TREATMENT OF UNCLAIMED LETTERS IN THE AMERICAN POSTAL SYSTEM

This is the story of 200 years of procedural change meant to reduce the revenue loss and processing cost
incurred by the American postal system for unclaimed mail and “dead” letters.

ORIGIN OF UNCLAIMED LETTERS IN BRITISH NORTH AMERICA

Moxpay, Fusaary 30, 1760,

o ‘ . . Nums, 1361
NEW-TORK g BGAZETTE:
WEEKLY POsT-Bov.

{niirh the freben Avvices,

Joreign and Domeftick,

General Pofi-Office, Ncw-%r&, 20th j'al{uary, 1769.
UBLIC Notice is hercby given, That

the Mail fcr Falmouth, wiil be made up atthis Offiec on
s1turday the 4th of February next, and will continue to be made
up in the fame Manner opon the firft Saturday in evary Month,
and the Packet. Boat order’d to fail with it the next Day.

Great Inconveniences having arifen to the Fublic by returaing
Letters for the Poftage ; it is now Jeft at the Option of the Writep
to pay or not, betorehand, to any Part of his Majefty’s Dominions,
either in Evrope or America, excejt to Gibsctar or Port Mahon,

AllPerions however are'particularly to take Notice, that Letters
and Packets from ang Part of Americs, for all Plsces beyood the |
Seas, not in his MajeRy’s Duminions, are to pay atthe Office
where they are putin, the full Pore to London, befices the foseign
Rates they may be chargesble with, to prevent the Neceffity of
their being opened and returncd for the Poftage. By Command of

the D. Poft- Mafter General, ,
- JAMES PARKER, Secretary,

This January 20" 1769 notice recognizes and confirms the practice of entering
unpaid letters into the mail for delivery almost anywhere in the British Empire.

REASONS FOR UNCLAIMED LETTERS IN AMERICA [OR ANYWHERE, FOR THAT MATTER]

1. Addressee does not expect mail, therefore does not call at the post office.
2. Addressee calls at the post office, but refuses to pay the postage on an unpaid letter.
3. Addressee has moved and left no forwarding address.
4. Addressee is not known to the postmaster.
5. Addressee is deceased.

85% OF LETTERS NOT SENT TF7<ee IN THE EARLY 19™ CENTURY WERE SENT UNPAID



CONGRESSIONAL PROVISIONS FOR UNCLAIMED LETTERS

The immediate provision (1777) for unclaimed letters was to give Surveyor General Ebenezer Hazard an extra $100 to open dead
letters at the end of each quarter and tell Congress what he found. For the next 80 years, Congresses hoped, prayed and wished that
advertising the existence of unclaimed letters would be enough for people to come pay postage plus advertising to claim them all.
OF COURSE, IT DIDN'T WORK OUT THAT WAY

A QUARTER YEAR IN THE LIFE OF THE SCHENECTADY POST OFFICE

A LIS R 245 letters directed to Schenectady and 9 other towns & villages were listed.
A LIST OF LETEERS,
e R e b o i $4.90 was paid to publish the List of Letters for 3 successive weeks.
| Pereons ealling for-any of the following letters, seill : :
m.;;'g';mw:mﬁ:g’, ol e nets so e | $37.43% postage was paid to redeemed letters during 2™ quarter 1819.
here the name of the place ir nol mentioned (e < . -
e o i ot 3 e [Advertised paid letters may also have been delivered but warranted
A.--Beley Ausborn, Maria Aloxander 2, Margaret Al . . i
shaver, Adelphic Soiely, Cusbastion Asishaver Josiah A no accounting by the Schenectady post office; line 1 records postage
D.—John Brown 2, James Bice, Sylvester Browu, Ed- : ;
s Doty e, Bl aerot Bates Sk Bomm, o OllliipadileRer e B diu on ]

4 - - Phi S . Britan . i
Dt e o s 3 $16.27"% postage was forgone on unpaid letters sent as dead letters.
lizabath Buckannun.“liiu Buétcerﬁa:l v D;:in&bmgh ; Samuel
Bond, Prinortown ; William Bell, Abel Barps, Neskeuna,
C~Caleb Clark, Eber Child, Henry S. Crosby 2, Nicho- . e a
fus Caasar 2, Jeoch Corusl, Capt, Peter L. Clite, Mariah Advertising helped reduce unclaimed letters by about 70%
Corpenter, Jomes Chestuey, Stephen Cogswell 2, Heory
i Clisistina 2, Luther Cuse, Edward Clark, Mary Conley,
Peter L. Clute, Johu A, Converse, Alfred C. Campbell, Bar-
nard Cudwortlh, David Craue, John Clark ; Harvey Cheese-
man, Eliss Che Calvia Ck s Prinectown ; As
ron Carrille, Richard Cornel, 4th ward: William Carter,
i Nesqueuns ; Samuel Cole, Orange ; Isabel Cleavlin, Dugine-
it burgh, ]
d D5l son L. Degraff, Richard D JJHenery Del t,
| Willinm Dascomb, Revd. Jobn Donaldson, Jumes Dopay-
il ghee, Jacob De Fruse, Copt. Richard Duncan, Catherine
. i.)nn-h!mn. Seebrie! Dodge 2. X : [
E.~Catbarine Engles, John Eisenlord, junr. Marta E-|
1

v

%8 4 5
Dr. The Post-Orricy BRI Fo 802 €0 Ay, A7l account currenm
L , Z

7 Dorrans. C'rs.F,‘.

1 To postage of letters which remajned in the office last quarter, = % ¥ . ;32 «ﬁ-"/'vﬁ.’
ki3

2 To postage of unpaid letters received from other offices this quarter, . 3 . S Ob /«"ji

! i 3 To postage of way letters receivad at this office it
7 vortien; Jebm Ridor, Sicsast Bikonov, 3 To postage of way letters received at this office ditto,

F-=Martin Freemen, Jacob N, R. Freeman, Daviel Ful.

, n s . i 4 To postage of letters undercharged from other offices ditto,
i ter 2, Cornelius Faling or Jobn Clark, Ssmue! Freaman, |
LB Foo. Woabowd Mool Dii.b.. 89 redd |

5 Topostage of — shipletters at 6 cents each, originally received at this office for this defivery,] . . -

6 To postage of paid letters sent from thiz office ditto,

Published list of letters remaining in the
Schenectady post office March 31, 1819.

11 'To balance as above, being the amount of postage collected on letters this quarter,

Account Current for the April-June quarter, 1819
85% of office revenue comes from unpaid mail

;” o : delivered out of the office.
i the Genenar Posr-Oswics frome frecl / to J1in.c80. 15403 , 12% comes from paid letters sent into the mails.
¥ Dorzans,|Crs. | § Q e
7 By postage of letters overcharged and mis-sent this quarter, Gt ’(} ol 3% comes ffom pald neWSpaperS & pamph,ets
8 By postage of dead letters sent to the General Post-Office ditto, - s ‘// A ; R i 2
9 By postage of levers now remaining inthisoffice, - . . . . . 1F g7 AN delivered out.
0 Balance carried dOWn, . el e coaoh i e e ko {( D/ ﬁ% \
L il 85% by revenue of mail delivered in

the quarter came to the office unpaid

A5 VD)

14 By commission on /O & D. «« C. Letter Postage, :\té&:& per cent. . ,97;711 | ’ | ¢ . 225 |ettEI'S dlfeCtEd tO SCheneCtady and
By ditto on"y al D//j C. Letter Pusmgs,’?m twenty-five per cent Aﬁ// 13 other places were advertised for letters

ST K

15 By ditto on /'?,. D./‘/c. News-paper Pusl:(sc, at fifty per cent. /h/ _f;/

remaining in the post office June 30th;
these letters bore unpaid postage of $34.63%.

16 By /J  free letters delivered outof dhis office this qu:\rtc? attwo cents each, 212!

Postmaster Jacob Thurston arose before 4 o'clock a.m. to perform his duties and earned $135.98
He paid a clerk out of his pocket and managed postal business from a desk in his watch and jewelry shop.



WE KNOW LITTLE OF ADVERTISING UNCLAIMED LETTERS UNTIL 1845
EXCEPT THAT THERE WAS A LOT OF IT

The Post Master General's annual reports to Congress always dealt with topics of concern to the Department and to Congress.
By the 1840's, PMG reports describe over a million dead letters being received but only 1 percent of them being successfully
"reunited with their rightful owners”. In addition, $50,549 was spent on advertising - enough to pay 2¢ 2.5 million times.

AN UNCLAIMED PAID LETTER ADVERTISED SUCCESSFULLY UNDER THE POSTAL LAWS OF 1845

Cover postmarked Jul 23 NYD from Detroit, Michigan to Perry, New York. Marked PAID 10 in Detroit.
The Advertised 2 with 72 written under the Detroit rate stamp was added in Perry, N.Y.

WHY ADVERTISING MAY HAVE BEEN SUCCESSFUL IN THIS CASE

While addressed to a Miss Beldin in Perry, New York, the cover was also inscribed Care of Paul Beldin /Castile.
Castile was a village not too different from Perry in the late 1840's about 10 miles distant. Both villages were
south of much older and larger Batavia. Batavia, however, had a 19" century newspaper - the Republica
Advocate - only from 1811 to 1827, so only a much more distant city would have had a newspaper and it might
not have circulated in Perry.
Both Perry and Castile had post offices dating back decades in the late “40s. Being remote from cities with widely
circulated newspapers, both the Perry and Castile post offices must have posted hand-written lists of unclaimed
letters in accordance with postal regulations. Perhaps a friend in Perry alerted Paul in Castile of the letter.

Wow, | can't believe you read all that.



A STEP TOWARD MANDATORY PREPAYMENT OF POSTAGE

The “Postal Reform” Act of 1845 reduced letter postage. One hope was to reduce unclaimed, and consequently, dead letters. But
there was little overall effect, as commercial and personal mail increased. The subsequent Act of 1851 took the bolder step of setting
a low 3 cent rate for a postage paid letter going up to 3,000 miles but the higher 5 cent rate if that letter were sent postage unpaid .

PAID LETTER SENT OCT 15 1851 UNDER THE 3¢ RATE EFFECTIVE JULY 1, 1851

LN

UNPAID LETTER SENT
TWO MONTHS EARLIER

}/ \.\J \.l U C( Q) U/}LA/ 5; ’kQ ] - W
S aiesti ds o8

The Schenectady post office quickly
acquired a PAID 3 mark rather than
a supply of stamps, and continued
with the "V" mark already in use.

WAS THE 1851 RATE STRUCTURE EFFECTIVE IN REDUCING UNCLAIMED LETTERS?

Sampling the PMGs annual reports of 1850, 1852 and 1854, we find the total cost of advertising unclaimed letters as follows:

Fiscal Year 1850: $72, 633.5 Fiscal Year 1852: $63, 157.12 Fiscal Year 1854: $103,863.57
In a special report prepared for Fiscal Year 1852, the PMG reported that of 86.2million letters passing through post offices:
Paid letters were 58.4% Unpaid letters were 37.9% Free letters were 3.7%

but that 2.6 million unpaid letters were sent to the Dead Letter Office, while only 444,091 paid letters were sent there.
Yes, the Act of 1851 had an immediate, but short-lived, positive impact.



BUT SOME FELL INTO THE PIT

As we saw, in this early era of stamps, not many paid letters failed to attract their addressee. Somehow this one did fail.
It's an excellent chance to see how a large post office and the General Post Office handled a-dead letter.

Richfield Springs, N.Y. Paid 3

Dead Letter Office, Washington

Feb 24 1852 paid from Richfield Springs, N.Y. to James C. Dexter at Albany, N.Y.

Attempting Delivery: Dead Letter Processing:
The letter bears no sign of advertising Stamped on receipt August 24 '52.
but is backstamped with Albany's post- Book, Page and Date applied in blue-green ink;
mark on July 1[1852], indicating four Large "D" applied to designate an Alpha file;
months taken attempting delivery. $10 applied to indicate money value found.

Postal regulations required the office After 1847, if the addressee could not be found,
name and date of sending on the money would be applied to the use of the Post
reverse when sending a dead letter to : Office Department until a rightful owner was
the General Post Office. identified and the money repaid.




DECENTRALIZATION: THE FIRST DEAD LETTER BRANCH

The 1849 Gold Rush brought tens of thousands of people and hundreds of thousands of dead letters to California. Sending them
back to Washington made no sense. Sanity won outin 1854. Aninspector of dead letters was authorized at the
San Francisco post office for all western offices. The letter below was successfully handled by the Dead Letter Branch at San Francisco.

Attempting Delivery:

Addressed to Oliver Allen, the letter was inspected and
opened by Oliver P. Allen, an officer of the U.S. Bureau of the
Mint, in view of a post officer clerk. That Oliver was not the
addressee so he endorsed the letter accordingly. The letter
was advertised mid-April but Not Called For. In mid- May the
letter was sent down the hall from Delivery to the Dead Letter
clerk with the required post office name and date sent.

Dead Letter Processing:
The letter was logged into the Dead Letter Office (blue cds).
When opened, content of value must have been found, since
the letter was not immediately set aside to be burned. Blue
pencil markings may be clerical notations, but there is no
indication how the correct Oliver Allen was found. Notice,
however, the name Lydia penciled below the blue “2". Could
that be the writer?



INNOVATION: THE RETURN ADDRESS

In the late1850s, postmasters were encouraged to urge letter writers to “indorse letters with their name on the front” to give the
Dead Letter Office a leg up on its burden. The Act of 1860 made official the incentive of returning unclaimed letters to writers rather
than sending them to the Dead Letter Office. The 1863 Act clarified that such returns would be charged with postage. The POD also

offered to pre-print stamped envelopes with Return Address and Return to Writer instruction conforming to its guidelines.

Return to E. A, HINDS,
RICHFIELD SPRINGS, N. Y.
if not delivered within 10 days.

Return to Box 956,
SALEM, N. Y. S
If not called for in 10 days. S ;

Plain envelope with Return to Sender card pre-printed top left
allowing the Hudson, N.Y. post office to return this unclaimed letter
directly rather than sending it to the Dead Letter Office.

Return to Sender card pre-printed on embossed envelope
purchased from the Richfield Springs, N.Y. post office.

In his report on fiscal year 1865, PMG Dennison included this: “The introduction of stamped envelopes bearing a request for the
return to the writers of unclaimed letters has considerably increased the sale of envelopes, and is believed to have diminished the
returns to the Dead Letter office. ..... To encourage the purchase of request envelopes, the law should be changed so as to allow the
return of such letters to the writers free of postage. ..... and without reference to the cost of manufacture [as stamps are now].”



THE ALTERNATIVE

Even in the 1880s letters in the millions still went to the Dead Letter Office, many for want of the very useful Return Address.
The letter below presents the textbook procedure for handling a piece of pre-printed postal stationery unwittingly posted
without providing the expected return address.

5

6

MWyo Lopnese L, . f¥ee
Owed o

{ not delivered within 10 days, /1./0 be returned b

—

March 19 1884 Newark Valley to Owego, N.Y. - 10 miles apart in Tioga County

Unclaimed Letter Processing at a Class 4 Office:
1. Receive the letter about midnight on March 19; wait about a month for the addressee to claim it
2. Advertise the letter; mark the fact and the date (APR 23) on the letter's face; wait another month.
3. Mark the letter UNCLAIMED, the reason for sending it to the Dead Letter Office.
4. Mark the back of the letter with town name and date (MAY 24) remitted to the Dead Letter Office.
The letter was included in the May 1884 bundle of Unclaimed, Refused and Unmailable matter
sent from Owego to the Dead Letter Office at Washington and duly marked as received early June.



RETURNING MORE STUFF

Approaching 1860, the Dead Letter Office took in about 2 million unclaimed letters a year but found “value” in only 1% of them.
The other 99% were burned, so the workload was 1,650 letters per month. In April 1860 Congress “authorized” the Post Master
General to begin returning “ordinary” dead letters, including 3" class matter. That was a game-changer for the Dead Letter Office.

7 only support—both boys gone to
var. I wonder ir they would take

September 13 [1862] letter directed to A. K. Nesbitt at Camp Sprague, aka Finley General Hospital.

Deposited at the Pittsburgh post office unpaid (as soldier mail?). Held For Postage unopened. Sent to the Dead Letter Office after
30 days. When opened the writer was identified and the cover, with content, was sealed in a fresh envelope and directed to the
Pittsburgh postmaster for delivery. 6 cents postage was required upon delivery; we can assume it was paid.



THE HAZEN LABEL

By 1866, studies ordered by the PMG determined that the "greatest evil preventing delivery of letters” was the fault of writers. Even
“educated people” did not address their letters in legible handwriting to the proper post office. This caused many unclaimed letters
at delivery offices, and many failures to deliver dead letters out of the General Post Office. The problem festered until 1884.

Between 1884 and the 1910s,
variations of the "Hazen" label
were applied to dead letters
being delivered by the DLO.

i o e ?Z’f”/}#)

o “%(* % 9,/&/!/,)/?
|t 2,

Oct 22 1884 Shamokin to Blackwell, Pa. (not a post-town)

How did this letter get treated?
Itis not apparent how this letter was returned to Shamokin, but
on Oct. 24™ it was sent from there to the Dead Letter Office.
Marked MISDIRECTED by the DLO, INSUFFICIENCY OF ADDRESS
service was provided and the original envelope, with “Hazen"
label (OXA1) and content, was sealed in a Returned Dead Letter
envelope and sent out for delivery to the named addressee by
a post-office we will never know.

What does the label say?
TO THE PERSON ADDRESSED: Inform your correspondent of the
correct name of your post office.

TO THE POSTMASTER: if this letter cannot be delivered you will,

at the expiration of seven days, stamp the letter with your post-

marking stamp and send it to the Dead Letter Office as “Unmail-
able”, as required by Sec. 443, Postal Regulations.

How effective was this effort?
That the label continued to be used for a generation of writers,
I would say “of questionable value”. I've not yet found an
Analysis among the PMG annual reports to Congress.



DEAD LETTER ENVELOPES

Beginning 1877, the DLO was provided envelopes and wrappers for its official business. Initially free, fees were required in 1919.
Symbols were used to classify contents: a double triangle for matter of small value not registered; a triangle for “ordinary” letters.

Post Office Department. '
Office of Third Ass’t Postmaster General.
Division of Dead Letters.

Official Business. :
A penalty of $300 is fixed by law, for using this
Envelope for other than Official Business.

/
S
.

Penalty envelope (UO16) attempts delivery from Washington to original addressee in North Easton, Mass.
About 20% of these attempts failed and came back to the DLO for a second try (as anticipated by the "Hazen" label).
Below, a 3 cents fee was required because Lake & Co. did not provide a return address on their stationery.

2
N

T ~ Pout Office Bepartment : PENALTY FOR PRIVATEX'U_SE 16 AVOIB
: BB F POSTAGE, $300
POST OFFICE, NEW YORK, N. Y. = : ;

DEAD LETTER BRANCH. TN CE . T e L
OFFICIAL BUSINESS ' b e S e

COLLECT THREE CENTS
ON DELIVERY

$ A letter without the sender’s
_ card address on the envelope is
" charged with this fee for return.




IT CAME FROM ACROSS THE SEA

Most countries with postal systems had Dead Letter Offices. The Foreign Division of the U.S. Dead Letter Office consistently handled
about 5% of all dead letters arriving each year. Some had been previously advertised when local newspapers were published in
appropriate languages. Any foreign letters received at the DLO were bundled and returned to the country of origin, unopened,

under mutual postal exchange agreements. Letters by U.S. writers unclaimed in other countries were returned if possible.

This well-traveled cover left
Amsterdam February 1899 for
Hoboken, N.J. directed to H. Heye.
It was Opened through mistake by
J. Halein Hoboken and sent to the
Dead Letter Office the first time.

Sent to the Dutch authorities as a
dead letter, it was readdressed by
them to Durham, N.C. where, again,
it could not be delivered and was
sent to the DLO a second time and
they bounced it back to Holland,
where local authorities started
looking for the sender ...........

................ Itis now June1899.
Dutch postal authorities, unable to
identify the writer, marked the letter
AFZENDER / ONBEKEN which should
have ended the matter.

But someone pasted on a handwritten
note “volgens informatie te gasthuis
H. Heye thans te Bennekom”.

In English “according to hospital infor-
mation, H. Heye is now in Bennekom".

The fact the piece exists suggests
Mr. Heye was indeed found in the
small town of Bennekom, Netherlands.



DECLARING MAIL FRAUDULENT

While such misuses of the post had existed for a hundred years or more, 1868 was the first year the Postmaster General declared
financial “gift schemes", lotteries, fictitious names and pornography to be illegal uses of the mails. Letters directed to those
businesses were intercepted by vigilant postal clerks and sent directly to the Dead Letter Office. These letters were opened, the
contents recorded, then returned to senders bearing a stamp declaring the addressee FRAUDULENT.
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These letters were never allowed
to become unclaimed.




20™ CENTURY REASONS FOR RETURNING MAIL

The Post Office Department was the foundational bureaucracy for our country. Once it created a procedure, it attempted to pull every
new technology into its matrix. While that didn’t work with the telegraph and not well with the railroads, they lassoed the post card
didn‘t they? "But to what end” you ask? Simple: if it cannot be delivered we, the Department, have to do something with it!

Returned,
Time Consumed
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After 10 days, return fo
THE ROSICRUCIAN FELLOWSHIP,
Mt. Ecclesia,
OCEANSIDE, CALIFORNIA.
Return postage guaranteed.

MR EMIL PIEL
SIBYLLEGATAN 83 111
STOCKHOLM SWEDEN

RETURNED TO SE"'DER ACCOUNT LACK
OF TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES.

And the best of all {drum roll} RETURNED TO SENDER ACCOUNT LACK OF TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES



THE SENDER'S PLEDGE

The Dead Letter Office had been destroying more than a million circulars a year since the 1870s as “worthless”. Commercial mailers
may have objected to that characterization, so the Post Office Department came up with an approach for discounted third class
matter that allowed senders to get unclaimed pieces back - for a price. The Sender’s Pledge provided that a piece mailed as 3" class
matter would be returned (upped to the letter rate), provided the envelope showed the promise Return postage guaranteed, as first
provided for in Section 614 of the 1924P. L. &R.

After 5 days, return to -
THE SOCIETY OF THE SIGMA XI, .
Edward Ellery, Secy.,
Union College,
SCHENECTADY, N. Y.
Return postage guaranteed.
7

%

Mr. Liva M. Craft

\Ei‘e'e'r—‘Eng‘_,_‘Dept.
~_Ohio otete Univ,

{/
] 174 74 t
// D KA

LET'S NOT KID OURSELVES

This may be an engineering honorary society running a fund-raising campaign at half price, but it was the business interests of
America, working hard to lower the cost of their mass mailings, that drove Congress and the Post Office Department to offer more
creative and deeper discounts for unsolicited mailings guaranteed to result in more unclaimed mail.



GIVING UP

The 1%¢ bulk rate mailings of the 1950s gradually mutated into the glossy direct mail by the pound of the 1980s. Then direct mail
mutated into the junk mail of the 21 century. At some point 50 gallon barrels were put in the post office Tobby. Now they must be
emptied twice a day into the dumpster out back. The contractor, who charges this post office to pick up trash, was recently
discovered to be making more selling the waste paper to a recycler than the post office received to deliver the junk mail.

IMTED STATES POSTAL SERVICE
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