
    
 
 
 
 

 

     

 

 

Taxpaid revenues and Special Tax Stamps  

Greg Alexander  

  
[Ed. Note.  All images accompanying this article are presented at the end of the text.  Alternatively, 
the reader may click on the óFigureô reference in the text to bring up the associated image.]    
 

Hereôs a philatelic pop quiz: In what category will you find the largest U.S. stamps?  

 

If you guessed revenues, you would be correct.  Now, name the sub-category.  Proprietaries?  

No.  Beer stamps?  Getting warmer.  Tobacco strips?  Close, but no cigar. 

 

The largest stamps ever produced, 

if you include coupons and stub, 

measure up to 14.5 x 7 inches 

[Figure 1] and you won't find 

them listed in the Scott 

Specialized.  They're called 

Special Tax Stamps and along 

with their somewhat smaller 

cousins, taxpaid revenues [only 

about 5 x 3 inches, sans stub], 

their appearance has a lot more in 

common with bonds and currency 

than with postage. 

 

Beginning in 1862, to help fund the cost of Civil War and later Reconstruction, Congress 

authorized excise taxes on a host of products.  Then, as now, some of the easiest to tax were 

those deemed ñsinfulò ð tobacco and alcohol.  These included cigars, snuff, beer, and 

distilled spirits.  Later the taxes were extended to include individuals and businesses that 

created and sold these products: brewers, 

exporters, warehousers, manufacturers and 

retailers.  These taxes were essentially 

annual permits or licenses. 

 

In 1868, the federal government began 

issuing "stamps" to document payment of 

these taxes. Excise stamps are known as 

ñtaxpaidsò and occupational licenses are 
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ñSpecial Tax Stamps,ò first issued in 1873.  Many of these early stamps bear a distinct 

resemblance to the bank notes of the time, both in size and format.  To thwart counterfeiting 

they included ornate intaglio engraved vignettes and frames [Figure 2], security threads 

embedded in the paper, watermarks and serial numbers.  Like currency, these were first 

printed under contract by the banknote companies, then by the Bureau of Engraving and 

Printing as it increased its production capacity.  On several early stamps, you can see this 

transition in imprints that include both Continental Bank Note Co and the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing [Figure 3].  The engraving work on many of these stamps is quite 

exquisite. 

 

Used versions of these stamps are rare, due to the fact that they were often glued to casks or 

crates and cancelled in ways that seriously reduced their visual appeal [Figure 4].  Special 

Tax Stamps, sometimes paid on a pro-rated basis, were cut from a tax collector's book with 

coupons for the number of months left in the year.  Once they expired at year end, the stamps 

were usually discarded. 

 

Collectors in this little known specialty area owe a huge debt to a pair of entrepreneurs who 

salvaged a vast amount of remnant material destined to be destroyed: Edward B. Sterling 

[Figure 5] and Hiram E. Deats [Figure 6]. The pair were probably the two foremost U.S. 

revenue experts of the 19th century. 

 

As Sterling explained in an 1890 story in Press and Angels American, a weekly paper 

published in Trenton, New Jersey, obsolete tax stamps had piled up to such an extent that the 

U.S. Department of the Treasury was running out of room to store them.  Stacks of stamps in 

bound books returned by tax collectors occupied every corridor on the 4th floor of the 

Treasury Building, along with nine rooms and the basement of the Winder Building, then 

used by Treasuryðsome 4,000 cubic feet.  

 

An act of Congress authorized the sale of this surplus material and Deats and Sterling were 

the successful bidders on the entire accumulation.  They received seven train boxcars full of 

paper weighing more than 200 tons.  "We bought them chiefly as historical records," said 

Sterling.  "We now have the stubs of every revenue stamp issued in the United States from 

No. 1 in 1863 to many thousands in 1885."  They eventually identified more than 500 

varieties of stamps, some valued at up to $4,000. 

 

The Department of the Treasury eventually realized that much of the surplus material 

contained unused revenue stamps and demanded this material be returned.  Deats and 

Sterling complied, and most of it was subsequently destroyed.  But not everything. 

 

A small percentage, but still a very large number of stamps, was held back, nearly all 

examples that were punch cancelled.  Sometimes these were partially filled out in advance by 

the tax collector [Figure 7]. These are considered "remainders" and though they are less 

valued than genuinely "used" stamps, I consider them better showpieces of the engraver's art. 

In some cases remainders are the only surviving examples of these stamps. 
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Over many years, Deats and Sterling sold off their material to collectors and other dealers. 

For the 1891 Great Inter-State Fair in Trenton, they printed advertisements on the backs of 

Distillery Warehouse Stamps [Figures 8 and 9] and gave away 50,000 as samples ð offering 

a clue to how much they actually had in stock. 

 

From 1873 to 1885, Special Tax Stamps featured three central vignettes: the Capitol, 

Mercury next to a still, and a woman seated beside tobacco products [Figure 10].  The paper 

color changed each year and the spectrum ran from bright yellow to deep purple.  These 

continued to be issued into the 1970s and though the stamps themselves became less artistic 

and more utilitarian, Congress grew more creative, requiring taxable licenses of everyone 

from sugar producers to proprietors of bowling alleys [Figure 11].  Taxpaid stamps were also 

expanded to cover opium and narcotics to renovated butter and grape brandy [Figure 12].  

 

Though it's a narrow niche market with few dealers, taxpaids and Special Tax Stamps have a 

loyal collector following.  Items from the Deats and Sterling hold-back still sell regularly on 

eBay, going for a few dollars for common types to hundreds for the more obscure varieties.  

Next time you visit Northwest Philatelic Library, browse the Springer catalogs on the 

Revenue shelves.  You might be amazed to read about some of the biggest stamps you never 

heard of. 

 

 

IMAGES 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  1875 Special Tax Stamp  for a retail liquor dealer [remainder] ð 14¼ x 7¼ inches.   
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Figure 2.  1878 series taxpaid stamp for tobacco or snuff exportation [remainder] - 5½ x 3  inches.  

 

Figure 3.  Close-up of 1872 Rectified Spirits taxpaid showing imprints of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing ( top) and 
Continental Bank Note Co. ( bottom ). 
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Figure 4.  Series 1878 Rectified Spirits taxpaid for 45 gallons ð typical used condition.  

Figure 6.  Hiram Deats ( left ) in a stiffly posed photo from 

Mekeelõs Weekly Stamp News (1892).  

 

 
Figure 5.  Portrait of Edward B. Sterling, 

circa 1899.  
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Figure 7.  Series 1869 Distilled Spirits  taxpaid for 40 
gallons.  This remainder was filled out in advance by the tax 

collector, but never issued - 4½ x 8½ inches with stub.  
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Figure 9.  Back of the advertising circular in Figure 8.    

 

 

Figure 8.  Front of a series 1878 Distillery Warehouse taxpaid that Deats & Sterling used as an 
advertising circular.  
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Figure 10.  Central vignettes for 1873 -1885 Special Tax 
Stamps.  Mercury (Figure 1) was used on liquor -related 

stamps, the Capitol for brewing and malt liquors, and the 

woman for tobacco.  

 

Figure 11.  Later -issue Special Tax Stamps were not engraved and 
lacked vignettes, all following this same basic design - 6½ x 3½ 

inches.  

 



Book Reports May-June 2011     Page  9 
 
 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Richard Friedberg, Introduction to United States Revenue Stamps, Linnôs, 1994. 

 

Terence Hines, Special Tax Stamps of the United States, American Revenue Society, 1976. 

 

Sherwood Springer, Springer's Handbook of North American Cinderella Stamps, Including 

Taxpaid Revenues, 10
th
 ed., Author, 1985. 

 

H.B. Sterling, Price Catalog of the Revenue Stamps of the United States, 5
th
 ed., Author, 

1888. 

 

George Toppan, Hiram E. Deats & Alexander Holland, An Historical Reference List of the 

Revenue Stamps of the United States, Boston Philatelic Society, 1899. 

 
     
In addition to collecting pre -WWII worldwide stamps and revenues since the 1970s, Greg 

Alexander  studies and collects banknote engravings on paper money, stocks and bonds, 

souvenir cards and USPS commemorative panels.  Greg is a member of the NPL Executive  

Board.  

ÅÅÅ 

 

Figure 12 .  Proof of Series 1902 Renovated Butter taxpaid.  Renovating was a way to reprocess rancid butter by means of 
melting to make it fit for human consumption.  
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WARDWAY STATION, NORTHWEST PORTLAND  

Charles Neyhart  
 

Eddie Kane, a 38-year veteran of the Portland Post Office, happened to comment one day 

that there once was a local post office located in the Montgomery Ward building at 2741 NW 

Vaughn.  This piqued my interest: Why would the Northwest Portland districtôs only 

classified station be located in the warehousing premises of a major national retailer?  As my 

inquiry unfolded, based on discussions with current and retired postal personnel and others 

and studying Richard Helbockôs Portland Area Postal History [1983] and other written 

records [however meager], I found out more than originally anticipated.  These findings may 

represent a unique situation regarding Portland postal operations. 

 

 

MONTGOMER Y WARD & Co., PORTAND  

 

The Montgomery Ward building opened January 1, 1921 as the northwest regional catalog 

distribution center for the Company, headquartered in Chicago.  The nine-story 750,000 

square foot structure was built in an L shape with a final wing added in the 1930s to create its 

U-shaped configuration.
1
  The building, with a large illuminated sign at its top, remains a 

Portland landmark.  The site of the building was just inside the entryway to the former 1905 

Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition grounds.    Five other similar catalog distribution 

centers were built by Montgomery Ward from 1920 to 1929.
2
  Later, as Montgomery Ward 

established main street retail stores, the Portland facility was charged with distributing 

merchandise to its regional retail stores.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ōȅ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ мфуп ŀƴŘΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǳǎŜΣ ƴŀƳŜŘ άaƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅ 
tŀǊƪΦέ 
2
 Four of these remain although all have been adapted for reuse: Baltimore, Fort Worth, Kansas City, and 

Portland.  The Oakland and St. Paul buildings were demolished in 2003 and 1996, respectively.  

 

Figure 1.  A 1919 Oliver Jeffery  aerial photograph of t he Montgomery Ward building under construction  
looking to the southwest .  Two structures that played a role at  the 1905 Lewis and Clark Exposition can 

be seen : Forestry Building  [upper right] and the Oregon Building [lower center].  
(Courtesy of Mike Ryerson)  
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Montgomery Wardôs business model was characteristically and increasingly out of step with 

that of the industry leader, Sears.  The Company failed to respond to the move of the middle 

class to the suburbs in the 1950s and its retail store operations grew stagnant.  Mail order 

business lagged significantly beginning in the 1960s.  In 1968, the cumulative loss of market 

share led to a merger with Container Corporation of America; the merged company was then 

acquired by Mobil Oil Company in 1976.  The Portland distribution center closed December 

31, 1982 and a bargain retail store closed in 1985.  

 

 

STATION E TO WARDWAY  

 

A postal ñstationò has historically been used to denote a postal unit within the corporate 

limits of the parent post office.
3
  Station E was organized December 1, 1906 at 326 Flanders 

Street to serve Northwest Portland.  This was a storefront location between Sixth N and 

Seventh N [now Broadway] Streets on a block dominated by a hotel.
4
  Station E was moved 

to125 Fifth N in 1910, then to 289 Glisan Street in 1912, before it was relocated to 2741 

Vaughn at the Montgomery Ward building, in early 1921.  On todayôs maps, these pre-

Montgomery Ward addresses for Station E are: 612 NW Flanders, 509 NW Fifth Avenue, 

and 489 NW Glisan, respectively; all in todayôs Pearl District.   

 

Station E is not listed separately as a sub-station in the U.S. Official Postal Guide for 1919 

and 1920.  This might have been an oversight, but is more likely a result of the 1917 move of 

the main post office from Pioneer Post Office downtown to the new Federal Post Office at 

511 Broadway N, close to Union Station and the rail yards, and one block from the then 

location of Station E.  Perhaps Station E was effectively operated within the new main post 

office.  

                                            
3
 Helbock, p. 34. 

4
 Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps, 1906-08. 

 

Figure 2.  Montgomery Ward building under construction, c. 1920, looking west.  Note the remains of the 

former Oregon State Building to the right prior to its demolition.  The work in the foreground is for the 
American Can Company building [now occupied by ESCO].     

(Oregon Historical Society  Neg OrHi 105077 ) 
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The Montgomery Ward location probably made sense to the Portland Post Office on several 

counts.  First was the stability of the location and reduced costs through a long-term lease for 

space in a modern building.  Second, the site was an improved central location in the 

Northwest District, reflecting increased residential development in the area and potential 

expansion of the industrial area north of Vaughn Street [Guildôs Lake, the site of the Lewis 

and Clark Exposition, had been filled in].  Third, the site offered convenient access for local 

postal patrons and direct routing for effecting bulk transfers with the main post office.   

 

Station E was provided with the standard steel duplex hand cancel and machine cancelling 

devices for use on first-class mail.  The Station also received marking devices for registered 

mail and money orders, both of which denoted point of origin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Station E duplex steel hand cancel.  (Helbock p. 36)    

 

 

Figure 4.  Early ( 1910) Station E International Postal Supply Co. machine cancel.  
(Authorõs Collection) 
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The 1910 Station E machine cancel on the cover shown in Figure 4 is an International [Postal 

Supply Company] device: the dial is type 5; the killer is type 6.  The ñ1ò in the canceller 

identifies a particular machine at the Station.  This cancel also contained a field into which 

one of several slugs could be inserted to describe the type of mail being cancelled.  These 

alpha designators are:
5
 

 

ñCò ï mail collected in City mail boxes   

ñDò ï deposited or drop mail at the Station  

ñRò ï mail received from another post office  

ñTò ï mail in transit through the Station  

 

Originally, the ñRò and ñTò designators were to be used as receiving backstamps, but 

evolved to a more casual use as an outgoing mail cancel.  The system was operationally 

cumbersome, particularly in offices with only a minimum number of machines.  Within only 

a short time, the system had been effectively vacated and post offices no longer used it to 

record the various sources of mail or to check the work of a particular machine canceler.  A 

cover with an ñRò designator used as an outgoing mail cancel is shown in Figure 6; a similar 

cover with the ñTò designator is shown in Figure 7. 

   

In 1917, the International Postal Supply Co. machine devices were replaced by machine 

canceling devices supplied by the Universal Stamping Machine Co. [Figure 5].  These 

devices did not include the alpha designators - the killer was composed only of 6 wavy lines. 

 

                                            
5
 DΦ!Φ /ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊΣ άtƻǎǘƳŀǊƪǎΣέ aŜƪŜŜƭΩǎ ²ŜŜƪƭȅ {ǘŀƳǇ bŜǿǎ [July, 1914]. 

 

Figure 5.  Later (1919) Station E Universal Stamping Machine Co. machine cancel.  
(Collection of Larry Maddux)  
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Figure 5.  1909 Station E International machine c ancel with the òTó designator . 
(Collection  of Len Lukens)   

Figure 7.  1910 Station E International machine c ancel with the òTó designator  used as a cancel.  
(Collection  of Len Lukens)  

 

Figure 6.  1909 Station E International machine c ancel with the òRó designator  used as a cancel.  
(Collection  of Larry Maddux)  

 


