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AT THE ONSET OF THE CIVIL WAR, HOARDING OF PRECIOUS
metal coinage dried up the marketplace and forced merchants and public
alike to adopt queer measures as remedies. Since necessity is often the
“mother of invention,” it should surprise no one that even postage stamps

were resorted to in making small change at the time.
Almost overnight, $25 million in fractional silver small change had disap-

peared from the channels of commerce. Although many people had coins stashed
away, they were reluctant to spend them fearing additional inflation would drive the
coins’ value higher and they would lose out.  

Even in today's increasingly cashless society, we can well image what our
lives would be like without small change.  In 1862, it was much worse since prices
were a fraction of what they are today for most items.  A quarter was a good deal of
money. Three cents would buy a newspaper or a stage ride. Five cents would buy a
glass of beer and a lunch. Not getting one’s change from even a small purchase was
intolerable.

In panic the public turned to the only
generally available medium at hand, and seized
upon the postage stamps for small change.
Merchants were forced to accept this substitute.
Even the odd denomination postage stamps
such as 12 cents and 30 cents were better than
most other substitutes, or worse yet, no change
at all.

Shopkeepers posted signs such as
“postage stamps received for goods and given in
change.” Similar announcements appeared in
advertisements in the newspapers. Some mer-
chants even illegally advertised to sell stamps at
a premium to change-hungry customers.

Stamp sales rose precipitously at post
offices nationwide. In New York City, daily
stamp sales rose from $3,000 to $25,000!  In its
optimism and hysteria to employ stamps in its
purchases, the public rushed thousands of dol-

lars worth of these miniature “gum backs” into circulation, despite their obvious
disadvantages. “To hand a New York stage driver his fare of two three-cent postage
stamps on a wet day, or to buy a newspaper on a windy street corner” with this
miniature currency proved the futility of this small change substitute.

The public’s euphoria with this small change substitute passed quickly. The
grave drawbacks of such a poor change remedy became manifest. Eventually these
sticky, adhesive stamps soiled and collected into messy wads in the bottoms of pock-
ets and purses, after repeatedly changing hands in the marketplace.
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Responding to pressure from
the Lincoln administration,
Congress stayed over an extra
day to pass the Second
Confiscation Act and an act
monetizing “postage and
other stamps” for use in pay-
ments to the government in
sums of $5.00 or less.
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These drawbacks necessitated a “Plan B” remedy for the motley miniature
currency.  Stamps were being circulated in small envelopes before the law was passed
monetizing “postage and other stamps” that made the
practice general.  In its July 7th, 1862, issue the New York
Times reported “The use of envelopes is good, except that
in the pocket the stamps may become so heated as to
adhere to each other, and thus vitiate their use for postal
purposes.” 

Congress responded by monetizing “postage and
other stamps” on July 17th effective August 1st following.
On July 24th, the New York Times reported:  “THE
POSTAGE STAMP CURRENCY. -- The semi-official
announcement that the postage stamps were not yet legal
currency, and the notice of the Post-office Department
that they will be issued only in sums of $10 to one appli-
cant, caused a slight diminution in the use of the stamps
for change yesterday, some even refusing to take them.
The Post-office in this City, however, could not supply
the demand for them, and one case is stated where a man
paid three per cent, premium for $5 worth for purposes
of change. It appears to be decided for the present that
defaced stamps will not be redeemed, so holders must be
careful to keep them clean and whole.”

The mess created by the gumback currency
begged a solution, especially importuned were those con-
cerns which were ultimately paid in this motley currency.
Within two days of the stamp act, Harnden’s Express
yelled “uncle.”  The company urged in the New York
Herald that the stamps be placed in small, neat envelopes
especially made for this purpose, with the sum of the
stamp denominations printed on the outsides of the
envelopes.

An interesting reaction on the times appears in the advertising message on
one of T.R. Dawley’s many envelopes, Reed PE239 for 25 cents.  A pointing hand
highlights this message:  “Envelopes of all sizes, styles and colors, for enclosing the
‘STICKING PLASTER CURRENCY,’ endorsed with all the denominations from 5
cents up, manufactured and for sale, wholesale and retail, by T.R. Dawley, cor. Reade
and Centre Streets, N.Y.”

It became obvious that keeping stamps clean was desirable to preserve their
value and keep them in circulation.  Printers and stationers such as Dawley in many
cities supplied these envelopes in a great many varieties.  Civil War postage stamp
envelopes are now known from 17 cities in eight states.  I am in the process of writing
a book telling the story of these attempts to put these stamps up in small envelopes of
useful denominations.  This forms a relatively unknown saga of the tumultuous Civil
War monetary era.  My new book, Civi l  War Stamp
Envelopes, The Issuers and Their Times, will answer this need
by providing detailed catloging and illustrations of virtually
every one of 490 identified stamp envelope varieties, and
extensive text and imagery on each of the 128 known issuers
of this species of Civil War emergency currency, as well as rar-
ity and value information.

On July 27th more bad news arrived from
Washington, D.C.:  “MORE CHANGE TROUBLE. . . . ‘On
application to Gen. SPINNER, Treasurer United States, I
learn that the design for the new stamps has not yet been adopted, and that several
weeks must elapse before the stamps will be issued. In the meantime after the 1st
August, Post-office stamps, as at present used by the department, will circulate, but

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle
reported July 29, 1862, that “a
great many storekeepers
refuse to take them [stamps]
. . . because the stamps stick
to everything they touch, and
to each other, so that they
have lost considerably by
their use.”

New York stationer T.R.
Dawley made fun of the
“Sticking Plaster Currency”
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care must be used, or they will not be recognized by the Post-office Department if
they are defaced in any way. Attaching them to paper is considered by that depart-
ment as a canceling of the stamp. The use of envelopes is good . . ..’”  Despite such
dire warnings, the change crisis was so deep that merchants such as Long’s Varieties
in Philadelphia, William Newton in Newport, RI, William O. Swett in Worcester,
MA, and Harvey Gridley Eastman in Poughkeepsie, NY circulated scrip with stamps
affixed thereto, forgoing the stamps’ further use in the prepayment of postage.  These
merchants and their issues will also be covered in my new book.

On August 3rd Murphy’s, a New York printer, advertised it would supply
postage stamp envelopes for 75 cents per thousand. Other printers in New York,
Brooklyn, Jersey City and elsewhere quickly offered also such envelopes for sale.  In
Chicago McNally & Co., 81 Dearborn Street, advertised “ENVELOPES FOR

POSTAGE STAMPS – Something new and neat, the
faces printed, assorted denominations.”   In
Cincinnati printer Oscar H. Harpel did the same.

These envelopes were convenient, and the
practice of issuing these postage stamp envelopes
spread throughout the northern states. However, no
prudent soul could fail to open the envelope and
count out the stamps. Evidently with time, many got
lazy and ignored the verification process, however, as
we shall see.

By August 3rd, 1862, a church in Springfield, MA had received a 25-cent
postage stamp envelope in its contribution plate that Sunday, according to an article
published in the Springfield Daily Republican the following day.  

On August 6th a great fire broke on in Beekman street in the basement of
the Rainbow Hotel, nos. 31 and 33 Beeckman which nearly derailed the postage
stamp envelope currency boomlet.  Flames spread rapidly, encompassing the build-
ing’s upper three floors which were occupied by envelope manufacturer Charles W.
Baker.  The flames then overtook adjacent 29 Beekman and 61 Ann Street to the rear
of the hotel, and 163-169 William Street, housing additional envelope factories.

In its August 9, 1862, issue
Harper’s Weekly lampooned
stamp use as small change,
depicting the grim reality of
furnishing the gumbacks to
an omnibus conductor in the
driving rain.

McNally & Co. in Chicago put
up “Envelopes for Postage
Stamps” advertising August
1st 1862 in the Chicago
Evening Journal.   Printers
and stationers in other cities
in the northeast and midwest
followed suit.
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Three died in the fire.  Immediate losses were gauged at north of $150,000.  
Transportation companies were also big users of the postage stamp

envelopes, including the New York Consolidated Stage Line.  On August 25th with
the much-delayed Postage Currency still not in general cir-
culation in New York City, the New York Times excoriated
another “Disobliging Stage Line” for refusing the use of
the old regular issue postage stamps by the public:  “Mr.
MARSHALL's line of stages are ornamented inside with a
placard, stating that hereafter no postage-stamps of the old
issue will be taken for fare. It seems to us that this is
exceedingly unfair -- the new issue cannot become current
for a fortnight yet, and change is as scarce as ever. If Mr.
MARSHALL won’t study the convenience of the public, it
will be no more than he may expect that the public will
avoid his conveyances. In the meantime the ferry compa-
nies, the various car and omnibus lines, and all the small
dealers, thrust forth as change envelopes of stamps, many
of which are past their usefulness, and the public are oblig-
ed to take them. Mr. MARSHALL and his co-thinkers would do well to take away the
placard for a few days, and when the new stamps come there will be no old ones
offered.”

The New York Times report is certainly revealing. Postage stamps put up in
small envelopes were in general circulation in the city: “[T]he ferry companies, the
various car and omnibus lines, and all the small dealers, thrust forth as change
envelopes of stamps,” the newspaper reported August 25th.  (Check out the issuers in
the following checklist, and that’s just what you find.) In one case it is possible to
pinpoint the date at which specific postage stamp envelope types were circulated.
William Wheatley, proprietor of Niblo’s Garden, circulated two types of envelopes.
The first advertised the appearance of the Great Ravel Troupe of Acrobats; the sec-
ond, the great tragedian Edwin Forrest, who followed the Ravel’s at his theater in late
summer-early fall 1862.  Wheatley also advertised the Ravels and Forrest from late
August through September 1862 in the newspapers, thus pinpointing the time
Wheatley circulated his advertising and change-making
small postage stamp envelopes, too.

The circulation of these postage stamp envelopes
irritated Post Office officials in Washington, DC.  In a dis-
patch from the nation’s capital published in the September
26th issue of the New York Times on “Postage Stamps,”
the Times correspondent filed this report:  “The Post-
Office Department has received information from various
sources that certain persons persistently divert postage
stamps from their legitimate purpose by circulating them
in packages (i.e. envelopes), together with canceled stamps,
as currency. Owing to this use of the stamps, the
Department is embarrassed in the supply for mail purpos-
es. The public, therefore, are interested in discountenanc-
ing their circulation as currency.”  

This discouraging state of affairs caused Editor Henry Raymond at the
Times to excoriate the federal officials two days later for their slackness in producing
the promised small change currency.  “It is now over four months since the
Government decided to adopt a postal currency -- in other words, to issue notes of
various denominations,” he began, “. . . In the meantime, there set in a reaction in
favor of the postage stamps, and, unable to get anything else, the change-seeking pub-
lic flocked to the different post-offices to supply themselves. The demand aroused the
fears of the Post-office Department, and a manifesto has just appeared advising the
people not to buy more stamps, as there are not enough for mail facilities. This is, as
alleged, because certain persons persistently divert postage stamps from their legiti-

A New York City stationer
Arthur, gregory & Co. put out
25- and 50-cent envelopes for
use as small change.  These
denominations were the most
prevalent among other
issuers, too.

The most extensive series of
postage stamp envelopes
was offered by stationer and
printer James T. Leach, who
maintained a presence on
Nassau Street for 65 years.
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mate purposes by circulating them in packages, together with canceled stamps, as
currency. This may be true, for the receivers of the little envelopes so much in vogue
now, usually accept them for the amount named on the back, without taking the

trouble to count or examine every stamp.”
Stamps were being pressed into circulation in

other ways, too.  In 1995 I published the definitive treat-
ment of John Gault’s solution to the small change crisis,
Civil War Encased Stamps, the Issuers and Their Times.
That 560-page, extensively illustrated book won many
awards in numismatic, philatelic and publishing cirles.  A
revised second edition is on tap to appear for the current
ongoing Civil War sesquicentennial celebration.

A month later early in November, the New York
Times reiterated its pleas that its readers examine all their
postage stamps so as not to fall prey to stamp envelope
frauds.  “Examine Your Postage Stamps,” the headline
over a reprint from Holbrook’s U.S. Mail rang out: “It is

surprising what carelessness, or rather recklessness, everywhere prevails in the matter
of postage stamps. They are freely received by most people, not only without exami-
nation, beyond, perhaps, a mere glance at the denomination; but when put up in
small envelopes, sums of 25 and 50 cents are received for the sum indorsed, without
inspection or counting. The success of these petty swindles encourages young and old
rascals to possess themselves of stamps before used upon letters, and the Government
or correspondents, or both, must suffer when, honestly or dishonestly, these worth-
less stamps find their way upon letters the second time. If postage stamps must circu-
late as change, all classes are interested in refusing those which are mutilated or much
soiled. And it is the duty of Postmasters to see that all which pass through their
offices on letters, are badly soiled (i.e. cancelled), beyond ‘redemption.’  On every
account, we therefore advise the public to be on their guard, and examine stamps
offered them with at least as much scrutiny as they exercise in taking bank notes. It
would also curtail the facilities for this species of cheating, if business men and others
would destroy, or otherwise put out of reach, their old letters and envelopes received
by mail,” the Times reported on November 7th.

Stamps continued in circulation through the fall
1862 because Postage Currency did not become prevalent
in circulation until spring 1863.  In the interim, the ques-
tion of what to do with the heavily circulated postage
stamps adrift came to a head.  On December 9th, 1862,
the New Yo rk Times  published the Post Office
Department’s Rules for Redemption of Postage Stamps:  

“The following principles and order in regard to
the redemption of Postage Stamps, at the New-York Post-
office, have been adopted:

1. Only those stamps will be redeemed which
have become soiled or worn in their use as currency. No
clean stamps, under this rule, will be redeemed.

2. No stamp will be redeemed which shall appear
to have ever been used in the payment of postage.

3. The stamps to be redeemed must be separated by the owner into their sev-
eral denominations -- all 3-cent stamps together, all 10-cent stamps together, &c.
Each parcel must be put in a wrapper, and on the back of the wrapper must be
indorsed the amount of the inclosed stamps. The several parcels must then be placed
in a single wrapper or envelope, and on the back of the envelope must be indorsed the
amount of the whole lot, and also the name, residence, or place of business, of the
owner. The packages as received at the Post-office will be numbered regularly and
receipted for.

4. The packages of stamps will then be carefully examined and counted in
the Post-office, in the order of their reception, and the value of those considered

John Campion Force, or
Johnnie Force as his friends
called him, was an extraordi-
nary restaurateur, bar keeper,
hotel owner, sportsman and
art lover in Brooklyn, N.Y.,
who advertised his National
Shades chop house on the
backs (not shown) of postage
stamp envelopes during the
Civil War.

Excelsior Envelope
Manufactory operator William
Robins circulated a great
many of the stamp envelopes
from his location on Ann
Street in New York City.
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redeemable marked on the envelope. Those not deemed good will be destroyed -- not
given back.

5. Owners will, on application, receive their respective payments in
Government notes ("greenbacks") or postage currency.

6. The progress of the work will be advertised by posting at the Post-office
daily the number ready for redemption.

7. Lots of stamps under $5 in amount will be counted and redeemed on pre-
sentation, but maybe deposited if more convenient to the owner.

8. All stamps must be presented for redemption
within thirty days after notice is given at the Post-office of
readiness to commence the work.

These are the rules for the New-York Post-office
only. No offices will be permitted to redeem stamps but
those that shall be specially designated by the Postmaster-
General. Each office will have its own rules, but not mate-
rially different from these.”

“We deem them (the rules for redemption of
stamps) entirely satisfactory, except in one respect,” Times
editor Raymond wrote.  “A very large amount of postage-
stamps was purchased to be used as currency, of denominations rarely used by the
mass of people in the payment of postage, such as 5, 10, 12 and 24-cent stamps.
These purchases were made in good faith, and on what many regarded and still
regard as a right interpretation of the law of Congress -- that they might be and were
intended to be used as currency. The bulk of the stamps of these denominations are
not available in payment of postage, and yet, if clean, the Department will not
redeem them. This will occasion hardship to holders of such stamps, who will part
with them at a discount to those whose correspondence calls for such unusual denom-
inations. The redemption of stamps by the Government will lose much of its grace
and acceptability if it does not cover the case of stamps of this description, whether
they be seriously soiled and defaced or not,” he said.

As late as January 21-22, 1863, printer Lewis C. Munn of Providence, RI
was still offering “a few hundred envelopes for postage stamps, for 2 cents per
dozen,” in ads in the Providence Daily Evening Press. 

Conclusion
Inexpensive to produce, but very functional, the

stationers found a ready market for their diminutive
postage stamp envelopes that resembled apothecaries medi-
cine envelopes. Printers offered to customize them to their
clients’ needs. Soon large merchants, realizing the advertis-
ing value of having their name imprinted on postage stamp
currency envelopes, ordered envelopes printed in various
values.

The present writer has identified nearly 500 vari-
eties of these currency substitutes, which he is in the
process of cataloging, illustrating and providing merchant
background information on for his new book Civil War
Stamp Envelopes, the Issuers and Their Times.

A catalog extract based on this research was pre-
pared by this author and appeared as Chapter 26 of the
current 19th edition of the standard U.S. paper money catalog, Paper Money of the
United States, by Arthur and Ira Friedberg (Coin and Currency Institute, 2010, pp.
244-248).  Cataloged were more than 400 varieties.  Catalog numbers developed for
the author’s listing were employed in that presentation too.

There must have been a thousand or more different issues originally.  Since
the listing appeared in the Friedberg catalog, this writer has discovered five additional
issuers and 53 new varieties of Civil War stamp envelopes.

The 128 identified issuers (more if you count trade styles) came from 17
northeastern and midwestern cities, including Chicago, IL (1), Augusta, ME (1),

Stationer William H. Murphy
on Pearl Street, New York
City, styled himself as D[avid]
Murphy’s son for more than
30 years, including summer-
fall 1862 when he issued 25-
and 50-cent postage stamp
envelopes and a wide series
of Civil War patriotic covers.

Samuel C. Upham is a famil-
iar name to readers of Paper
Money on account of his
extensive series of CSA fac-
simile notes.  However,
Upham’s trade was diverse,
including his “Postage Stamp
Holder.”
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Baltimore, MD (1), Boston, MA (8), New Bedford, MA (1), Salem, MA (1),
Springfield, MA (1), Jersey City, NJ (2), Albany, NY (4), Brooklyn, NY (3), Hudson,
NY (1), New York City (94), Syracuse, NY (5), Utica, NY (1), Cincinnati, OH (1),
Philadelphia, PA (4), Providence, RI (1), and dozens of anonymous issuers of the
stock envelope styles.

Denominations range from one cent to one dollar.  Half of the known vari-
eties are 25-cents.  Nearly 20% are 50-cents and 6% are 10-cents.  A breakdown is
given in the small table to the left.  These include envelopes with printed denomina-
tions.  The miscellaneous category includes manuscript denominations whether the
envelope was raised, reduced or a blank space was filled-in.

A word about rarity.  When I cataloged the Civil War encased stamps, it was
possible to survey hundreds of auction sales offering thousands of these items to
derive the rarity ratings published in my 1995 book.  Because of this extensive
research, these rarities have well stood the test of time in the intervening 17 years.
That is NOT possible this time around.  Most individual varieties of Civil War stamp
envelopes are RARE (less than four known).  Many varities are UNIQUE (1 example
known).  However, not all types are scarce, and some issuers are  – if not common – no
more than scarce.

However auctions of these envelopes are few and far between.  Some, such as
five of the stamp envelopes shown on this publication’s cover are presently uncollec-

table – the only known examples are in the Smithsonian Institution’s
National Numismatic Collection.  These were initially discovered,
imaged and reported to me by prodigious researcher and friend Peter
Huntoon.  Evidently all five, and other rare Civil War postage stamp
envelopes, too, were donated to the Smithsonian by New York dealer
Norman Stack in the late 1960s. They have resided there under-
appreciated among items in the fabled “Crofoot materials” until
unearthed by Mr. Huntoon in June 2010.  A sixth envelope on the
cover from C.W. Van Buren is the unique new discovery by Mike
Sanford sent to me in March 2010. Other discoveries are likely.

Since these items were ephemeral, most were separated from
their stamps and discarded, slipping beneath the numismatic horizon
forever.  Because of these Civil War stamp envelopes’ rarity, they
have escaped a good cataloging effort for a century and a half despite
the good faith efforts of messrs. Henry Russell Drowne, Dick
Hoober, Milt Friedberg, and the editors at Krause Publications.
Despite this lack of a comprehensive catalog, the dearth of speci-
mens, and the few collectors in this field, examples have sold in
recent years in well-publicized auctions for upwards of $6,300+.

The catalog values contained in Paper Money of the United
States are a good starting point for valuing this series, indicating as
they do a relative availability and popularity value.  They are includ-
ed in this presentation in Paper Money courtesy of Art Friedberg.
Any sale depends on a willing seller and willing buyer.  More inten-
sive evaluation will appear in this writer’s upcoming book.
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In late January 1863,
Providence, RI bookseller
and stationer L.C. Munn was
still offering “A few hundred
envelopes for postage
stamps, for 2 cents per
dozen” in the Providence
Daily Evening Press.

Identified Postage Stamp
Envelope varieties by 
printed denominations

$0.05 2
$0.10 29
$0.12 2
$0.13 1
$0.15 18
$0.20 13
$0.24 1
$0.25 245
$0.30 13
$0.40 1
$0.50 92
$0.60 1
$0.75 15
misc. 57
Total 490
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