped American life as it facilitated
the interconnectness of people across the country and the world. The
need for accessible and inexpensive communications remains even
in the digital age. As other federal agencies consider regulations that
threaten that affordability, we as citizens need to be active defenders of
values that the postal service promotes and maintains today. We must
not forget that the federal government subsidized the communication
and the circulation of ideas from the earliest days of the nation.

The post office’s influence on our daily lives has diminished, and
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stamps do not serve the same functional role they once did, because
of the ubiquity of electronic communications. Fewer letters are mailed
requiring fewer stamps, and more bills are paid online than through
paper remittance. Most mail delivered to our boxes contains indicia,
or a stamp that prints the amount paid, and not a colorful stamp. Even
with this reduction in mail volume, the USPS prints nearly twenty-five
commemorative stamps each year.* Other than holiday-themed stamps
affixed to seasonal cards, most Americans no longer see stamp imagery
of new commemoratives on their mail, and they don’t read about new
issues in their daily newspaper. Stamps’ power to naturalize historical
narratives is changing in the digital era.

While Americans are not seeing stamps as regularly as they once did,
interest in stamps and collecting is not dead. In many ways, the Web
reinvigorated stamp collecting for philatelists and enthusiasts. Early
stamp collectors joined clubs or purchased philatelic publications to
find collectors with similar interests to share, buy, and trade stamps.
Since the late 199os, many collectors have traded and sold stamps on
auction sites like eBay, and some create websites to share their personal
collections, such as fustine’s Stamps or to create resources for others
identifying stamps, such as 1847USA. Collectors can easily communi-
cate with one another in online forums, email groups, and meetups.
The Crying of Lot 49 will be livestreamed. Followers of the Smithsonian
National Postal Museum (NPM) on social media will see stamps and
facts related to the images on each stamp in their stream. Finding,
researching, organizing, and discussing stamps has never been easier.”
Using collected stamps to create art or to decorate furniture, in ways
that appeared in the pages of Ladies’ Home Journal in the early 19oos,
is also popular. Examples of stamp art can easily be found on Etsy and
Pinterest, and the NPM organizes philatelic art programs.

Federal and private institutions of public memory that collect, pre-
serve, and exhibit stamps demonstrate their worth as cultural artifacts.
The NPM is a joint venture between the USPS and the Smithsonian
Institution, making objects related to postal operations and philately
part of our national cultural heritage. University museums are redis-
covering their stamp collections and mounting exhibitions to focus on
the cultural meanings and designs of stamps. In 2012, the Africana
Studies Department at the University of North Carolina, Charlotte,
developed Blacks on Stamp and in 2016 a museum studies graduate
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course at Brown University curated Thousands of Little Colored Win-
dows at the Jay Hay Library. Visitors to these exhibits are encouraged
to look closely and read stamps like documents containing symbols
and meaning within each design.® Stamps and the process by which
the USPOD selected commemorative subjects remain important and
under-examined pieces of evidence that can increase our understand-
ing of the construction of American identities in the early twentieth
century. Stamps are coded with racial, gendered, and cultural under-
standings of the time when they were selected, and have many stories
to tell. These messages are legible through imagery and design, and
historical research done by historians and philatelists who work to
keep these little colored bits of paper accessible to nonspecialist audi-
ences. By collecting something originally designed to be functional,
stamp collectors in the nineteenth century influenced postal authori-
ties, who printed commemorative stamps and promoted the philatelic
hobby that continues today.

In studying and writing about popular collecting practices, I encour-
age others to look more seriously at collectors and collecting processes
to gain a greater appreciation of the history work performed. Objects
collected and saved by individuals often land in museum collections to
be incorporated into exhibitions and interpreted as primary sources by
researchers. Yet collectors of those objects often are viewed as quirky
people obsessed with the minutiae of the things they collect. They have
not always been invited to share their expertise with museum staff, but
this trend is changing. Some museums embrace collectors and other
subject enthusiasts as valuable experts with specialized knowledge who
can help interpret the material culture found in artifact rooms. Web
platforms that facilitate sharing and co-creation of knowledge encour-
age historians and curators to invite others to share in the processes of
saving and interpreting their own history, or to crowdsource descrip-
tions of digitized objects and records posted online. If historians and
museum professionals can see collectors as valued and respected mem-
bers of the historical enterprise, then this type of collaboration ush-
ered in by the Web may seem less radical.
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The following list was created from the online philately collection at
the Smithsonian National Postal Museum, Arago: People, Postage, and the
Post, http:/ /arago.si.edu

1892-93  World’s Columbian Exposition (16 stamps)

1898 Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition (g stamps)

1901 Pan-American Exposition (6 stamps)

1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition (5 stamps)

1907 Jamestown Exposition (g stamps)

1908 Lincoln Centenary of Birth

1909 Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition

1910 Hudson-Fulton Celebration

1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition (4 stamps)

1919 Victory Stamp

1920 Pilgrim Tercentenary (g stamps)

1923 Harding Memorial (issued following President Harding’s death)

1924 Huguenot-Walloon Tercentenary (g stamps)

1925 Lexington Concord Sesquicentennial (g stamps)
Norse-American Centennial (2 stamps)

1926 Sesquicentennial Exposition (Philadelphia)
Ericsson Memorial

1926 Battle of White Plains Sesquicentennial



1927

1928

1929

1930

1931

1932

1933

1934
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Vermont Sesquicentennial (Green Mountain Boy)

Burgoyne Campaign Sesquicentennial (150th anniversary of the
battles of Bennington, Oriskany, Fort Stanwix, and Saratoga)

Valley Forge, Sesquicentennial of Washington’s Encampment

International Civil Aeronautics Conference (2 stamps)

Battle of Monmouth Sesquicentennial (Molly Pitcher overprint)

Hawaii Sesquicentennial overprint

George Rogers Clark (1x0th anniversary of the surrender by the
British of Fort Sackville at Vincennes, Indiana)

Electric Light’s Golden Jubilee

Sullivan Expedition (Major General John Sullivan’s military cam-
paign against the Iroquois)

Battle of Fallen Timbers (1g5th anniversary of the battle near the
Maumee River, Ohio)

Ohio River Canalization (1875-1928)

Massachusetts Bay Colony (gooth anniversary)

Carolina-Charleston (26oth anniversary of the founding of Caro-
lina Province and the 250th anniversary of the establishment of
the city of Charleston, South Carolina)

Braddock’s Field (175th anniversary of the Battle of Braddock’s
Field, Pennsylvania, 1755)

Von Steuben (2ooth anniversary of the birth of Baron Frederick
Wilhelm von Steuben)

Pulaski (Anniversary of General Casmir Pulaski’s death at the
Battle of Savannah, Georgia, 1779)

Red Cross (5oth anniversary of founding of organization)

Yorktown (150th anniversary of the Battle of Yorktown)

Washington Bicentennial (12 stamps)

Olympic Winter Games (Lake Placid, New York)

Arbor Day (6oth anniversary)

Olympic Games (Los Angeles, California) (2 stamps)

Three-cent Washington

William Penn (250th anniversary of Penn’s 1682 landing)

Daniel Webster (150th anniversary of his birth)

Peace of 1783 (150th anniversary of George Washington’s procla-
mation of peace ending the Revolutionary War)

Century of Progress World’s Fair (2 stamps)

National Recovery Act

Byrd Antarctic Expedition

Kosciuszko (150th anniversary Kosciusko’s naturalization as an
American citizen)

Maryland Tercentenary (anniversary of establishment of the colony
of Maryland)

Mothers of America

Wisconsin Tercentenary (anniversary of explorer Jean Nicolet’s
“discovery” of Wisconsin)

National Parks Year (10 stamps celebrating national parks)



1935

1936

1936-37

1937

1938

1939

1940
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Connecticut Tercentenary (anniversary of charter granted by
Charles II)

California Pacific International Exposition

Boulder Dam (marked the completion of Boulder, now Hoover,
Dam)

Michigan Centenary (anniversary of statehood)

Texas Centennial (anniversary of Texas Declaration of Indepen-
dence)

Rhode Island Tercentenary (anniversary of the first settlement)

Arkansas Centennial (anniversary of Arkansas statehood)

Oregon Territory (anniversary of the establishment)

Susan B. Anthony (16th anniversary of the 19th Amendment)

Army and Navy (10 stamps honoring military men)

Ordinance of 1787 Sesquicentennial

Virginia Dare (groth anniversary of the birth of Virginia Dare)

Constitution Sesquicentennial

Territorial (tributes to territories of Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico,
and the Virgin Islands) (4 stamps)

Constitution Ratification

Sweden-Finnish Tercentenary (anniversary of founding of New
Sweden, Delaware)

Northwest Territory Sesquicentennial

Towa Territory Centennial

Golden Gate International Exposition

New York World’s Fair Issue

Washington Inauguration (150th anniversary of Washington’s
inauguration)

Baseball Centennial

Panama Canal (25th anniversary of the opening of the canal)

Printing Tercentenary (anniversary of printing in colonial
America)

roth anniversary of statehood (North Dakota, South Dakota,
Montana, and Washington)

Famous Americans (g5 stamps honoring American artists, scien-
tists, educators, authors, poets, composers, and inventors)

8oth anniversary of the Pony Express

Pan American Union (joth anniversary of the founding of the
Pan-American Union)

soth anniversary of Idaho statehood

soth anniversary of Wyoming statehood

4ooth anniversary of the Coronado Expedition

National Defense (coincided with the first day of registration for
America’s first peacetime draft)

Thirteenth Amendment (75th anniversary)
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Washington Philatelic Society (WPS),
24
Washington Post, 16, 43, 154, 147
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Witty, Paul A., 50-51, 179n14
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