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“Little Colored Bits of Paper”  
Collected in the Progressive Era

Sheila A. Brennan

Three months ago he did not know
His lesson in geography;
Though he could spell and read quite well,
And cipher, too, he could not tell
The least thing in topography.

But what a change! How passing strange!
This stamp- collecting passion
Has roused his zeal, for woe or weal,
And lists of names he now can reel
off in amazing fashion. 

. . . And now he longs for more Hong Kongs, 
A rampour, a Mauritius, 
Greece, Borneo, Fernando Po,—
And how much else no one can know;
But be, kind fates, propitious.1

The merits of stamp collecting are applauded in this poem from 1885, as 
the practice of philately spread throughout the united States at a time 
when collecting objects of all kinds flourished. Although collecting art 

and antiques was an elite activity, collecting stamps was common, accessible, and 
inexpensive. Government- issued “little colored bits of paper” captured the inter-
est of thousands of people including children, middle- class women, and elite busi-
nessmen.2 Beginning in the 1870s American stamp collecting enthusiasts began 
to act in public ways typical of the progressive era by incorporating scientific 
language into their pursuit; organizing formal associations; publishing journals; 
and developing a relationship with the federal government. Stamp collectors re-
defined the meanings of federally- issued stamps by not using them for postage 
and collecting them inside their homes or by selling them on the open market. 
While the postal service promotes philately today, it was not until the World’s 
Columbian Exposition in 1892–1893 that the u.S. Post office Department ac-
knowledged and capitalized on the growing world of philatelists when it issued 
the first set of American commemorative stamps. Printing limited- issue collectible 
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stamps  generated greater interest in the postal service and 
for collecting the Department’s most popular product.3 

Nineteenth- century philatelic societies functioned in 
a world almost completely removed from the producers 
of American stamps, the u.S. Post office Department 
(uSPoD), until the World’s Columbian Exposition at Chi-
cago in 1892–93. Prior to the 1890s, the uSPoD main-
tained limited contact with stamp collectors. Postmasters 
General were busy with balancing the duties of the De-
partment with business interests of the press and big busi-
ness and with morality crusades. official uSPoD records 
from this time reveal little contact with collectors.4 

Conversely, philatelic journals did not discuss the 
uSPoD much in their pages. Philatelic societies and jour-
nals functioned independently from the federal govern-
ment. Publishing news releases regarding new issues of 
stamps was the only role the uSPoD played in print until 
the Columbian Exposition. American stamp collectors 
were more interested in stamps than the federal agency 
that produced them.

retailer John Wanamaker forever changed that rela-
tionship during his tenure as postmaster general (1889–
1893) by recognizing that collectors were consumers of 
stamps and that the government should harness their buy-
ing power and tap into their well- formed organizations. 
His administration is remembered mostly for the rural free 
delivery plan, but Wanamaker also increased the visibil-
ity of the uSPoD in the philatelic world. Known more 
as the creator of the modern department store than as a 
Washington bureaucrat, Wanamaker brought his business 
acumen and understanding of customer relations to the 
Department. Additionally, Wanamaker was heavily influ-
enced by the spectacle of the era’s great world fairs, mak-
ing it possible for him to see great potential in promoting 
the uSPoD through a carefully designed exhibit at the 
Columbian Exposition.5

From the early planning stages of the world’s fair, 
Wanamaker envisioned heightening the postal service’s 
visibility by staging an exhibit and issuing the first series 
of commemorative American stamps. Immediately after 
securing funding from Congress, the uSPoD contacted 
philatelists who soon heard from renowned dealer C.H. 
Mekeel that the uSPoD would exhibit a complete set 
of u.S. stamps with the help of the American Philatelic 
Association (APA). However, the government’s display 
highlighted more than stamps by exhibiting the uSPoD’s 
contributions in transportation and communication.6 The 
exhibit promoted good will with its patrons—the Ameri-
can people—and emphasized that the department ex-
isted for public service. Constantly seeking to balance its 

budget, the department looked to the public for continued 
financial support and the longevity of its agency.

Soon after the announcement of the exposition, the 
uSPoD sought assistance from philatelists to create an ex-
hibit of American and international stamps. Interestingly 
in 1891, the APA created a committee to develop its own 
exhibit at the world’s fair. unable to obtain space in a pri-
vate building, committee members contacted the Third As-
sistant Postmaster General, A. D. Hazen, asking for help. 
Hazen obliged their request and offered gallery space in 
the government building overlooking the uSPoD exhibit. 
Hazen envisioned that collectors from across the country 
would contribute stamps through the management of the 
APA. Capitalizing on its national network of state phila-
telic societies, the APA asked for stamp and monetary do-
nations “to make this exhibit as complete as possible.” 
Encouraging wide participation among its members, the 
APA emphasized the great “impetus this exhibition will 
give stamp collecting!”7 

Identifying themselves as stamp experts and enthusi-
asts, philatelists reflected many of the main devices of the 
progressive spirit sweeping across America. Though not 
seeking to solve social ills, these middle- class and elite col-
lectors brought respectability to their leisure activity by 
mimicking new professional organizations. They accom-
plished this through constructing the study of stamps as 
a scientific pursuit, establishing their own professional as-
sociations, and publishing journals. 

In the late nineteenth century many Americans searched 
for order when government and big business expanded, 
and national institutions consumed local organizations. 
robert Wiebe’s influential work, The Search for Order, 
details the breakdown of local autonomy in small “island 
communities” beginning in the 1870s as hierarchical needs 
of industrial life took hold in the united States With the 
increased presence of money, workers of all classes pro-
duced less inside their homes and began to rely more on 
stores for consumer goods from necessities to fine goods. 
Doctors, lawyers, social workers, economists, and psy-
chologists became professional experts who informed the 
expanding government and the public how to solve social 
problems in an increasingly urban and industrial America. 
Professionalization emphasized scientific methods for fix-
ing problems, and those professionals formed associations 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.8

Philatelists also participated in a professionalization 
process that began by promoting scientific aspects of their 
hobby. In a popular 1886 book, The Study of Philately, 
Arthur Palethorpe proclaimed that “philately now ranks 
as a science” as he attempted to distinguish the practice 
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as something different from a mere childhood folly. The 
American Journal of Philately resumed publication in 
1888 and its editors wrote about how their readers en-
joyed debating “in the field of our sciences,” while the 
subtitle of the Northwestern Philatelist noted it was “a 
monthly magazine devoted to the sciences of philately.” 
other publications reinforced a connection with a scien-
tific method by writing articles about how to properly 
classify a stamp collection.9 This science- laden language 
offered philatelists an opportunity to become experts in 
the small bits of paper they collected, traded, or bought.

Stamp collectors organized societies to promote phi-
lately as a respectable activity. Following the British lead, 
the American Philatelic Association (APA) formed in 1886 
to promote stamp collecting in the united States. The 
founders encouraged local groups to form wherever “six 
philatelists can be brought together.” As a national soci-
ety, the APA connected smaller groups meeting across the 
country in the pursuit of philatelic knowledge.10

Stamp collecting societies were early examples of 
American middle- class and elite hobby clubs. Many indi-
viduals collected various objects inside their homes, but 
others wanted to connect with like- minded collectors and 
founded clubs in the late nineteenth century. For instance, 
the Grolier Club, formed in 1884 in New york City, com-
prised wealthy male book collectors who also dabbled in 
poster collecting. Coin collectors started the American 
Numismatic Association in 1891 and the Collectors Club 
promoted philately among the elite and middle class be-
ginning in 1896. Many others collected without clubs at 
this time such as women and children who collected trade 
cards in scrapbooks kept inside the home, as Ellen Gruber 
Garvey demonstrates.11 

Those interested in stamp collecting who did not want 
to join a club could connect to the emerging philatelic 
community by participating in the flourishing print cul-
ture that emerged in the late nineteenth century. The first 
serial, Stamp Collector’s Record, was issued in Albany, 
New york, by S. A. Taylor in December 1864, and the 
numbers grew exponentially from there so that between 
1864 and 1906 over 900 stamp papers were published in 
the united States alone. Even though many journals were 
short- lived, they demonstrate that stamp collecting indeed 
was a national pastime.12

So prolific were philatelic publications that by 1892 
they became the subject of separate articles in the Penn-
sylvania Philatelist. Harry Franklin Kantner declared that 
the “philatelic writer” was “one of the most potent factors 
in the Philatelic field” fighting for the progression of the 
hobby. The following year Kantner noted his excitement 

when reading his first small stamp journal but regretted 
that there were too many publications available and that 
“the ‘stamp fever’ became the ‘publishing fever’.” His ar-
ticle actively discouraged “all ambitious young men” from 
starting new papers.13 

While philatelic associations openly encouraged all 
to collect stamps, Kantner’s comments suggest that lines 
were beginning to be drawn within the philatelic commu-
nity. Applying a hierarchical framework to stamp papers 
and journalists is reminiscent of the post- Civil War ten-
dency to distinguish between high and lowbrow activities. 
Quite aware of philatelists’ place within the greater con-
text of American culture, Kantner commented that it was 
“not only a progressive age in general affairs but also in 
philatelic matters.”14 

Federal promotion of stamp collecting at the Chicago 
world’s fair thrilled this growing philatelic community be-
cause they believed the fair brought recognition for their 
pursuit and their associations. Furthermore, philately ex-
tended beyond stamp and postal exhibits to the physical 
presence of stamp collectors who gathered in Chicago for 
their convention. Just as the American Historical Asso-
ciation held their annual meeting in Chicago, so did the 
American Philatelic Association. In anticipation of their 
meeting, the editor of American Philatelist grew excited 
because “the eyes of the entire civilized world” “turned to-
wards Chicago” for the Exposition where their associates 
met.15 Believing in the power of this mass cultural gather-
ing, private collectors and the federal government together 
promoted philately in very public ways for the first time. 

To further this relationship, Postmaster General Wana-
maker proposed designing and issuing special stamps to 
appeal to collectors in and outside of the u.S. Wanamaker 
recognized the stamp collecting “mania” and wanted the 
uSPoD to capitalize on philatelists’ desire to acquire new 
stamps and perhaps attract new collectors amazed by a 
beautifully- designed set of sixteen stamps depicting the 
story of Columbus and his journey. Estimating that mil-
lions of collectors, from the “school boy and girl to the 
monarch and the millionaire,” kept stamps in collections 
“never (to) be drawn upon to pay postage,” Wanamaker 
saw great potential for profit. The Columbians’ limited 
issue, combined with a larger size and beautiful design, 
would attract international dealers and collectors (Fig-
ure 1). He also envisioned these stamps stimulating cor-
respondence, private and commercial, because affixing a 
Columbian stamp brought more attention to what was 
inside that piece of mail. Not just for collecting, Colum-
bians held value and represented pre- paid postage but did 
not replace the contemporary issue of stamps from that 



1 8   •   S M I T H S o N I A N  C o N T r I B u T I o N S  T o  H I S T o ry  A N D  T E C H N o L o G y

year. “Though not designed primarily for that object,” the 
profit- making potential of these commemoratives was “of 
highest importance to the public service,” Wanamaker em-
phasized. He estimated that these stamps would bring in 
revenues to the federal government of 2.5 million dollars.16

releasing the Columbians turned a spotlight towards 
collectors in the popular press. Writing one month after 
their issue, the New York Times featured an article on phi-
lately claiming that the new stamps gave “extra temporary 
impetus to the regular trade in stamps which has grown to 
proportions entirely amazing to persons not informed of 
its extent and diffusion.” This journalist also recognized 
the profit- making potential of the Columbians that proved 
“a lucky speculation on the part of the Government.” 
They brought “clean profit,” because the stamps would 
“be locked up in albums and never put upon letters for the 
Government to carry.” E.S. Martin wrote in his Harper’s 
Weekly column how the success of the Columbian stamps 
“called attention to the very lively status of the stamp- 
collecting mania.” So lively, that he noticed the presence 
of stamps in many homes was as prevalent as soap.17

Despite such praises, some criticism surrounded the 
release of the Columbians. Senator Edwin oliver Wolcott 
(r- Co), for example, called for a joint congressional reso-
lution to discontinue the Columbian stamps, exclaiming 
that he did not want a “cruel and unusual stamp” un-
loaded on collectors. Wolcott criticized fellow republi-
can Wanamaker for acting in a mercantilistic manner by 
profiting from philatelists.18 Correct about Wanamaker’s 

retailing instinct, Wolcott’s assumptions were slightly 
flawed because Wanamaker would not profit personally—
only the government reaped those monetary benefits. If 
fiscally successful, the uSPoD would require less in ap-
propriations from Congress. 

In response to these criticisms, Wanamaker shot back 
a letter defending his actions. Asserting his domain over 
postage regulations, he found the special stamps in line 
with other financial investments contributed by the federal 
government for mounting the Columbian Exposition. This 
included “the issue of five million silver souvenir coins,” 
the Treasury Department’s production of a collectible 
related to the fair. He emphasized the Post office’s abil-
ity to educate “the people with the story of Columbus.” 
Wanamaker recognized that through stamps, the uSPoD 
“more than any other branch of the Government, comes 
into familiar contact with all of the people.” Citing the 
popularity of the stamps, Wanamaker referred to a promi-
nent officer in the American Philatelic Society who com-
mended the issuing of the stamp. Moreover, he received 
letters from private citizens “warmly approving the new 
stamps.” The Senate was unsuccessful in removing the 
commemoratives from circulation. 

Wanamaker’s successor, Wilson S. Bissel however, 
found that the previous administration optimistically pre-
dicted stamp sales. According to Bissel, the rate of pur-
chase for the commemoratives fell by mid- 1893, and he 
renegotiated the original order for three billion Colum-
bian stamps down to two because he felt the collectors’ 
purchasing power was not as great as Wanamaker pre-
dicted.19 Prior to his departure, Wanamaker defended 
himself and the Department, referencing a public- private 
relationship between the Post office and the American 
people that justified the grand issuing of the Columbians. 

After the public success of the uSPoD’s first com-
memoratives, the government continued to experiment 
with special- issue stamps celebrating other occasions. 
World’s fairs and historic anniversaries appeared on these 
stamps, such as the Trans- Mississippi and International 
Exposition (1898), Pan- American Exposition (1901), 
and the anniversaries of the Louisiana Purchase Exposi-
tion (1904) and of Jamestown Exposition (1907). After 
projected revenues from the Columbians fell short of 
Wanamaker’s 2.5 million dollar estimate, postal officials 
commissioned more conservative numbers of commemo-
ratives and shortened the period of availability from a year 
to a few months. Though not attracting nearly as much 
publicity, these stamps were successful and collected.20 

Some philatelists felt uncomfortable with the new role 
the government played in the stamp market. outrage and 

Figure 1. Landing of Columbus, 2- cent, 1892–1893, Cour-
tesy Smithsonian National Postal Museum. (TMS object No. 
1980.2493.1609).
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protest came from the editors of the American Journal of 
Philately (AJP) in 1898, who tried stopping the issue of the 
Trans- Mississippi Exposition commemorative stamp and 
encouraged other collectors to join them in a letter- writing 
campaign complaining to the uSPoD. Proclaiming that the 
Columbians “should not be considered a precedent for future 
issues,” the editors lamented that philatelists would endure 
“a sad blow to (their) hobby if the government of the united 
States should lend itself to so reprehensible a scheme.” Even 
“The Busy World” columnist at Harper’s Weekly agreed 
with the AJP but saw the uSPoD’s role as “going outside 
its legitimate business in advertising even an enterprise of 
national moment.” In contrast, the Virginian Philatelist en-
dorsed the new stamp and revealed that they received only 
one negative response from a collector. The editor knew 
that despite the protest of others, “the stamps will be issued 
nevertheless.”21 Philatelists experienced some growing pains 
as the uSPoD—which prior to Chicago played a minimal 
role in stamp collecting—now actively influenced the stamp 
market by issuing special commemorative stamps.

Into the twentieth century, stamp collecting grew in 
popularity, as did support from the uSPoD. The postal 
service officially supported collecting when it created the 
united States Philatelic Agency in 1921 to serve Ameri-
can and international collectors exclusively. Currently, 
the u.S. Postal Service takes an active role in encouraging 
philately and works to accommodate philatelists even as 
stamp collecting is on the wane. 

The Columbian Exposition forever linked the postal 
service with stamp collectors after years of traveling on 
separate paths. The uSPoD recognized the public pres-
ence of philatelists and spoke to them through promoting 
philately and issuing a decorative series of commemora-
tive stamps. Philatelists participated in the world’s fair and 
perpetuated a dialog that they had begun decades earlier 
through buying, trading, and collecting stamps. Because 
philatelists professionalized by forming associations and 
publishing journals, Postmaster General Wanamaker rec-
ognized their presence and understood that the govern-
ment needed those private organizations to promote good 
will and help to maintain the fiscal health of the uS Post 
office Department. 
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