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United States Bureau Precancels
 
United States Bureau Precancels: A Collector?s Guide to Postal History
 

united states bureau precancels represent a fascinating niche within the world
of
 
philately, blending history, functionality, and artistry. For stamp collectors, these
 
precancels o?er a unique glimpse into the postal operations of the United States,
 
especially during the early to mid-20th century. Whether you?re a seasoned philatelist or
 
just curious about postal history, understanding United States bureau precancels can
 
deepen your appreciation for these small pieces of paper that carry so much historical
 
signi?cance.
 

What Are United States Bureau Precancels?
 
At its core, a precancel is a postage stamp that has been canceled before it is a?xed to
 
mail, usually to facilitate bulk mailing. Unlike regular canceled stamps, which get
 
postmarked after they are used on individual pieces of mail, precancels are printed or
 
stamped by the postal authorities ahead of time. The United States Bureau of Engraving
 
and Printing was responsible for producing many of these precancel stamps, hence the
 
term ?bureau precancels.?
 
These precancels were primarily used by businesses and organizations that mailed large
 
volumes of letters or packages. By using precanceled stamps, mail could bypass the
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manual cancellation process at the post o?ce, speeding up handling and processing.
 

A Brief History of Bureau Precancels
 
The use of precanceled stamps in the United States dates back to the early 1900s, but it
 
was the involvement of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing starting around 1910 that
 
standardized production. The Bureau introduced a variety of precancel types with
 
distinctive designs, including bars, city names, and numbers, which helped postal clerks
 
identify the origin of the mail without needing to hand-cancel each stamp.
 
During World War I and World War II, when mass communication and mailing surged,
 
bureau precancels became even more critical in managing the postal system?s e?ciency.
 
Over time, di?erent styles and types emerged, each tied to speci?c regions, cities, or
 
industrial centers.
 

Types and Designs of United States Bureau Precancels
 
Collectors often categorize bureau precancels based on their design and the method used
 
to apply the cancellation. The variety is broad, making it an engaging area for enthusiasts
 
to specialize in.
 

Bar Types
 
One of the most recognizable styles is the ?bar? type, where parallel bars are printed
 
across the stamp, sometimes combined with a city or state name. These bars could be
 
thick or thin and varied in number. This design was practical, ensuring the stamp couldn?t
 
be reused, while also providing postal o?cials with location information.
 

City and State Precancels
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Many bureau precancels include the name of the city or state printed across the stamp.
 
This was particularly helpful for mail sorting and routing. Cities like Chicago, New York,
 
and Los Angeles have a wide range of precancel varieties, making them popular among
 
regional collectors.
 

Numbered Precancels
 
Another interesting category involves numbers replacing or accompanying city names.
 
These numbers corresponded to speci?c post o?ces or processing centers, o?ering a
 
coded system for mail handling.
 

How to Identify and Collect United States Bureau Precancels
 
Collecting bureau precancels can be both rewarding and challenging. Because they often
 
resemble regular stamps at ?rst glance, knowing how to spot and identify them is crucial.
 

Look for Overprinted Text or Bars
 
The most straightforward way to identify a bureau precancel is by spotting the
 
overprinted bars, city names, or numbers that appear on the stamp face. These markings
 
are often in black or dark ink and can vary in font style and placement.
 

Study Reference Catalogs
 
Several specialized catalogs and guides focus on precancels, such as the ?Precancel
 
Stamp Society? publications or Scott Specialized Catalogs. These resources provide
 
detailed listings, illustrations, and historical context, helping collectors authenticate and
 
value their stamps.
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Consider Condition and Rarity
 
As with all collectibles, the condition of the stamp and the clarity of the precancel a?ect
 
its value. Some bureau precancels are quite common, while others?especially those from
 
smaller towns or rare print runs?can be highly sought after.
 

Join a Community
 
The precancel collecting community is active and friendly. Joining clubs or online forums
 
dedicated to precancels can provide valuable insights, trading opportunities, and access
 
to expert knowledge.
 

The Signi?cance of United States Bureau Precancels in Postal
 

History
 
Beyond their appeal as collectibles, bureau precancels o?er a window into the operational
 
history of the U.S. Postal Service. They re?ect how the postal system adapted to
 
increasing mail volumes and evolving technologies.
 

E?ciency in Bulk Mailing
 
Before the widespread use of modern sorting machines and digital postage, precancels
 
streamlined the handling of bulk mail. Businesses could pre-purchase and a?x these
 
stamps, then drop o? large batches without waiting for individual cancellations.
 

Regional and Economic Insights
 
The variety of precancels tied to di?erent cities and states can reveal patterns of
 
economic activity and communication hubs at various points in history. For example,
 
industrial centers with heavy mailing needs often have unique precancel varieties.
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Philatelic Value and Research
 
Researchers use bureau precancels to track postal routes, printing methods, and even
 
local history. For collectors, they represent a specialized area that blends postal history
 
with graphic design and industrial process.
 

Tips for Preserving and Displaying Your Precancels
 
If you?re lucky enough to own a collection of United States bureau precancels, preserving
 
them properly is essential to maintaining their condition and value.
 

Use Acid-Free Materials: Store stamps in acid-free albums or mounts to prevent
 
1.
 
discoloration and deterioration over time.
 

Handle with Care: Always handle stamps with clean hands or use stamp tongs
to
 
2.
 
avoid oil and dirt transfer.
 

Avoid Direct Sunlight: Prolonged exposure to sunlight can fade the ink on
 
3.
 
stamps, including precancel markings.
 

Maintain Stable Humidity: Excess moisture can cause stamps to curl or stick,
so
 
4.
 
aim for a stable, moderate humidity environment.
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Display Thoughtfully: If exhibiting your collection, use UV-protective frames or
 
5.
 
cases to minimize damage.
 

Exploring the Market for Bureau Precancels
 
The market for United States bureau precancels is vibrant, with items ranging from
 
a?ordable common varieties to rare, high-value examples that attract serious collectors.
 

Where to Buy and Sell
 
You can ?nd bureau precancels through stamp dealers, auctions, philatelic shows, and
 
specialized online marketplaces. Participating in these venues can also connect you with
 
knowledgeable experts who can help identify and appraise your stamps.
 

Understanding Value Drivers
 
Key factors in?uencing the value of bureau precancels include rarity, condition, historical
 
signi?cance, and demand among collectors. Some precancels from small towns or with
 
unusual printing errors can fetch premium prices.
 

Investing in Knowledge
 
For those looking to invest in precancels, gaining deep knowledge about the di?erent
 
types, print runs, and postal history can pay dividends. Like any collectible, informed
 
decisions lead to better outcomes.
 
United States bureau precancels o?er a compelling blend of history, art, and postal utility.
 
Whether you appreciate them for their aesthetic appeal, their role in mail processing
 
history, or their collectible value, they open a window into a fascinating chapter of
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American philately. Exploring these precancels can enrich your collection and connect you
 
with a vibrant community of enthusiasts who share your passion for the stories stamps
 
tell.
 

Question
 

Answer
 
What are United States
 
bureau precancels?
 
United States bureau precancels are postage stamps that
 
have been pre-canceled with a printed or stamped mark by
 
the Bureau of Engraving and Printing or other authorized
 
entities, indicating that they have been canceled before use to
 
facilitate bulk mailing.
 
How can I identify a
 
United States bureau
 
precancel stamp?
 
A United States bureau precancel stamp typically has a
 
distinctive printed or overprinted cancellation mark, often
 
including a city or state name, and sometimes a pattern of
 
lines or bars, applied at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing
 
or authorized precanceling bureaus.
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Why were bureau
 
precancels used in the
 
United States postal
 
system?
 
Bureau precancels were used to streamline the processing of
 
large volumes of mail by businesses and organizations,
 
allowing them to purchase stamps that were already canceled,
 
thus eliminating the need for individual cancellation by postal
 
clerks and speeding up mail handling.
 
Are United States
 
bureau precancels
 
collectible and
 
valuable?
 
Yes, United States bureau precancels are collectible and can
 
be valuable depending on factors such as rarity, condition, the
 
issuing city or bureau, and speci?c varieties or errors.
 
Collectors often seek out these stamps for their unique
 
cancellation marks and historical signi?cance.
 
Where can I ?nd
 
resources or catalogs
 
to identify and learn
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more about United
 
States bureau
 
precancels?
 
Resources for identifying and learning about United States
 
bureau precancels include specialized catalogs like the
 
Higgins & Gage World Postal Stationery Catalog, the Scott
 
Specialized Catalogue of United States Stamps & Covers, and
 
organizations such as the Precancel Stamp Society which o?er
 
detailed information, reference materials, and community
 
support.
 
United States Bureau Precancels: An In-Depth Exploration of a Unique Postal Artifact
 

united states bureau precancels represent a specialized niche within philately,
 
attracting collectors, historians, and postal enthusiasts alike. These distinctive postage
 
stamps, marked with precancel impressions by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, o?er
 
a fascinating glimpse into the operational and economic facets of the United States Postal
 
Service during the early to mid-20th century. Understanding the origin, varieties, and
 
signi?cance of these precancels requires an analytical approach that delves beyond their
 
surface, evaluating their historical context, production nuances, and their place within the
 
broader spectrum of postal history.
 

The Genesis and Purpose of United States Bureau Precancels
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The inception of bureau precancels traces back to the need for e?ciency in mail handling,
 
particularly for bulk mailers such as businesses and government agencies. Unlike regular
 
postage stamps, which are canceled at the point of mailing, precancels are canceled in
 
advance by the Bureau, enabling expedited processing by postal workers since the
 
stamps require no further cancellation. This innovation was primarily driven by the Postal
 
Service?s goal to streamline the handling of large volumes of mail, reducing labor and
 
time costs.
 
Produced at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, these precancels were applied to
 
de?nitive
 
stamps?stamps
 
intended
 
for
 
everyday
 
postal
 
use?across
 
multiple
 
denominations. The precancel markings typically include overprinted city names,
 
abbreviations, or distinct bars and numerals indicating the post o?ce of origin. This
 
preemptive cancellation also served a security function, discouraging stamp reuse and
 
fraud.
 

Classi?cation and Varieties of Bureau Precancels
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The spectrum of United States bureau precancels is broad, encompassing numerous types
 
and subtypes, each with distinctive characteristics that appeal to collectors and
 
researchers. Among the best-known are the types classi?ed by their design and format:
 

Bar Types
 
Bar precancels feature horizontal or vertical bars, sometimes accompanied by town
 
names or numerals, printed directly over the stamp. These were widespread and often
 
used in smaller or less populous towns. The variation in bar length, thickness, and number
 
allows specialists to identify speci?c print runs or regional usage.
 

Town Name Types
 
Town name precancels prominently display the name of the city or post o?ce where the
 
precancel was authorized. These are highly sought after because they often provide
 
insight into the postal routes and regional mailing practices of the time. The font style,
 
size, and placement of the town name often vary, further enhancing their collectibility.
 

Numerical and Letter Codes
 
In some instances, precancels include numbers or letter codes instead of or in addition to
 
town names. These codes correspond to particular post o?ces or districts, acting as a
 
form of postal identi?cation. Understanding these codes requires access to specialized
 
catalogs or postal records, which can be challenging but rewarding for in-depth philatelic
 
research.
 

Signi?cance and Appeal to Collectors
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The allure of United States bureau precancels lies in their combination of functional postal
 
history and the artistic elements of stamp design. Collectors value these stamps for
 
various reasons:
 

Historical Context: Precancels provide tangible evidence of postal operations,
 
1.
 
bulk mailing practices, and economic activity in di?erent regions and eras.
 

Rarity and Variety: Some town-speci?c precancels were produced in limited
 
2.
 
quantities or used for short periods, making them rare and valuable.
 

Cataloging Challenges: The complexity and variations within precancels
 
3.
 
contribute to an ongoing challenge for philatelists to accurately classify and
 
authenticate specimens.
 
Moreover, the Bureau precancels di?er notably from local precancels, which were
 
authorized and applied by local post o?ces rather than the central Bureau. This
 
distinction is critical for collectors as it a?ects the rarity, provenance, and market value of
 
the stamps.
 

Economic and Practical Aspects
 
From a postal administration standpoint, the use of bureau precancels was a practical
 
response to increasing mail volumes during the early 20th century, especially with the
 
expansion of advertising mail and periodicals. Their implementation re?ected a cost-
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saving strategy that balanced operational e?ciency with fraud prevention.
 
For businesses, precancels o?ered a convenient way to prepay postage in bulk while
 
maintaining proper accounting controls. However, their use declined post-World War II
 
with advances in postal technology and the introduction of meter mail and other franking
 
methods, which gradually rendered precancels obsolete.
 

Identifying and Authenticating Bureau Precancels
 
Given their collectible nature, proper identi?cation and authentication of United States
 
bureau precancels are paramount. Collectors and experts rely on specialized catalogs
 
such as the Higgins & Gage or Scott Specialized Catalogue to distinguish legitimate
 
bureau precancels from local or counterfeit varieties.
 
Key factors in authentication include:
 

Impression Quality: Bureau precancels typically exhibit sharp, consistent
 
1.
 
impressions due to centralized printing facilities.
 

Type and Placement: The positioning of the precancel on the stamp often
follows
 
2.
 
established patterns; deviations may signal a non-bureau origin.
 

Paper and Ink Characteristics: Analysis of the stamp?s paper type and ink can
 
3.
 
help di?erentiate o?cial Bureau precancels from other markings.
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Advanced collectors may also use ultraviolet light and magni?cation tools to examine
 
these attributes, ensuring the authenticity and condition of the precancel.
 

Market Trends and Valuation
 
In recent decades, there has been a growing interest in precancelled stamps within the
 
philatelic community. The market value of United States bureau precancels varies widely
 
depending on factors such as rarity, condition, and historical signi?cance.
 
Generally, common bureau precancels on widely issued de?nitive stamps hold modest
 
value, making them accessible to novice collectors. Conversely, rare town-speci?c types
 
or unusual printing errors can command substantial premiums at auctions.
 
Collectors often balance the appeal of completing a regional or type-based collection with
 
the practicalities of cost and availability. Online marketplaces and specialized philatelic
 
societies o?er resources and trading platforms that facilitate the acquisition and study of
 
these intriguing postal artifacts.
 

Preservation and Study of United States Bureau Precancels
 
Preserving bureau precancels involves standard philatelic practices such as proper
 
storage in acid-free mounts, protection from environmental factors, and careful handling
 
to avoid damage to the delicate impressions. Given their historical value, many collectors
 
also document provenance and any postal history associated with the stamps, such as
 
covers or postal receipts.
 
Academic and enthusiast communities have contributed signi?cantly to the study of these
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precancels, compiling reference guides, conducting exhibitions, and publishing analytical
 
articles. This ongoing scholarship enriches the understanding of the United States Postal
 
Service?s evolution and the broader narrative of American communication infrastructure.
 
The examination of bureau precancels not only satis?es collector interest but also serves
 
as an important vehicle for interpreting social and economic patterns re?ected in postal
 
usage across di?erent regions and time periods.
 
United States bureau precancels thus occupy a unique intersection of postal utility,
 
historical documentation, and collectible artistry, continuing to captivate those who delve
 
into the nuanced world of philately.
 
postal precancels, United States stamps, precanceled postage, US postal history, stamp
 
collecting, precancel catalog, postal markings, philately, precancel identi?cation, vintage
 
stamps
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