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THE BANK NOTE PERIOD
JOE H. CROSBY, EDITOR

AFTER B.F. STEVENS:
THE U.S. DESPATCH AGENT AT LONDON, 1902-1938

JOE H. CROSBY

On June 23, 1866, the U.S. Secretary of State appointed Benjamin Franklin Stevens
to serve as United States Despatch Agent in London, England. This pos ition was respon­
sible for handling diplomatic mai l pouches and for forwarding both open and pouch mail
addressed in care of Stevens or his office to Americans traveling abroa d, mos tly State De­
partment officia ls and U.S. Naval personne1.

Stevens conti nued as Despatch Agen t until his death in London on March 5, 1902 .
During this long tenure, he used at least six different types of elaborate ova l forwarding
markings, applied to mail that passed through his office . Tracings of these markings were
most recently presented in Chronicle 209, page 54.

Numerous philatelic articles have documented B.F. Stevens in his role as an antiquar­
ian bookseller in addition to the postal history he helped to create. Stevens articles, both
philatelic and non-philate lic, are listed in the "references" section at the conclusion of this
artic le.

Type Dimension s Color Earliest La tes t Notes
I 37x22.5 Black Aug4 1866 Aug 61866 Backstamp only
I 37x22.5 Red Sept 61866 Jan 13 1868
II 37.5x28.5 Red May 21 1868 July 19 1879 Diamonds
IIA 37.5x28.5 Red Dec 261 878 Carets; see Chronicle 209
liB 37.5x28.5 Red 21 Oct 1879 Diamonds; European date
IIC 37.5x28.5 Red 12Apr 1880 2 Mar 1881 Carets
III 40.5x30 .5 Red 30 Sep 78 7 Jan 79
III 40.5x30.5 Purple 2 May 81 4 Jan 93
IV 39x29.5 Purple 24 Mar 94 12 May 97
IV 39x29.5 Blue 23 Jan 96 29 Mar 96
V 39.5x29.5 Purple 28 Jan 97 I Jul97
VA 39.5x29 .5 Purple 18 Oct 1897 24 Dec 1901 4-d igit year date
VA 39.5x29 .5 Purple 2Apr 1902 5 May 1902 No name
Gild er 39x29 Purple IS Jun 1902 16 Mar 1904 See text
VI 38x29 Red 23 Jan 1871 See Chronicle 209

Figure 1. Table showing earliest and latest known dates of the various B.F. Stevens
markings used in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Tracings of the markings themselves
appear in Chronicle 209.

The table in Figure I updates the known periods of use ofeach Stevens marking, with
types designated according to the listing originally published by Richard B. Graham in his
Oct. 29, 1984 Postal History column in Linn s Stamp News . The table adds a new earlies t
know n use of the Type I marking (now known as a black backstam p), and addit iona l types
and sub-types created by Stevens ' successor, J.B. Gi lder, who is discussed below.
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In the early years, Stevens did not use any directi ve to indicate where the piece of
mail was to be forwarded. Given his official status , Stevens usually forwarded mail by dip­
lomatic pouch. Typically, no onward transit mark ings appear on such covers.

The cover in Figure 2 is a good example. This is a very pleasant I2¢ 1869 cover, ex
Haas , posted at Cambridge, Mass., in late 1869, just days before the rate was reduced from
12¢ to 6¢. The cover reac hed London 8 January 1870 (per the London receiver and the Type
2 Stevens oval in red). There are no other onward markings, but the docketi ng at the upper
left shows that the addressee, Commander J.G. Walker, on the U.S. Frigate Sabine, receive d
the letter in Genoa on Jan. 13, 1870 just five days after the letter arr ived in London.

• / 8, 131() (
'--- ---{f----I t-- __

Figure 2. From the Haas collection, 12¢ 1869 stamp on cover to London, postmarked
Cambridge, Mass., DEC 28 (1869) . Forwarded to Italy (apparently by pr ivate pouch) by
B.F. Stevens, United States Despatch Agent, Jan. 8, 1870 (Type II red oval marking).
Docketed (at upper left) received at Genoa , Jan . 13, 1870.

By the Bank Note period, perhaps because the volume ofmail had grown so large and
the destinations so diverse, Stevens started marking the envelopes with a forwarding ad­
dress. Typically he would str ike through the orig inal addre ss and add a straight-line mark­
ing, usually in three lines, to redirect mail "Care of the / United States Consul / [destination
location]. The informatio n on the last line wou ld indicate the place where the addressee
was next expected to be able to receive mail. Apparently a number of different three-line
hand-s tam ps exis ted. The example in Figure 3 reads "CA RE OF THE/UN ITED STATES
CONSUL/ALEXANDRIA EGYPT." This cover bears a Type III Stevens ova l, struck in
purp le (as was the straight-line handstamp). Posted in 1882, this cover is franked with two
Bank Note stamps to pay the 5¢ Universal Postal Union rate from the U.S. to Britain.

This and subsequent articles will explore the evolution of the London U.S. Despatch
Agent forwarding markings after B.F. Stevens died . Surprisingly little has been written or
illustrated about the period after 1902.

The No Name Period - 1902

During a brief interim following B.F. Stevens' death, the Type VA oval forwarding
marking using European-style dat ing and a four-digit year date was modified by remo ving
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Figure 3. Stevens Type III marking, in purple, on an 1882 cover from Connecticut to
London. The original address (to Stevens) is stricken out in manuscript, and the cover
redirected with a handstamp, "CARE OF THE UNITED STATES CONSUL ALEXANDRIA
EGYPT."

the Stevens name. The result I have called "Type VA-No Name." The earliest recorded
use of the Stevens Type VA-No Name marking is 2 Apri l 1902. This appears on the post
card shown in Figure 4. The card was mailed from Stockholm, Sweden, franked with a pair
of Sweden 5 ore yellow-green Oscar Head stamps (Scott 56) and addressed to Herr Allen
H. Berlin , U.S.S. Nashville, c/o B.F. Stevens, 4 Trafalgar Square , London. The London
portions of the manuscript address were stricken out by the Stevens office , and two strikes
ofa straightline redirecti ve marking (VILLEFANCHE,/SUR MER FRANCE) were added.
A tracing of the Type VA-No Name marking from this cover is presented in Figure 5. The
latest recorded use of the Type VA-No Name marking is 5 May 1902, on a cover from New
York on 14 Apri l 1902, addressed to Mrs. W. Roy Field c/o B.F. Stevens. The marking was
applied two days after appo intment of Stevens' successor, which brings us to J.B. Gilder.

Joseph Benson Gilder - 1902-1904

On May 3, 1902, shortly after B.F. Stevens died, Secretary of State John Hay ap­
pointed Joseph B. Gilder (Figure 6) as the successor United States Despatch Age nt. Hay 's
letter to Gilder reads: "You are hereby designated as Despatch Agen t of the United States
at London, England, with compensation at the rate of two thousand dollars per annum,
beginning with the date of your entrance upon duty in that capacity. Th is designation is to
continue during the pleasure of the Secretary of State for the time being."

As docu mented by Ian Paton,I in 1874 Stevens had move d his Despatch Agent's of­
fice and bookselling business from 17 Henrietta Street to 4 Trafalgar Square. It is interest­
ing to note that Gilder 's appointment was mailed to him at that same Trafalgar Square
address just two months after Stevens ' death.

So, who is the man Secretary of State Hay chose as Stevens' replacement?
Joseph Benson Gilder was born in 1858, the son of Jane Nutt Gilder and William

I Paton, op. cit. (see References), pg. 426.
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Figure 5. The Stevens name-removed
Type VA marking from the cover in Fig­
ure 4. Tracing by John Donnes.

Figure 4. The earliest known use of th e Type VA-No Name marking, 2 April 1902, on a card
mailed from Stockholm, Sweden, franked with a pair of Sweden 5 ore yellow-green Oscar
Head stamps (Scott 56) and addressed to Herr Allen H. Berlin, U.S.S. Nashville, clo B.F.
Stevens, 4 Trafalgar Square, London. The London portions of the manuscript address
were stricken out by the Stevens office and two strikes of a two-line straightline red irec­
tive ma rking were added.

Henry Gilder, a Methodist min ister and school-
master. Joseph attended the U.S. Naval Acad­
emy in 1872 but res igned after two years to
becom e a reporter.'

Always a man of letters, Gi lder began
The Critic magazine in a tiny second-story of­
fice at Eighth and Bro ad way in New York City
in 1881 . He shared editorial duties with his old­
er sister, Jean nette. The Critic never had a cir­
culation much above 5,000 but becam e highly
respected for its inc isive rev iews of literature,
music and drama. It pub lished essays , poetry
and fiction from so me of America 's mos t tal­
ented writers , including Walt Whi tman and Joel
Chandler Harris.

During the 1880s and 90s, Gi lder contributed to variou s magazines including Scrib­
ner sMonthly and Harper sNew Monthly Magazine. He knew many of the leading authors
of the period . In 1888, he and his sister wrote "Wa lt Whitman at Home" for the "Ameri­
can Authors at Hom e" series in The Critic. Gilder 's work s include Bordentown and the
Bonapartes ( 1880); Authors at Home: Personal and Biographical Sketches of Well-known

2 Joseph Benson Gilder Letter s, 1872-1873, New Jersey Historical Society. Newark.
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Figure 6. Joseph B. Gilder, U.S. Des­
patch Agent at London, 1902-04. This
1898 image is from the Print Collection,
Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of
Arts, Prints and Photographs, New York
Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden
Foundations. Image #1243058.

American Writers (this 1888 work included a
chapter on Col. Jo hn Hay, also a man of letters,
who would later become Secretary of State).
Gilder edited James Russell Lowell 's Impres­
sions of Spain (1899) and created The Ameri­
can Idea as Expounded by American Statesmen
( 1902, including a chapter "John Hay on our
Recent Diplomacy").

Hay had served as the U.S. Ambassa ­
dor to Great Brita in in 1897 before becom ing
Secretary of State, so he must have been quite
familiar with the duties of the U.S. Despatch
Agent at London . Obviously, he was also fa­
miliar with J.B. Gi lder before he chose him as
Stevens'successo~3

In 190 I, Joseph Gilder retired from edit­
ing The Critic to take a posit ion as a London
representative of Dodd , Mead and Company,
book publi shers. By May 3, 1902, Gilder had
established an office at 4 Trafalgar Square in
London, the form er locat ion of Steve ns' Des­
patch Age nt office , since that is where he re­
ce ived his appointment from Hay. Gilder con­
tinued to represent his publi sher while he serve d
as Despatch Agent.' In maintaining several
careers while holding down a gove rnment job,
Gilder could have foun d no better model than
B.E Stevens.

The J.B . Gilder Marking

Soon after his appointment as Despatch Age nt, Joseph Gilder had a new marking, in
the same genera l array but slightly smaller than the predecessor Stevens Type V. The out­
side dimensions of the Gilder marking are 39 millimeters by 29 rnm.' It includes small side
deco rations and Gilder 's name rendered "J.B. Gilder." A traci ng is show n in Figure 7.

The earliest known use of the Figure 7 marking is 15 JUN 1902 on a post card from
India with a one anna stamp, forwa rded locally in London. The latest known use is on
an oversized cover from the Hermann Freitag correspondence. This contained a "book of
views" mailed from Nottingham 16 MAR 1904 addressed "c/o Capt. Whitehouse, c/o B.E
Stevens, Esq." and forwa rded to a hotel in Ajaccio, Corsica. To date, I have documented
on ly II items forwarded with the J.B. Gilder marking, five of which are from the Frei tag
correspondence. There are undoubtedly more to be found, even give n the relatively short
period of use.

J.B. Gilder resigned as U.S. Despatch Agent in early 1904 and thereafter returned to
the United States . When The Critic was merged with Putnam s Magazine in 1906, he and

3 Hay also had contact with Gilder 's more famous older brother, Rich ard Watson Gi lder. the most powerful maga zine
editor in 19th century America and a tower ing figure in the world of letters. Richard Watson Gilder had published sev­
eral books authored by Hay in the mid-1880's, including Hay and N icolay's I O-volume Life ofLincoln .
4 Elizabeth L. Banks Correspondence, McFarlin Library, Department of Special Co llections, The University of Tulsa,
Oklahoma.
5 Rowe, op. cit. (see References), pg. 157, lists the J.B. Gilder marki ng as 38 x 29 mrn, but the marking is actually 39
mm wide.
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Figure 7. The J.B. Gilder marking,
39x29mm in purple, known used 1902­
1904. Trac ing by John Don nes.

his wife became edi tors there. Subsequently,
Jos eph was editor of the New York Times Book
Review during 19 10-19 11. In 19 11 , he left
journalism for banking and insuran ce. From
19 14 to 1928 he was Secretary of the Indus-
tr ial Finance Corporation. He retired in 1929
and died Dec. 9, 1936 .

After Steven s and Gild er, the "Agent"
name was changed in subsequent markings
to the "United Sta tes Go vernment Despat ch
Agency," London, England. In future articl es,
I hope to complete the documentation of this
long and fascinating sequence of forwarding
markings, to tell "the rest of the story." Society
members who have covers with markings extendin g the known period s of use of the six
oval types or sub-types presented in Figure I, or any markings after Stevens' death in 1902,
are asked to send photocopies. _

References
Here follows a selective bibliography of references relating to B.F. Stevens and his markings:

Crosby, Joseph H. : "Benja min F. Stevens - U.S. Despatch Agent, London", The 1977 Register, pp. 43-54
(basic census of I869-issue cove rs handled by Stevens).
Fenn, Geo rge Manv ille : Memoir of Benjamin Franklin Stevens, The Chiswick Press, London , 1903
(privately published , ava ilable through Kent State University Library).
G ra ha m, Richard B.: "B.F. Stevens, United States Despatch Agent, London," Postal History Journal.
Dec. 1963, pp. 51-71 (excellent coverage and illustrates many of the straightline redirection markings);
plus "B.F. Stevens, Despatch Agent (Corrections and Additions)," PHJ June 1964, pp. 6-8.
G ra ha m, Richa rd B.: "Covers salvaged from wrecked mail ships," Linn :\.Stamp News , June 25, 1984, pg.
8 (on an S.S. Eider shipwreck cover handled by Stevens).
Graham, Richa rd B.: "B.F. Stevens: antiquarian, bookseller and U.S. Despatch Agent in London ," Linn s
Stamp Ne ws, Oct. 29, 1984, pp. 56-57 (First to list five types of Stevens ' markings with periods of use).
G urney, Frank: "Fifty Years in the Despatch Agency," The American Foreign Service Journal, July, 1935,
pp. 400-405.
Harris, Robert Dal ton and Deblois, Diane: "B.F. Stevens, Bibliographer and Despatch Agent," Stamp
Collec tor, Jan. 18, 1999, pp. 50-60 .
Haywood, Lloyd T.: "A Cover Without A Vermont Postmark But With a Vermont Background," The
Vermont Philatelist , February 1979, pg. 5.
Hendrick, Bur ton J. : The Life and Letters of Walter H. Page, Doubleday, Page & Co., 1923, Garden
City, N.V. (Appendix pp. 407-410 provides detailed description of the Pethericks, father and son, who
carried the mail pouches and did a great deal more for Stevens as Despatch Agent; son later became agent
himself) .
Konwiser, Harry M. : "United States Despatch Agent - London," The Philatelist, Vol. 9, No. 4, Jan. 1943,
pp.65-67.
Norona, Delf : " Despatch and Naval Agents (1843- 1915)," Article No. 20 in Cyclopedia ofUnited States
Postmarks and Postal History , Vol. 2, A.P.S. Handbook, Moundsville, W.Va., 1935.
Paton, Ian : "B.F. Stevens," The American Philatelist , May 1994, pp. 425-27 (in depth study of the physical
location of the despatch agency in London).
Rose, J on : "More on Benjamin Frank lin Stevens And His Despatch Markings," 1869 Times, August, 1986,
Whole Numb er 37, pp. 3-6.
Rowe, Kenne th: The Postal History and Markings of the Forwarding Agents, Leonard H. Hartmann,
Louisville , Kentucky, Thi rd Edition, 1996.
Seg nitz, Pa ul H.: "B .F. Stevens and Other United States Despatch Agents (The Herman Herst Jr.
Co llection)," Weekly Philatel ic Gossip , Vol. 36, Nos. 6 and 7, April 10 and 17, 1948.
Stafford, Peter : "Benj amin Franklin Stevens Despatch Agent Markings," Chronicle 209, pp. 56 (adding a
Type VI Stevens markin g and sub-varieties of other types).

134 Chronicle 214 / May 2007 / Vol. 59, No.2



Regarding diplomatic pouch covers handled by Stevens during the Siege of Paris see the copious research
of Ernst M. Cohn, including these references:

Coh n, Ernst M.: "Diplomatic Digression Provoked By the 1870 Paris Balloon Mail," Postal History
Journal, No. 37, May 1974, pp. 8-15.
-"The United States Diplomatic Pouch in the Siege of Paris," 46th American Philatelic Congress Book,
1976, pp.11 9-145.
- "My Favorite Cover - The American Connection," The American Philatelist, December 1976, pg. 1239.
-"Personally Entrusted Mail in the Siege of Paris," The American Philatelist, March 1977, pp. 188-194.
- " 1870 u .S. Pouch Mail - New Discoveries," The Collectors Club Philatelist, March 1977, pp. 84-88;
May 1977, pp. 158-176.
-"La valise Diplomatique Des Etats-Unis Pendant Le Siege de Paris (19 septembre 1870 - 28 janvier
1871)," Bulletin de la societe des amis du Musee Postal, No. 60, 4th Trimestre, 1978.
- "French Mail Bags of 1870," Collectors Club Philatelist , July-Aug. 1994, pp. 207-208.
- Ordinal)' Mail by Diplomatic Means During The Siege ofParis 1870-1871, Lymassol, Cyprus, James
Bendon, 1995.

HELP US GROWl
The U.S. Philatelic Classics Society has a long and distinguished past. Our
future health depends on new members. Let's all vow today to recruit at
least one new member this year.

Application forms can be found at: www.uspcs.org

The member with the highest recruiting tota l for 2007 will receive a free
copy of the next book we publish .

USPCS-Leading the way in U.S. philatelic research

Chronicle 2 14 / May 2007 / Vol. 59. No.2 135




