
Mysterious 21 CENTS hand stamp by Julian H Jones 

During 2014 two transatlantic covers came to the author’s attention bearing what appears 
to be a British 21 CENTS circular mark not found in the British proof books. The first 
example is illustrated below. The data and analysis provided is drawn from personal 
correspondence between the author and Richard F Winter and Colin Tabeart and is 
reproduced here with their kind permission.  

Cover sent from Wednesbury, England, to Dawson, IL, postmarked 27th June 1864. It 
bears a red 21 CENTS circular mark (appx. 20 mm diameter) and a red 
CHICAGO.AM.PKT 24 PAID exchange office mark.  

The reverse showing a London Foreign Branch quartered circle mark 28 6 6 4 / L and a 
LONDON transit mark JU 28 64. Digitally cropped.

The cover was carried to the USA under the terms of the Anglo-American postal treaty 
which came into effect 15th February 1849 and remained in force until end December 
1867. The treaty specified the offices of postal exchange and the method for accounting 
between countries depending on whether the letter was paid or unpaid and whether the 
letter was carried by American or British packet ship. Credits or debits were to be shown 
by means of red or black ink on individual postal items as well as being summarised on the 
accompanying letter-bill. Both countries’ post offices soon equipped their exchange offices 
with hand stamps of suitable value. The accounting was shown in (US) cents regardless of 
country of origin the letter.  



The cover was correctly paid the 1 shilling single rate under the Treaty and carried in a 
closed bag from Great Britain across the North Atlantic by an American packet and 
delivered to the Chicago exchange office. In such a case the British exchange office would 
have marked the cover with a red 21 cents accountancy mark to credit the US Post Office 
for 16 cents ocean postage and 5c domestic postage.  

The usual British accountancy marks have a characteristic ‘rocker’ shape and typical 
examples of this usage are shown below. 

1855 letter from Liverpool to New York bearing a small 21 CENTS credit mark of 
Liverpool. It was carried by Collins line’s ‘Pacific’ departing Liverpool 11th August 1855, 
arriving New York 22nd August where the New York PAID mark was applied.  

1862 letter from London to Boston bearing a small 21 CENTS credit mark of London 
and carried by Allan line’s ‘Jura’ departing Liverpool 1st Jan 1863, arriving Portland, Me, 
13th January 1863. The closed bag was opened at Boston. 



The British marks are well documented in Robertson Revisitedi and the possible mail ship 
departures in North American Sailings 1840-75ii. To date, no one has reported that this 
circular 21 CENTS marking was documented in the proof impression books, which would 
qualify it as an English marking. Recent correspondence with experts of Chicago marks 
confirms that it is not associated with that exchange office.  

The cover illustrated was initially sent to London, possibly for despatch via Southampton, 
but was rerouted for Liverpool, as evidenced by the quadrant ‘L’ mark. There are two 
possible sailings to carry the cover to the US. The Inman line’s "Etna" departed Liverpool 
on 29th June, and Queenstown, Ireland, on 30th June to arrive New York 12th July 1864. A 
further possibility, illustrating the frequency of available packets, is the Allan line’s 
"Peruvian" which departed Liverpool 1st July, Londonderry 2nd July to arrive at Quebec on 
12th July. Common post office practice was to send mail from London for the USA via the 
Irish ports of Queenstown or Londonderry to catch the steamer from Liverpool before it 
finally left the British Isles. In that case the letter would have been sent from London to 
Ireland on the Holyhead to Kingstown packet and on to either the port of Queenstown or 
Londonderry by train to connect with the ship from Liverpool. En route the letter would be 
sorted into a bag marked for Chicago. The closed bag containing the letter would be 
forwarded unopened from New York or Quebec to Chicago by train. Both the Allan Line 
and Inman Line sailings were considered to be ‘American Packets’ for Treaty accounting 
purposes.  

Dick Winter has extensive knowledge of transatlantic mails and prior to the 2014 find had 
noted six other instances of the mysterious mark on covers from Britain to the USA. He 
has provided a summary of the seven covers in tabular format; the subject cover is no. 3 in 
the list. 

Mysterious red circle 21 CENTS hand stamp

No. Date From To Ship Line Comments

1 6 Jun 1864 Falmouth, 
England 

Scales Mound, 
Illinois 

North 
American 

Allan London quartered circle 
date stamp on reverse 
with "L"; could have been 
carried by NGL "Hansa" 
from Southampton but 
would not have "L" 
quartered circle date 
stamp if sent to 
Southampton 

2 10 Jun 
1864 

St. Austell, 
England 

Vineland, New 
Jersey 

City of 
London 

Inman London quartered circle 
date stamp on reverse 
with "L" 

3 27 Jun
1864 

Wednesbury, 
England 

Dawson, Illinois Etna Inman London quartered circle 
date stamp on reverse 
with "L"; could have been 
carried by Allan "Peruvian" 
from Liverpool 1 Jul 1864 



4 29 Jun 
1864 

Liverpool, 
England 

New York Etna Inman endorsed for "Etna" and 
posted at Liverpool with 
the P.L.O. date stamp 

5 24 Nov 
1864 

Hawick, Scotland Morley, New 
York 

St. David Allan

6 16 Mar 
1865 

Bilston, England Bath, Maine Damascus Allan BOSTON AM PKT 24 PAID 
date stamp 

7 16 Mar 
1865 

Bilston, England Portland, Maine Damascus Allan PORTLAND PAID date
stamp;  on same voyage as 
item no. 6 

8 16 Mar 
1865 

Bilston, England Bath, Maine Damascus Allan PORTLAND PAID date 
stamp; same voyage as 
item no 6; Bath Me 
backstamp but differently 
positioned  ADVERTISED 
markings from 6 

9 16 Mar
1865 

Bilston, England Poughkeepsie, 
NY 

Damascus Allan PORTLAND PAID date 
stamp; same voyage as in 
6; POUGHKEEPSIE N.Y. 
back stamp; ADVERTISED 

Subsequently, in the autumn of 2014, a second similar cover entered the author’s 
collection and a further one was noted by another collector in the UK. These are added as 
9 and 8 respectively to the table. The table immediately shows some similarities: the dates 
span only a short period, June 1864 through March 1865; only two shipping lines are 
concerned; three covers are routed via the London Foreign Branch.  

Dick makes a particular observation concerning the covers from Bilston addressed to Bath, 
Me., posted on the same day and presumably on the same voyage. One shows a Portland 
date stamp, which would be expected since it was carried on an Allan Line steamer to 
Portland. The other cover has a Boston exchange office date stamp. There is no obvious 
reason why they were in different mail bags, one sent to Boston (6) and the other opened 
at Portland (8).  

With two shipping lines involved it is unlikely that the mysterious mark was applied by an 
on-board mail agent or purser. Colin Tabeart notes there are two possible places through 
which all of the letters in the table passed. One is clearly Liverpool; the other is 
Dublin/Kingstown, where the mails from London were landed for onward rail transport to 
catch the steamers leaving either Londonderry or Queenstown. As stated earlier the 
marking is not known to be recorded in the proof impressions books, and as it is believed 
all the Irish records were destroyed by fire, Dublin may be a possible origin of the 
accounting mark.  

According to Kiddiii, the operation of the Holyhead to Kingstown packet ships carrying 
mails between the British mainland and Ireland was under the authority of the Dublin post 
office, as were the mail trains from Kingstown via Dublin to either Queenstown or 
Londonderry. The Irish packet service took delivery of new ships in 1860, with on-board 
sorting facilities. Kidd notes the accelerated service of 1860 together with the sorting of the 
mails in transit ensured that letters posted in many parts of the UK were included in the 
following day's first delivery in Dublin. The staffing of the sea post office was carried out 



from Dublin and throughout its career of more than 60 years the office was administered 
as a floating branch of the Dublin Post Office. In the early years of the service, until about 
1868, the work was not confined to sorting mails for the city of Dublin. In reviewing the 
hand stamps used by on-board sorters between 1860 and 1867, Kidd records but does not 
illustrate three letters sent from Stoke-on-Trent to Philadelphia by American Packets 
bearing duty numbers 4, 8 or 12 of the type IIIb H&K PACT mark. Dick confirms that none 
of the covers in the list are known to bear such a mark (but what of covers 6 and 7 for 
which he does not have images of the reverse?)  

While Dublin may be the answer, there is no extant conclusive evidence for that. Why was 
the usual 21/CENTS rocker-type accountancy marking not applied at Liverpool? Were 
these loose, un-bagged, letters that somehow did not get Liverpool handling? This might 
explain why two covers from Bilston on same voyage were handled differently but does not 
account for number 4 with the Liverpool PLO backstamp, unless the PLO simply forgot to 
add the accountancy marking! Were the re-routings from London made in haste to catch 
the earliest possible sailing?   

If anyone has transatlantic covers bearing the mysterious 21 CENTS circular mark in their 
collection then the author would very much like to receive images of both sides. If there is 
good evidence of Irish origins for this mark we would love to see it.  

i Tabeart, C: Robertson Revisited, James Bendon, Ltd., Limassol, 1997 
ii Hubbard, W & Winter, RF: North Atlantic Mail Sailings 1840-75, US Philatelic Classics Society, Inc 1988 
iii Kidd, C: The Irish Mail, The Author, The TPO & Seapost Society, February 1996 (2nd edition)  


