
Page 290 	 Paper Money

Philatelic Numismata

STAMPS NOT LEGAL TENDER
(OR ARE THEY?)

Many paper money collectors and writers deny that
postage stamps have a place in numismatics. That denial
is placed only on individual stamps, since once they have
been encased, glued to a circulating card to give it value,
or placed in a special envelope to circulate as emergency
currency, they are especially desirable specimens. But
many more postage stamps were used for remittance of
funds than ever were given artificial currency by official
or semi-official fiat.

The rise of mail order business brought the necessity
for remitting small sums by mail. Fractional currency
had served well in that capacity since coins were bulky
and obvious in mailing envelopes. So postage stamps be-
came a surrogate currency in mail orders. Many small
rural post offices were not money order offices, so a
patron may not have been able to purchase a money order
even if he was willing to pay the fee.

Money order fees were small. A 1915 application blank
lists a fee of 3 cents for sums to $2.50; 5 cents to $5.00; 8
cents to $10; and two- and three-cent jumps to 20 cents
for a money order from $50 to $60; 25 cents to $75 and 30
cents to $100. During the depression of the 1930s, many
customers of the mail order houses saved the money
order fee by sending currency for the dollar amount and
postage stamps for the remainder. The mail order houses
used vast quantities of stamps so they were not a burden;
except accounting for receipts in stamps may have
caused some inconvenience.

The use of personal checking accounts and credit cards
have eliminated, to a large extent, the use of postage
stamps in mail order transactions. A major exception is
postage stamp dealers who may accept stamps in pay-
ment for orders of less than five dollars. Some Canadian
stamp dealers are known to accept unused Canadian or
United States commemorative stamps for even larger
payments.

That postage stamps had wide use as currency is
acknowledged by the following news items which appear-
ed in the Fargo (N. Dak.) Forum on September 27, 1904:

"Those government bureaus that are authorized by law
to sell certain of their publications frequently have
trouble in regard to the form in which remittances are
made to pay for books, pamphlets, or maps. Among those
bureaus is the United States geological survey, whose re-
ports and maps have a wide circulation. The survey has
persistently endeavored to make known the fact that
checks, foreign coin (including Canadian coin), and

postage stamps can not under the law be received in ex-
change for its publications, yet almost every mail brings
remittances of postage stamps. In some cases the clerks
who are required to send out the books and maps have
simply bought the stamps and themselves turned the
cash into the national coffers, so that the offending pur-
chasers have received without detriment the publication
ordered. But these clerks have naturally become averse to
investing the entire amounts of their saleries in postage
stamps which they can not use and for which they must
therefore find buyers, and this practice will now be dis-
continued. The offense of sending stamps has been ag-
gravated by the remittance of amounts in excess of the
price of the book or map. It has often happened that six
cents in stamps has been offered in payment for a five-
cent map. In these cases it has been necessary to return
one cent to the purchaser at a greater cost than its value.
In most instances, perhaps, no change has been expected,
but the rules of government bookkeeping have made it ne-
cessary to return the surplus amount.

"Only postal money orders or cash can be received for
these publications. The maps of the survey have now a
wide sale, and the failure on the part of intending pur-
chasers to observe the requirements of law has become a
source of so great inconvenience that a rigid conformity
to the requirements will hereafter be extracted."

So stamps are not receivable by government agencies
— how about payable? General Information Concerning
Trademarks is a booklet with information on trademark
rules and practice published by the U.S. Department of
Commerce. The title page of the February 1979 revision
bears the names of Juanita M. Kreps, secretary of com-
merce, and Donald W. Banner, commissioner of patents
and trademarks, and page 19 has the following intersting
paragraph:

"Refunds. Money paid by actual mistake or in excess,
such as a payment not required by law, will be refunded,
. . . Amounts of 10 cents or less will not be returned un-
less specifically demanded, nor will the payer be notified
of such amount; amounts over 10 cents but less than $1
may be returned in postage stamps, and other amounts
by checks."

The use of postage stamps for payment of small obli-
gations has been acknowledged; the Patent and Trade-
mark Office uses them for refunds today. The collector
of numismatic paper has a legitimate option to collect
stamps without becoming a philatelist.
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