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ENTERPRISING RETIREES 

An Old-School Craftsman Makes His 
Mark— 
and an Income—With Online Shoppers 
By Sharon McDonnell 

At a cluttered shop in New York 

City’s East Village, John Casey, 
70, is keeping a time-honored 
craft alive by embracing modern sales 
tools. 
 
For the past four decades, John has 
earned a living making novelty rubber 
stamps by hand. Rubber stamps may 
seem a technology whose time has 
come and gone and yet even during the 
coronavirus pandemic, when the doors 
of his store have been closed, John has 
been busy fulfilling orders from around 
the world. The key to this continued 
success is his foresight in adopting 
online promotion and social media. 
 
“When people said computers and 
the internet will put you out of business, 
I knew intuitively it wasn’t true,” says 
John. “I knew online graphics people 
would go for [the stamps]. People get 
tired of looking at screens.” 
 
The Irish immigrant first built 
a website for his 400-square-foot 
store some 15 years ago, when many 
storeowners still relied on walk-ins. He 
has also operated a Facebook page for 
the past eight years and more recently 
has launched accounts on Instagram 
and Etsy. These efforts have drawn 
the attention of print and TV media 
outlets around the world. “Thanks to 
my website and social media tools, I’ve 



become infamous—I mean, famous—in 
countries like Japan, Taiwan, Brazil, and 
Germany,” he says. 
 
John fell in love with rubber stamps 
during his youth in Ireland. A coin 
collector when he was a kid, he says a 
local print shop that made posters for 
his father’s dance hall knew he liked 
coins, and so made a rubber stamp of 
one for him. From that moment on, he 
was entranced by the craft. 
 
In 1967, John, who sports a long, 
gray ponytail, emigrated to New York 
from Cork. He’s lived in the city ever 
since. “New York is a town of misfits. So 
I fit in perfectly,” he once told a local TV 
station. His store, Casey Rubber Stamps, 
reflects his jocular personality. Signs on 
his door read “Child, dog and eccentricfriendly” 
and “Closed until open, open 
until closed.” 
 
Operating the ultimate in niche 
businesses, John relishes the freedom 
to pursue his artisanal craft at the hours 
he likes. A late-night person, he opens 
his store around 1 p.m. 
In the past 40 years, the witty, 
eminently quotable craftsman 
has created stamps of every conceivable 
design, from zodiac signs to Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland characters, 
from iconic landmarks like the Statue of 
Liberty to historic and mythical figures. 
John crafts all of his stamps from 
rubber, not what he terms “plastic 
junk,” and mounts them on white 
maple. His workshop is in his cramped 
store, where he uses a machine to 
make a photo-engraved metal mold 
from a negative of a design, and then 
a vulcanizing machine to press a sheet 
of rubber into the mold. He also sells 
inkpads in 30-plus colors, including 
varieties designed for stamping on 
wood, metal, and fabric. 
 
In recent years, these analog 



products have become a hit with techsavvy 
millennials, for use on things like 
business cards, personal stationery, and 
wedding invitations. If the popularity of 
the products is a surprise to many, John 
is not among them. 
 
“If you like artwork and imagery, 
you’ll like rubber stamps,” he says. 
“They have a tactile feel. The stamps 
and ink stimulate most of the senses— 
smell, touch, sound, and of course 
sight. There’s a terrific variety of art 
designs for rubber stamps.” 
Key to John’s success in selling to 
millennials has been highlighting the 
products in the online spaces where 
they browse and shop. A young exstaffer 
has posted almost 200 images of 
the stamps on his Instagram account, 
the perfect medium for his photogenic 
craft. On Etsy, John posts sets for sale, 
like a collection of seven sea shell 
stamps. 
 
He designed his website himself, 
using the website building and hosting 
platform, Squarespace. The site 
displays his staggering variety of rubber 
stamps, though you can’t actually order 
through the platform. Customers either 
download an order form or email him a 
list of the stamps they want, after which 
he sends them an invoice by PayPal or 
Square. John says that someday, when 
he has time, he plans to make it a full 
e-commerce website. 
 
His store sends products all 
over the world, using Stamps.com 
to print shipping labels. The tech-aware 
storeowner says that since the 
company’s prices are going up, he may 
switch to Pirateship.com, a similar web-based 
service that offers rates for U.S. 
Postal Service-approved postage. 
 
In addition to selling items from 
his catalog, John, who is entirely 
self-taught, also does custom orders. 



Customers need supply only a high-resolution 
JPG, PDF or Adobe Illustrator 
design, or photograph. He’s even made 
stamps from children’s drawings. Over 
the years, he’s turned “lots of goofy 
things” into stamps, anything that 
tickles the fancy of his customers. 
 
Personal favorites from the countless 
rubber stamp designs he’s created over 
the years include a sailing ship from 
an 1880s catalog and a woman clad in 
1920s flapper-style attire. 
Unsurprisingly, given his 
commitment to evolving his business, 
John has no plans to retire any time 
soon. “No, I’m still building empires,” he 
jokes. 
 
The storeowner is similarly 
sanguine about aging. “The alternative 
is far worse. If I’d known I’d live this 
long, I would have taken far better 
care of myself,” he says. “When I die, 
I want a tombstone in the shape of a 
rubber stamp that says, ‘He left a good 
impression.’” 
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