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THE 1851 -61 PERIOD
HUBERT C. SKINNER, Editor

A VERY EARLY USE OF THE 1¢ CIRCULAR RATE
AND SOME OBSERVATIONS ABOUT EBAY

HUBERT C. SKINNER

Th e Postal Act of 3 March 1851 (effective I Ju ly 1851) reduced the rate for pre­
paid circulars , pamphlets, and other printed matter (except newspapers) from 3¢ per sheet
(March 1847) to I ¢ per ounce for distances up to 500 mile s. Further, this Act provided:
" Postage on all printed matter shall be prepaid by stamps or otherwise or shall be charged
double rates. " Any handwritten notation or message other than the address would result in
the piece being charged at reg ular letter rates . The new act meant that prepaid pamphle ts
could be mai led at a much lower rate.

Very few intact pamphlets have surv ived the years , especially mai led in 1851. The
pamphlet described here is from the very early months of the reduced circular rate . This is
the earliest use this writer has encountered in over 50 years of stud ying the 185 1 issue and
its postal history.

This pamphlet was acquired from a listing on the eBay auction site some months
ago. It was offered by an antique shop own er in Ellsworth, Main e, and was described as a
I ¢ stamp used on a pamphlet front, mended and repaired by cellophane tape. The illustra­
tion showed about half of the front of the pamphlet and the tape strips. I assumed from
the description that it was a mutilated front cover or a piece of the cover. But , seeing that

Figure 1. The address side of the pamphlet described here. This is the unprinted back
cover, franked with an imperforate 1¢ 1851 Franklin stamp from Plate One Early.
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the stamp was attractively tied
by a circular datestamp of Wa­
terville , Maine , and the addre ss
was beautifully inscribed in a
Spencerian script , I decided to
bid on it as an attractive piece
for my I¢ collection. You can
imagine my delight when I
found that the entire pamphlet
was intact and complete. I was
able to remo ve the ce llophane
tape fairly successfully. Then I
began to examine the pamphlet
and the stamp used to prepay
the postage from Waterville to
Blue Hill, Maine.

First, I identified the
stam p as a Type II from Plate
One Early with full marg ins at
right and bottom. The pamphlet
had been folded lengthwise and
secured by two tabs of red sea l­
ing wax along the left margin
of the front cover. Stamp and
address were actually placed on
the back cover of the pamphlet,
shown in Figure I.

Then, I opened the pam­
phlet with great care and was
electrified to note that it was
seeking students " FOR THE
ACA DEM ICAL YEAR END­
ING MAY 8, 1852" (see Figure
2). Even though it was date d as
printed in 1852, it must have
been mailed in 1851 to acco m­
modate students enter ing for an
"academ ical year." It was prob-
ably mai led in Ju ly or August,

1851, an extremely ear ly use for the newly lowered prin ted matter rate. It weighs almost
exactly one ounce , corresponding to the I¢ rate for distances under SOD miles.

Next , I examined the circular date stamp under magn ification. The month is very
faintly struck, but the numera l "4" is discernible. See the blow-up in Figure 3. I suppressed
the temptation to make it out as "JUL/4", as it is quite unlikely Waterville wou ld have had
the new stamps that ear ly. However, the first letter of the abbreviated month appears to be
an "A" . The second letter is of no help as both July and Augu st would have a " U" at center;
and, the third letter is too faint to make out. My suggested interpretation of the date is
"AUG/4." This would permit the recipient of the pamphlet to decide whether to enroll his
scholar in "Common Studies" at $3 per term, "High English Department" at $4 per term , or
the "Classical Department" at $5 per term. If the date is Augu st 4, then this is the earliest

Figure 2. The title page inside the pamphlet declares
that this notice is " FOR THE ACADEMICAL YEAR END­
ING/MAY 8, 1852." It bears the imprint of a local printer
who operated the post office. Despite the 1852 date, to
advertise for the forthcoming school year the pamphlet
must have been mailed in 1851.

Chronicle 210 / May 2006 / Vol. 58, No.2 133



.•. \

'1
....
' 1

, .
J •

. I,

Figure 3. Blow-up of the stamp franking the
pamphlet. The date is unclear, but likely
reads "AUG 4."

recorded use of the I¢ circular rate.
Thi s is another example of a seren­

dipitous discovery on eBay. Thi s writer
has see n (and purchased ) man y new and
previously unrecorded cancell ati ons on
eBay, more than I' ve been abl e to acquire
latel y from stamp auctions or bourse deal­
ers. In addition to new cance ls, I' ve pur­
chased unu sual uses of stamps on such
th ings as pla ying cards, wooden boxes for
shipping eyeglasses, po st card s and insur­
ance poli cies inside protecti ve en velopes
with a die-cut opening through which the
sta mp can be postmarked.

One has to ask why so many new
and unrecorded items appear on eBa y. I
be lieve this is because ma ny of the sell­
ers are not stamp coll ectors, and are
blindly putting material up for sale with
no knowled ge of its importance or value.
Some vendo rs attempt to defraud unwary
buyer s, but most are hon est and merely ignorant of what the item is, such as the fell ow
who put up a tom 2¢ Columbian for sa le at a $9.99 starting price. No te that the pamphlet
described here, from an antique shop in Maine, came from a vendor who had no idea of its
va lue or how to de scribe it properly.

I purchased an item from another antique shop that turn ed out to be a magnificent
cover from Yokoham a to Yarmouth, Maine. The postmark was not legible in the scan that
accompani ed the on -line postin g. On arriva l, the origin was noted and I quickly identified
it as an ex-Ishikawa cover illu strated in co lor in Ish ikawa 's book, "The Forerunner Foreign
Post Offi ces in Japan: British-U.S.-French." How could such an important cover end up
in an antique shop? These rescues of important philatelic material will keep me watch ing
eBay!

Ret urni ng to the Water vi lle pamphlet, I don 't claim that my interpretation is neces­
sarily va lid. Readers are invited to comment and offer their ideas and experti se in thi s
matter. Per haps the postmark can be read by Mercer Br istow with his APS expert ser vice
eq uipment. Perhap s Dick Ce ller can identify the plate position and j udge how early the
impression fro m Plate One Early may be. Any expert assistance will be most sincerely ap­
preciated.•
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