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The First and Last
Postal Notes 1883-1894

by CHARLES SURASKY

Collectors of postal notes are especially focused on the
dates of issue. They're important, among many reasons,
because they provide clues to two unanswered ques-
tions: when were the first notes—and when were the last
notes—of each type issued?

We know the first date of issue for the series: Sep-
tember 3, 1883. We also know the final date of issue for
the series: June 30, 1894. Now we need to identify five
more "first" dates and five more "last" dates. That leaves
plenty of work unfinished for postal note enthusiasts.

Perhaps one day a dedicated and energetic researcher
will uncover the official "first" and "last" dates for each
type and the postal note information puzzle will be
more complete. But to modern collectors who specialize
in these 19th century collectibles, identifying the earliest
known and the latest known notes of each type remains
a compelling project.

A BRIEF HISTORY

F
 EWER than 1,000 postal notes have survived. Most col-

lectors have never seen one and know little, if anything,
about this series. For collectors unfamiliar with these

notes, here is a thumbnail introduction:

Postal notes were special money orders sold in U.S. post
offices from 1883 to 1894. The direct descendants of our Civil
War-era fractional currency, they were introduced to be an in-
expensive, safe way to send less than five dollars through the
mail. Three banknote companies produced them: Homer Lee,
American, and Dunlap & Clarke. Two different paper stocks,
yellow and creamy white, were employed. They were produced
in two sizes and in six significant types.

Most postal note collectors start with a type I or a type V
note, then locate the other note needed for a "first and last" set.
The next step is to work on a six-note type set. Advanced col-
lectors build 12-note year sets or other specialized collections
as they acquire additional notes.

For more information on the postal notes of 1883-1894,
consult the publications in the additional sources section at
the end of this article.

To share the initial results of my research, and to ask for your
input, I have compiled a trial listing of the earliest and latest
notes of each type. If you own a note you believe will replace
one listed in this chart, please forward a photocopy of its face
and back.

A THEORY EXAMINED

Postal note collectors recognize six "types"' of notes, meaning
the "old" design was changed five times. The first type became

Four months before the Columbian Commemorative half-dollar was authorized by Congress, a 10 cent
postal note was issued in New York's Station I. Its chances of surviving a full year, let alone 100 years,
were tiny. But note number 6,904, issued on April 19, 1892 at the corner of 8th Avenue and West 123rd
Street, somehow survived. Postal note collectors believe it is the earliest known type V note.
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Station I's date stamp was applied to the left circle on the back when this postal note was issued. To
assure the note would only be cashed once, the paying office's date stamp was required in the right
circle when the note was presented for payment.

A type I note with serial number I.

The Earliest and Latest Known Notes:

The Earliest Reported

TYPE I 	 TYPE II
	

TYPE IIA	 TYPE III
	

TYPE IV 	 TYPE V

EARLIEST REPORTED 	 9-3-83 	 5-16-84 	 4-15-87 	 9-8-87	 1-26-88 	 4-19-92

CITY	 NUMEROUS BALTIMORE NEW YORK CINCINNATI STAMFORD NEW YORK STA. J

STATE 	 MD	 NY	 OFI	 CT	 NY

SERIAL NO. 	 9502 	 102023 	 71833 	 6115 	 6904

PLATE NO. 	 F2 	 B19	 G27 	 C6 	 F37

FACE VALUE 	 .01 	 .01 	 .02 	 .01	 .10
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The Earliest and Latest Known Notes:

The Latest Reported

TYPE I
	

TYPE II 	 TYPE HA
	

TYPE III
	

TYPE IV 	 TYPE V

LATEST REPORTED

CITY

STATE

SERIAL NO.

PLATE NO.

FACE VALUE

1-22-85

JACKSBOROUGH

TX
560

H3

25

8-19-88

PAWNEE CITY

NE

3326

G3
.01

5-2-88

NORTHWOOD

NH
1424

B25

.01

8-17-88

MOHAWK

NY

1821

G26

.02

4-23-93	 6-30-94

REDWOOD FALLS NUMEROUS

MN

8993

40G

.50

Widespread publicity stimulated collectors to obtain extra souvenir notes on the first and last days
of issue: September 3, 1883 and June 30, 1894 respectively.

the second when the note's size was reduced and the paper al-
tered from yellow to white. The second type became type II-A
when an important aspect of the enabling legislation was
changed by Congress. Type II-A became type III when the
Homer Lee Bank Note Company added the words "ANY
MONEY ORDER OFFICE" to the notes' printing plates to reflect
the law's change.

Type III ended and type IV began when American Bank Note
Company won the second four-year contract (and directed
Thomas E Morris to redesign the note). Type IV became obso-
lete when Dunlap & Clarke of Philadelpia was awarded the
final contract. Their type V notes are exactly the same as
American's type IV's, except they removed American's name and
substituted their own!

Postal note collectors have long believed that the new de-
signs of types II, 11-A, III, IV and V were introduced without fan-
fare or publicity after two events had taken place:

1) A change of design, an alteration of the legislation, or the
awarding of a new production contract gave rise to a new type
of postal note;

2) A postmaster needed and requested a new supply of
notes.

Now let's look at the "Earliest and Latest" charts for corrobo-
ration or refutation of the currently-held theory.

The current theory follows this logic: postal notes were sent
to requesting postmasters as soon as the contractor printed the
order. Issuance of a new type started upon receipt if the
previous shipment had been exhausted. Because large city
offices sold more of these money orders than small town
offices, and had to re-order more frequently, they had a greater
likelihood of being the first to receive new designs.

The "Earliest Reported" list offers five opportunities to
confirm or refute the theory. The nation's largest city, New York,
appears twice, with Baltimore, Cincinnati, and Stamford com-
pleting the list. Baltimore and Cincinnati are big cities today
and would have been considered "major" cities in the 1880s
and 1890s. The only small town in the list is Stamford, Con-
necticut. Four of the five cities can be classified as "major,"
confirming the theory.

The currently held theory for the "latest reported" notes
follows this logic: small town citizens requested fewer postal
notes and their post offices needed new supplies less fre-
quently. Thus, a book of 100 or 200 notes would last much
longer in a small town than in a big city. This heightens the
probability that "old" types of notes were issued for longer
periods of time in smaller towns than in larger cities.

For the theory to be confirmed, we need to find a preponder-
ance of small towns in the "latest reported" list. In fact, all five
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Jacks borough, TX No. 560, a 25-cent postal note issued on January 22, 1885, is the last note bearing the type I design known
to modern collectors.

listings are from small towns. To paraphrase George Peppard's
character in the TV program "The A-Team," "I love it when a
theory comes together!"

CONCLUSION

Postal notes were produced by three banknote companies
under contract to the United States Post Office between 1883
and 1894. Interested collectors know the initial date of issue for
the first type and the final date of issue for the last type, and
have strong suspicions about the possible first date of issue for
type II-A. Unfortunately, we have no hard data on the "first" or
"last" issue dates for types II, II-A, III, and IV.

This article provides a starting point for the identification of
the earliest and latest dates of issue for these elusive-to-rare de-
signs. But it is only a starting point. We need the cooperation
of every postal note owner to provide more accurate data, not
only to develop a concise answer for this inquiry, but to help
answer additional questions currently being investigated.

If you own a postal note issued between September 3, 1883
and June 30, 1894, please contact me. I will provide as much
data about your note as I can, and will enter it in our census. I
look forward to hearing from you.

ADDITIONAL SOURCES

Paper Money: Vol. 12, No. 4, whole no. 48, pages 171-178; Vol. 13, No.
1, whole no. 49, pages 20-29; Vol. 13, No. 12, whole no. 50, pages
70-76; Vol. 13, No. 3, whole no. 51, pages 109-111; Vol. 22, No. 2,
whole no. 104, pages 66-67; Vol. 24, No. 4, whole no. 118, pages
165-166.

Coin World: December 14, 1983; December 21, 1983; December 28,
1983; June 15, 1983, pages 38, 50; April 17, 1985, pages 3, 18; August
21, 1985.

The Centinel: Volume 32, No. 3, pages 26-28.
The Lamp: Volume 13, No. 3, pages 26-28.
The Numismatist: Volume 101, No. 7, pages 1189-1195.
The Postal Notes of 1883 to 1894, an educational program (#67) available

from the American Numismatic Association.
Morris, T.F., 11. The Life and Works of Thomas E Morris 1852-1898.
Carothers, N. Paper Currency of the United States.
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Charles Surasky is a member of a study group which is gathering infor-
mation on postal notes. If you have a postal note issued between 1883
and 1894, please forward a photocopy of the face and back. If you have
additional information, a question, or a comment on this topic, please
forward it to Mr. Surasky. All inquiries will receive a prompt response.
Write: Charles Surasky, 15760 Ventura Blvd., Suite 110, Encino,
California 91436. ■

BUCK (Continued from page 148)

Other relatively inexpensive notes from Maryland are notes
from the Farmers & Mechanics Bank of Cecil County. The $1
through the $20 note should cost $25 or less. The $2 note has
The Calmar)), Children engraving. The $10 note bears an en-
graving of Liberty by an unknown engraver who engraved it for
the National Bank Note Co. This is one of my favorite en-
gravings. It appears on the United States $100 two-year interest-
bearing treasury note from 1861. This treasury note is unique,
but the $10 note from Maryland, with the same subject, is avail-
able for a fraction of what the $100 note would cost, if it were
to become available.

The paper on which these obsolete notes are printed is deli-
cate. So, don't be deceived with imitations printed on heavier
paper that appears to be aged.

At your first opportunity visit a paper money dealer who
handles obsolete currency. As you look through his or her
notes you will see many subjects that catch your eye. Don't go
overboard. Try to concentrate on a particular state or subject.
There are thousands of notes crying for a home. In the next
column we'll look at some odd denomination obsolete bank
notes.

(Copyright story reprinted by permission of Coi n World, February
22, 1993)
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