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Introduction:

When The United States of America was a young country, the
national government received most of its revenue from custom duties
and property taxes. In 1862 the Treasury Department at the request of
President Abraham Lincoln, planned a series of stamp (excise) taxes to
help support the extraordinary cost of the Civil War. On July first of that
year Congress passed the “Revenue Act of 1862.”

Schedule “C” of the Act provided that revenue stamps, or fiscal
stamps as they are sometimes called, be affixed to a variety of items
including products such as matches, perfumery’, playing cards,
cosmetics, and bottled products such as proprietary (patent) medicines
to indicate the prepayment of taxes. Revenue labels of this type are
correctly called “Private Die Propriety Revenue Stamps”

In an attempt to reduce the manufacturing costs of the stamps,
and at the urging of the peddlers of patent medicines, the government
allowed the manufacturers — at their own expense (usually between
$150 and $250) — to have dies engraved and plates made for their own
exclusive use. After having them made the manufacturer would turn the
plates over to the government, and whenever more stamps were needed
the government would print for the manufacturer with the privately made
plates.

In order to speed orders and sell the stamps in quantity, the
government offered a special discount to manufacturers providing their
own dies. For several years this “Premium” was given on purchases of
morel$500 worth of stamps. The rate changed whimsically every so
often, the range being from 5 to 10%. At its peak of 10%, a
manufacturer ordering $700 in stamps would receive $770 worth, the
premium always being paid in stamps, not cash. The effect of course,
was that by affixing these “premium” stamps to his products, the
manufacturer was actually able to sell some of his merchandize tax-free.
This was a great advantage to large manufacturers who, because of the
premium, could sometimes afford to undersell competitors.

Manufacturers of private-die stamps first began the work of
printing the stamps in the fall of 1862. The printing firm of Butler &
Carpenter, in Baltimore, Maryland was selected to the work. Production
was so great that at the request of the Commissioner of Internal
Revenue, many sheets were delivered to his office imperforate. These
then had to be hand-cut by the user, which explains why many stamps
found in collections today are of the imperforate variety.



A collector of private-die stamps can expect some of the stamps
he finds to be pre-canceled, for almost from the start these issues were
cancelled before being affixed to the taxed bottles and packages.

The first use of these stamps was in late 1862 by Dr. L. R. Herrick
(album page 8), a maker of “pills and plasters for man and condition
powders for beast.” Herrick’s stamp, like others at the beginning of
these issues, was about the size of a regular 2¢ government issued
revenue stamp. Within a short time the same imaginations that thought
up all diseases that their miraculous medicines would cure expanded the
stamps, and they became larger and of all sizes and shapes (note
especially the 4¢ J. C. Ayer’s Stamp on album page 1).

It was not uncommon for the stamps to be incorporated in the
design of the wrapper for the bottle or box (see album page 19). They
became beautiful examples of the engraver’s art, the most beautiful,
perhaps, being the Dalley’s Galvanic Horse Salve shown on album
page 6. Another item that makes them of particular interest to today’s
bottle collectors is the solemn portrait often placed on the stamp of the
“penevolent” whiskered gentleman who sold the alcohol- and/or drug-
ridden cure-all. In the case of some stamps, the portrait featured is the
only likeness extant of the proprietary medicine vendor.

[Incidentally, the stamps they bore can determine approximate
original retail prices of patent medicines. Records show that medicines
were taxed at the rate of 1¢ for each 25¢ of the retail price, or fraction
thereof above that amount.]

In Scott’s Specialized Catalogue of United States Stamps, private-
die proprietary medicine stamps of 143 different companies are found.
Some of these companies used a variety of stamps.

Even though the Revenue Act of 1862 was repealed in 1883, 21
years after it was enacted, and another short-lived one was not initiated
until 1898, the intervening years were not stamp less for manufacturers
of matches, perfumery, playing cards, and patent medicines. Having
become attached to their individual revenue stamps because they were
an excellent form of advertising, these manufacturers were reluctant to
eliminate them. As a result facsimile labels resembling the original
private-die stamps were created and used. The major difference in most
cases was the elimination of the inscription “U.S. Internal Revenue” (see
album page 23).

Other items of related interest are “proofs” and “essays.” A proof
was a sample printing from a die’ which was to be used for issued
stamps. These were usually on India Paper or card stock and were



made inspection or approval before the issue went into production. An
essay was a design or die from which stamps were never printed for
use. These too were printed on India paper or on card stock. (See
album page 27.)

Most bottle collectors have seen “Medicine” stamps but, probably
because they were so obvious, have not really noticed them. Remnants
and sometimes-complete stamps are found on bottles that still bear their
original labels. Newspaper advertisements, almanacs and trade cards
of the era often picture bottles and boxes bearing stamps.

This Introduction is from an article by Cecil Munsey that was published in Bottles & Extras
magazine (pp. 3-5) for August 1996.

“One for a Man, two for a Horse!”
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