Adams’ Express and
Independent Mail

by Calvet M. Hahn

On May 2, 1840, 35-year old Alvin Adams joined with PC. Burke to ad-
vertise in the Boston Notion the opening of a new People’s Express that
would run via the Stonington steamboats to New York, beginning May 4th.
The timing of this new service, which was to be a direct competitor to the
Harnden Express, was propitious. The Great Western was sailing to
England May 9th and Boston merchants might want to get goods and drafts
on board.

The initial advertisement gives to concept that was to dominate Adams’
Express during its initial years. It reads:

PEOPLES EXPRESS

BURKE & CO’'S NEW YORK AND BOSTON
PACKAGE EXPRESS Office No 9 Court Street

Boston and William st.! corner of Wall st, New York.

The subscribers will go through in person
DAILY, via Ston-
ington and take charge of any Business that may be entrusted
to their care.

Bank Notes, Specie and all kinds of Small Packages will be
forwarded by the Steamboat Train and delivered at any part of
the City free of extra charge.

They will also attend to Purchasing Goods, Paying and Col-
ecting Notes Drafts and Bills and will transact with prompt-
ness all business entrusted to their care.

CHARGES TO CORRESPOND WITH THE TIMES,

All packages should be directed to the care of Burke & Co.
and sent to No. 9 Court st., Boston by 3'2 o'clock PM. or to
William st. corner of Wall st. New York by 4 o'clock P.M.
Packages will be received and forwarded to Philadelphia,
Baltimore and Washington, Albany, Utica, Rochester, and Buf-
falo. Receipts given if requested.

REFERENCE, In Boston (Kimball, Jewett & Co.
Dutton & Richardson
].C. Dodge)

PC. BURKE

AIVIN ADAMS

To Commence on MONDAY, May 4, 1840 May 2 3m"

As can be seen, Mr. Burke was the senior partner, although this did not
last long. He quit the firm sometime between July 18th and November 27th
and is next found advertising as the agent for the Western Passage Freight
and General Forwarding company in New York in June 18412 It is believed
he never returned to the express business.

1. No. 46 was the exact address.
2. TW, Tucker, Waifs from the Way-Bills, 1872, p. 57. Burke is reported to have left after six
months, or around November 1840.



There are several reasons for the breakup. One was morality. Alvin
Adams was known for personal purity and strongly objected to profanity
and ribaldry. He would not have a man working for him who swore or told
dirty stories. A.L. Stimson, who worked for Adams for many years wrote
on page 327 of his History of the Express Business, 1881 edition, that
Adams discovered that one of his partners (long since deceased) was
flagrantly immoral and wrote him he would not be associated with such
a person. This led to a rupture and dissolution of the firm. The incident
best fits the breakup of the People’s Express when one examines Adams’
business history.

A second reason was the relatively slow growth of the firm. Burke may
well have reasoned that the business would grow very slowly and there-
fore could not support two principals. Having a better opportunity, he took
it. In the second edition (1858), Stimson wrote,

After a few months of “*up-hill work,'* Burke retired, and Mr. Adams executed all the busi-
ness of the “opposition'" himself. He was its messenger, cashier, receipt-clerk, label-boy,
and porter. He employed no wagon, nor did Harnden, until a year or two elapsed, for
they had only small and valuable parcels to deliver in those days. . . For the first week
or two, Adams could have stowed it all in his hat; nor did he carry anything more than
a valise for several months from the commencement. For a long time he found it the hardest
kind of up-hill work to obtain a share of the public patronage sufficient to pay his ex-
presses. . .Indeed, very many people regarded Adams as an interloper upon a field of
enterprise fairly won by Harnden. . . It is more than probable that not a few of Adams’
personal friends looked upon his new business disapprovingly, or damaged it by faint
praise. We know that some of them had no sympathy with it.

Covering the initial period, William Harnden, the company’s major
competitor, wrote his employee Luke Damon, the future independent mail
operator along the Hudson on May 5, 1840 commenting upon the first day
of operation of the People's Express that,

.. . Burke & Co.'s Express commenced running yesterday. They did not have quite a hat-
ful of packages. . .

Despite the slow beginning, Alvin Adams was able to turn the company
into a major express worth $27 million at the time of his death of thoraic
dropsy on September 1, 1877. At that time some 15,000 people were em-
ployed by Adams, He focused from the beginning on the package express
and its concomitant banking business rather than the carryving of letters.
This explains why Adams’ independent mail covers are scarce to rare.
However, it also means that when the express statutes ended the indepen-
dent mail era effective July 1, 1845, Adams was well placed to continue
and expand his business. According to TW. Tucker in Waifs, Adams' real
growth began in 1843 when Harnden diverted his attention and interests
to promotion of the immigrant business. This gave Adams an opportunity
to gain an edge on the express business in New England and he took it.

A Biographical Sketch

Who was Alvin Adams? In an autobiographic letter written in Boston
May 4, 1870 he tells us much of his background. He was born June 16, 1804
at Andover, Vermont the son of Jonas Adams and Phoebe Hoar; he was the
ninth of eleven children, of which six were boys. Several died quite early.
At the age of eight, in February, 1813, he was orphaned when both parents



died of spotted fever. Alvin remained on the farm with his eldest brother
Jerry and attended common schools in Andover and Grafton until he
was 15.

At 16, in November 1820, Adams went to Robert Booker, a stage and ho-
tel proprietor in Woodstock, Vt. and asked for a job.

*“T have no place for you at this time'’ was the reply but when Adams
explained that he was an orphan and Booker had time to check his back-
ground, the reply was:

Young man, go home, get your clothes, come back and stay through the winter and per-
haps longer.

Adams tells us he took the offer and stayed four years. Then he went to
Boston and became an assistant at the Marlboro House for a year. This was
a major hotel and staging point at the time. Others tell about his way with
horses and how he fancied he would like to be a stage driver, perhaps even
to own a stage line. The association with horses lasted throughout his life
and a trademark of Adams express wagon was its well-chosen team of
horses, A friendly, outgoing man with sparkling grey eyes, a singularly
pleasant face and frank, manly air, Adams spent his leisure time talking
with the stage drivers and trying to decide his future. He was advised to
seek a career in a mercantile profession.

Several trades were tried including a grocery and provisions company
where he worked to gain experience. On November 11, 1831, at age 27, he
married Ann Rebecca Bridge of Boston, ten days after her 22nd birthday.
The couple had nine children several of which died very early. Three
ended up with ties to the business. His daughter married the son of his
partner in 1867, while Alvin Adams, Jr. and Waldo Adams were active in
the firm in the Boston area. Tucker reports Alvin, Jr. was working in the
Boston office in 1872, while Stimson reports Waldo was superintendent
of the Boston office as late as 1881. The younger Alvin Adams apparently
predecessed his father.

As noted earlier, Adams got into the produce business, but in the Panic
of 1837 he failed, losing his capital and going, as he tells it in his autobio-
graphic letter, $10,000 into debt. This took place in 1838 and he tried again
in New York City but without sufficient capital he was forced to close up
and in March 1840 returned to Boston. This would have been the depres-
sion of 1839.

Adams did not mention any of his early partners. Rather he tells us that,

I heard that the Boston & Norwich was about to be opened and I applied for the privilege
to run an express over it as a man by the name of Harnden had been doing this business
on the Stonington for about a year. . . Harnden and his friends brought such influence
he got the contract . . .determined not to be eliminated I went to the agent of the Stoning-
ton route and purchased two season tickets, between New York and Boston. I gave one
to my partner, and with trunks or valises we went back and forth daily. . . My first ex-
press left the office, No. 9 Court Street, Boston, May 4, just thirty years ago this very day.
My first way-bill amounted to $3.75. | continued in this way (my own messenger) until
September when I was informed by my friend, the late Addison Gilmore (formerly of
Weston, Vt.) that Harnden had been notified to quit the Norwich route and for me to make
application at once for a contract, Gilmare, at this time, was a director.

I made application, got the contract, and have run over that route to this day. In four
years | was ahead of Harnden and about that time he died insolvent and Adams & Co.
purchased his interest in the business and for twenty-five years, Adams & Co. have owned

Alvin Adams
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all the express lines between New York and Boston, although Harnden and Kinsley were
run in their original names for a certain purpose.

In 1842 we extended service to run between New York and Philadelphia. . .In 1849 we
extended our business to California. . .and in 1852 established a banking house in Mel-
bourne and a branch at Sydney, . .In 1855 we closed up our business both in California
and Australia. . . For six years we had 35 offices in California and one in Oregon. . .The
company since 1854 has been operated as a joint stock company. William B. Dinsmore
came in 1842, He has been President and Treasurer since 1856 and there has never been
an ill word spoken or written between us,

As the Norwich & Worcester Railroad opened March 9, 1840, connect-
ing with the Boston and Worcester, we can put a date to Mr. Adams first
approach. The two season tickets would have been used by Adams and
Burke. Adams would not have reached the age of 36 when he began his
life's work.

The Boston Package Express

Initially, Adams operated as part of the People’'s Express with its opera-
tions defined in the advertisement cited earlier. However, that phase lasted
only a few months until Burke left the firm. We know this occurred on or
before November 27, 1840, for on that date advertisements began to run un-
der the Adams' name as Adam's Boston Package Express. Tucker's report
that Burke left after six months fits this date. Adams' statement that he con-
tinued as his own messenger until September seems to be in conflict, but
this may mean he hired a messenger even during the Burke period.

Elliott Perry and Arthur Hall located the ad in Fig. 1 in the New York
Commercial Advertiser of December 1, 1840.

This advertisement ran until late May 1841, which was the six months
specified in the insertion date. Throughout this time Adams apparently
worked alone doing everything from messenger to porter as cited by Stim-
son earlier. Until 1842 he didn’t even have a job wagon for delivery but
relied upon his friend, Mr. E.H. Brainard, a relative of the Charles H.
Brainard who ran the Brainard's Express independent mail service and
who eventually joined Adams, to do his carting. Brainard found Adams
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so likeable that he did this for free much to the disgust of Mr. Leonard,
the owner of the Worcester express who had to pay for the service. Run-
ning the business alone was impractical and Adams soon sought another
partner.

The Founding of Adams & Co.

Perry and Hall report the Boston Package Express ads ran until the end
of May 1841. I believe this is based upon the six months insertion notices.
[ find them as late as May 8th, however, the new Adams & Co. name is cited
as early as May 28th. An advertisement in the Boston Daily Mail of June
17, 1841, insertion date of May 28th, gives the new service.

FOR NEW YORK VIA WORCESTER
AND NORWICH
The New and splendid steamer WOR-
CESTER, Capt. Coit will leave Norwich
on the arrival of the cars on TUESDAYS
THURSDAYS and SATURDAYS.
The Steamer NEW YORK, Captain Routh,
will leave on the opposite days.
No ferry or change of cars on this route.
Tickets berths and state rooms can be secured of the
subscribers at No. 9 Court street.
Cabin passage to New
York $3.
Packages, Parcels &c. marked ‘Adams & Co's Express’
and left at the office before half past 3 PM. will be forward-
ed and delivered in New York on the arrival of the boat
early the next morning. Office in New York 46 William
street corner of Wall street. ADAMS & CO.
Ma 28 5M

I believe that it was at this point that Adams brought in Ephraim Farn-
sworth as his New York partner to create Adams & Co. Biographical en-
cylopaedias such as Appleton and Compton's state Adams & Co. was
formed in 1840 with Farnsworth as partner and that Adams formed Adams
& Co. by ‘‘purchasing two season tickets'” as he tells the story autobi-
ographically. However, that explanation does not fit with the adver-
tisements.

The advertisement of the new firm coincides with Adams’ acquisition
of the Harnden contract on the Norwich and Worcester route. This con-
tract and route were to be mainstays of the Adams New England operation
for many years to come and were still favored by Adams when he wrote
in 1870. Why was Harnden forced to give up the Norwich contract?

We know that Harnden was a sworn postal route agent from July 1, 1839
until June 30, 1841 and that there was then a hiatus until February 21, 1842,
It seems to me the end of his route agent service may have been anticipated
by Gilmore and that it is related to the shift whereby Harnden gave up the
contract on the Norwich and Worcester.

Farnsworth seems to have lasted only about five months. With his depar-
ture Adams continued to look for someone to run the New York operation,
preferably with extensive business experience and New York connections.
On October 26, 1841, advertisements appeared listing R. Moore as the New
York agent at 46 William street with J.B. Taylor listed as agent at Worces-
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ter. The latter office was probably at 155 Main st. Moore appears to have
lasted only about one month.

During the summer of 1841, a 31-year old Bostonian and future relative,
William B. Dinsmore was employed as clerk and messenger in the New
York office. He had previously traded in the south and had been most re-
cently employed as a salesman or bookkeeper by the New York stationer,
David Felt. Although he did not meet Adams’ specifications, Dinsmore
was so useful and so persuasive that he was put in charge despite the fact
he could contribute no capital. Almost immediately he became a partner
in Adams & Co.

In the 1858 edition of his History, Stimson tells us that when Dinsmore
obtained his partnership, he moved the New York office from 46 William
Street (later home of the Boyd's local post) to No. 7 Wall (renumbered to
17 Wall in 1845). Using this information we can date the change between
November 23rd when the New Haven and Hartford Express owned by Jared
Hurlbut and Amos Smith advertised its establishment and noted, in the
New York Commercial Advertiser of that date:

At this end of the line business will be managed by the faithful and enterprising propri-
ators of Adams & Co's Boston Express Line, at their office 47 William street between Pine
and Wall. .,

and December 4th, insertion date of a Boston Daily Mailad that I located
in the January 22, 1842 edition giving the new 7 Wall street address as well
as the information that the company was extending its service to Philadel-
phia where an office was established at 3rd and Dock.

The earliest example of Adams’ independent mail operation I record is
a letter from Salem, Mass. dated December 27, 1841 from the Seth Low cor-
respondance (Fig. 2). This letter was originally inscribed to go via Harn-
den’s express, but was reinscribed to go via ‘‘Adams & Co. 7 Wall Street”’
suggesting the address was new. Combined with Stimson's information
concerning Dinsmore becoming a partner and changing the office loca-
tion, this letter confirms the December date of change. Its rating gives us
significant information on the price structure used by Adams as will be
noted later.

The section on expresses contained in the 1841 Report of the Postmaster
Generalis dated November 30, 1841. The bulk of the testimony in it about
Adams comes from Nathaniel Green, Boston postmaster until March 15,
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1841. His replacement, George Gordon, noted Adams ran daily both ways
between Boston and New York on the Worcester & Norwich line (this is
the operation purchased by Adams from Harnden), while Jonathan Day,
postmaster at Webster, Mass. (on the Norwich line) tells us that it was a
young man who carried the Adams & Co. express material and letters and
that he took letters daily. As both Green and Gordon specifically refer to
Adams & Co. as the name, it is possible that the new name preceeds March
15, 1841 but I doubt it.

Alvin Adams engaged in a number of businesses to generate funds dur-
ing 1841. In the Boston Notion of May 8, 1841, we find an advertisement
signed by him as Alvin Adams offering to sell cabs manufactured by H.C.
Vanderwerken of Newark, N.J. As discussed earlier, by May 28th he was
signing his ads with Adams & Co. The ad quoted shows him offering,
“Tickets, berths and state rooms’” on the Norwich steamboats. Similar ads
continue until at least 1847. This ad ties down the takeover of the Harn-
den Norwich & Worcester route to about June 1, 1841.

Early Adams & Co. Personnel

The exact composition of the staff of Adams & Co. in 1841 and 1842 will
probably remain a mystery. We do know that Adams employed his brother-
in-law, Mr. Hall as a clerk in Boston until the spring of 1843 when he was
replaced by Charles Haskell. A freight receipt signed by Haskell on June
10, 1844 can be seen at Fig. 3. Haskell's brother, D. Hale Haskell, was the
man selected by Adams to go to California in 1849 where he began the ma-
jor Adams effort there. The Boston way-bill clerk was James R. Cholwell,
whose family was involved in the New York express and forwarding busi-
ness in 1842 and 1849. Two examples, one in red, the other in black, are
recorded of the ‘‘Forwarded By/CHOIWELL'S/LETTER EXPRESS No.
20 Wall.”

By the fall of 1843, Samuel L. Woodward was the Boston wagon driver
and a major generator of new business for Adams. An important factor in
the growth beginning in 1843, Woodward finally retired in 1867 Charles
H. Brainard worked for Adams in 1842. He is a member of the family that
owned and operated the Brainard independent mail operation and was
the Boston office for that company in 1844-52
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The New York office was headed by William B. Dinsmore, who was 31
or 32 when he joined Adams being born in July 1810. He married Augusta
Snow of Boston and had several children, He got along famously with
Alvin Adams and became president and treasurer of the Adams Express
Company upon Adams’ ‘“‘retirement’’ to Boston and continued to hold
these posts until his death on April 13, 1888. His son, William B. Dins-
more, Jr. was born in 1845 and in 1867 married Adams’ daughter. His other
son, Clarence G. Dinsmore was also involved with the company.

Stimson reports that Swett and Fisher were messengers on the trains in
1842, This would be George B. Fisher, the company’s bookkeeper in Bos-
ton as well as conductor, as he testified as a witness for Adams in the 1843
government trial to put the company out of business. Another conductor
was Mr. Stevens, the man arrested by the government, although he was not
usually a conductor. 1 assume Swett and George Fisher replaced Dinsmore
and Alvin Adams as traveling expresses in 1842. Another early messenger
was Thomas O. Goold, who won a gold watch from Adams for his as-
sistance to passengers during the sinking of the steamer Atlantic in 1846.

John Hoey, who became an important official in the express company,
seems to have joined in 1842, although he stated 1843 in print. He was
hired by the Beecher Express, which operated out of the Adams office in
New York and moved over when he was offered $4 a week. Hoey is best
known to collectors for the Civil War handstamp, ‘‘FREE/For the (7th) Regi-
ment/ADAMS EXPRESS COMPANY/Per Hoey.''* Through his work for
Adams, Hoey became a Long Island millionaire well-known as the hus-
band of the famous actress Mrs. Russell. John Hoey's interview for Adams'
obituary, in the New York Times of September 5, 1877 served as the source
for a number of facts about the company, including the fact that Adams
& Co. initially charged 25 cents a letter. He also tells us that Adams trav-
eled as an express himself for only a few months.

In 1843, Daggett was the New York clerk handling the custom house busi-
ness and John Hoey was Dinsmore’s runner and factotum. As Stimson tells
the story, when Hoey was first employed, the entire New York office was
handled by one man and a boy with the aid of a Jersey wagon owned by
Amos Smith. Smith lived in Brooklyn.

Mr. Smith advertised with J. Hurlbut (Jared Hurlbut of Hartford) on
November 23, 1841 as an express to New Haven and Hartford, which would
be agented in New York by the Adams & Co. Boston Express line at 47 Wil-
liam. By December 10th we find the two men advertising that:

Very Important—Hurlbut & Co., have removed their Hartford and New Haven and Spring-
field Package Express from 46 William to 7 Wall st.. . . Mr. Hurlbut will remain at Hart-
ford and A. Smith at New York. . . New York Office at Adams' Express Office, 7 Wall st. . . .

This company, which was sold to Harnden soon thereafter, quickly split
and Smith advertised in the February 12, 1842 New York Commercial Ad-
vertiser that:

An express line between this city, Hartford and Springfield has been established on a
plan similar to Harnden's, Amos Smith of Wall Street is the proprietor.

4, See C,M. Hahn, “‘Adams Express—Free for the Regiment,”” American Philatelist vol. 87
no. 1, January 1973, for a discussion of this marking and the Adams operation in early 1861.



A March 1842 ad shows the Hartford office to be at the City Hotel, Main
Street and the transport to be the New Haven and Hartford steamboat. The
timing of these ads suggests that Hoey began early in 1842 with Smith’s
Jersey wagon helping out around February of that year. Hoey’s recollec-
tion of 1843 doesn't fit these ads.

Stimson reports that sometime during 1842 Dinsmore got Hoey a pony
that was used to trot to the Long Island railroad station in Brooklyn where
the company’s messenger on the train from Boston threw him the papers.
Hoey then sped these to the New York editors ahead of the Harnden com-
petition; in New York he was building a reputation for speedy service that
rivaled Harnden'’s Boston runner, ‘‘Mercury Jim’' Garland.

I believe Stimson was wrong on the date, The first mail through on the
Long Island to Greenport where the steamboat carried it to Stonington or
Norwich was August 9, 1844. Prior to that time there was no connection
that would fit. Thus, this incident seems to me to have to date to 1844.

Stimson also reports that during 1842 a regular express wagon was ob-
tained for service in New York and Warren Studley, subsequent founder
of the Railway Baggage Delivery Express, hired to drive it. This event prob-
ably took place sometime after March 1842 when Smith became too busy
with his New York, Hartford and Springfield Express. Studley was
replaced in 1843 by James D. Wallace who was replaced in the spring of
1844 by John M. Freeman. Freeman is known to western collectors for his
subsequent express operations in California and Panama.

Extending the Service

Until 1842, Adams & Co. confined its operations to New York, London,
Norwich, Worcester and Boston although conjunctive service was offered
to Buffalo and Washington from the very beginning, possibly through
Burke's connections. Conjunctive service was apparently dropped quite
early and did not resume until 1842. Conjunctive service to Hartford,
Conn. and Springfield, Mass. was advertised on November 23, 1841 us-
ing Hurlbut & Co. and by July 1842 when Hurlbut sold out to Harnden,
Adams was linking up with a new express to New Haven, Benjamin
Beecher’s Express, which began service August 4, 1842 between the Adams
office in New York and 40 Orange Street in New Haven.

As reported earlier, service was extended to Philadelphia and an office
set up at 3rd and Dock either late in 1841 or early 1842. An exclusive trans-
portation agreement with the Union Transportation Co. was announced
for that service on March 14, 1842, Thus far, I have not found contemporary
evidence stating who first handled this extension. Stimson stated that he
thought E.S. Sanford of Massachusetts was attached to Adams & Co, in New
York in 1844 and that in the ‘‘same or following year’’ was appointed the
Philadelphia agent for Adams & Co. I believe Stimson got the date wrong
and the events occurred in December 1841. Although he does not give us
a date, John Hoey reports that Edward Sanford was in the habit of hang-
ing around the New York office looking for work. The job he finally got
was as agent in Philadelphia.

The Philadelphia office was at 3rd and Dock but had moved to 85 Chest-
nut Street by December 20th. (By August 16, 1846 or earlier, the office was



at 80 Chestnut.) On December 21st, Adams announced a package express
between New York and Newark with offices at 315 Broad street in Newark.
As 1 gave the story of this office in my 1970 Essays on Postal History, it will
not be repeated here. Edward Sanford, who may be a relative of the Cap-
tain M. Sanford of New Haven (who was a Vanderbilt partner and owner
of the Independent Line to Philadelphia), became associated with Samuel
Shoemaker and together they started Shoemaker & Sanford's Express be-
tween Philadelphia, Wilmington, Baltimore and soon thereafter Washing-
ton. Sanford in later years became a director and vice president of the
Adams Express Company.

While Adams used Sanford & Shoemaker as agents for their Philadel-
phia office, it is interesting to note an advertisement in the November 30,
1848 North American and Daily Advertiser supplied me by Richard
Schwartz:

ADAMS & CO'S EXPRESS OFFICE No. 80 CHESTNUT ST—CHANGE OF HOUR. On
and after Monday, December 4th, our Express Cars will leave for BALTIMORE, SOUTH
& WEST, at 4 o'clock PM. with the Mail and Passenger Trains. Goods received at the Office,
No. 80 Chestnut St,, until 3 o'clock, PM., Small packages will also be forwarded by the
8 o'clock A.M. train.

Qur speed and facilities will be increased, and our charges on small parcels, and pack-
ages materially reduced, especially on those addressed to WASHINGTON, NORFOLK,
and RICHMOND.

SANFORD & SHOEMAKER,
Proprietor
Thursday, November 30, 1848

To me this advertisement indicates that Adams used the joint stock com-
pany during the Adams & Co. period with various proprietors of various
portions of the express. This would be true in the independent mail period
as well as later.

An announcement taken by Perry and Hall from an 1842 City Directory;,
probably compiled around May of that year, shows how the company em-
ployed conjunctive service. It states that Adams & Co. used Pomeroy to for-
ward to Albany and Troy, N.Y. and all principal cities on the western route
as far as Chicago. Griswold & Co. handled shipments to Baltimore and
Washington as well as Richmond, Petersburg, Norfolk and Charleston
while Greenawault & Cunningham handled shipments within Pennsyl-
vania to Lancaster, Carlisle, Harrisburg and Hollidaysburg.

An advertisement of February 13, 1843 tells us the Adams & Co. direct
service included, in addition to New York, Worcester and Boston: Norwich,
New London, Hartford and New Haven in Connecticut. It added that di-
rect service extended to Newark, N.J., Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washing-
ton and Pittsburgh with Sanford as agent in Philadelphia and R.G. Berferd
[sic] at 85 Fourth Street in Pittsburgh. This is probably Richard Berford
of Berford & Co. western express fame. Another ad of March 23, 1843 an-
nounced ‘‘through’’ service from New York to Pittsburgh in four days. An
advertisement of July 28, 1843 showed conjunctive use of Roger & Co’s
Southern Express and noted conjunctive service to Cincinnati, Louisville
and St. Louis. On December 5, 1843 service was announced to New
Orleans.

By December 15, 1843 Adams had its own Baltimore office (7 Light street)
and used Shoemaker & Sanford to connect to Petersburg, Va. and Greene



& Co. to service Cincinnati. By February 2, 1844, the company had its own
offices at Bridgeport, West Stockbridge, Springfield and Worcester in New
England. By September 1844 service was reported throughout much of the
south and as far west as New Orleans and St. Louis.

Matching Harnden’s red foot-square cards, Adams developed an illus-
trated broadside poster in 1844 (Fig. 4). This used F.H. Lane as the illus-
trator of the Adams express wagon. The poster reports eight offices of the
“‘Adams & Co's American Package Express.”’ The use of ‘‘American’’ sug-
gests this poster was printed in the second half of 1844.
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June 20, 1844 saw the announcement by Adams of an extension service
to Europe, when Adams appointed Willmer & Smith as its agent in Liver-
pool. The Willmer & Smith firm had previously represented Harnden, who
withdrew December 16, 1843 and set up other arrangements. The initial
ad in the Boston Courier offered to:

take charge of all and any business intrusted to their care, such as forwarding LETTERS,
PARCELS, PACKAGES, SPECIE, and VALUABLE PAPERS, to all parts of the Continent,
and all orders intrusted to them will receive the personal attention of Messrs. W.&S. of
Liverpool, and prompt returns assured. . .

On August 15, 1844, the ads stated that, **‘Merchants will bear in mind that
letters can be prepaid to every part of Europe.”’

Two letters have surfaced showing Adams service to Europe during the
independent mail period; neither show Willmer & Smith markings. The
first letter, from the George Sloane holding, is dated New York June 14, 1845
and went via the Cambrialeaving Boston the 16th and arriving Liverpool
the 27th. It has a Liverpool handstamp of the 28th, as well as a French tran-
sit for its destination, Paris. There is a red oval PD showing full payment.

Fig. 4.



A carmine 33mm circle PAID THROUGH/lII/ADAMS & CO./9 COURT
ST./BOSTON shows the Adams handling. There is an addition of 5 and
10 which Perry and Hall felt might represent postal charges to France plus
Willmer & Smith charges for their services. The second cover originated
in Baltimore and went on the Hibernia leaving Boston May 16 and arriv-
ing Liverpool May 31, 1845. It bears an open black circle LIVER-
POOL/JU2/1848/PAID and a departure tombstone M/PAID/23]U23/PAID the
Adams carmine circle and the PD in oval as well as French transits to Mar-
seille c/o Fitch, Brothers & Co. who were to get this to the USS Plymouth,
which was then in the Mediterranean. There are two 5's summed into a
10 at top left. I should like to suggest that the rates are not compatible with
transport in Europe but rather may represent a special Adams reduction
for domestic rates competitive to the other independent mails.

Adams & Co. had introduced a horse express between Philadelphia and
New York on February 6th 1845 to bypass the delay in the postal service
at Philadelphia that was causing agitation at the time. On May 29th, an
advertisement in the North American and Daily Advertisertells us how
letters were handled:

FOREIGN LETTERS & PACKAGES

ADAMS & CO.

LETTER BAGS for the Royal Mail Steamer Britannia,
which sails from Boston on Sunday, June 1st, will
close at their office 85 Chestnut Street on Saturday the
31st inst, at 6 o'clock, A.M.,

The public will please bear in mind that under no circum-
stances have the letters deposited with ADAMS & CO. failed
of being forwarded by the proper steamer, although frequently not
received until 16 hours after the closing of the regular mails.

Government postage will be paid at the Philadelphia Post
Office by A. & Co. and the letters go on in charge of their
special messenger. This arrangement gives the greatest
security attainable of the transmission and delivery of foreign
letters before the departure of the Steamer.

ADAMS & CO.
No. 85 Chestnut St.
My 29

This prepayment of letters at the postoffice and private carriage, along with
Harnden’s similar approach, presages the handling of the western ex-
presses with their franked government envelopes in the 1850's.

Fig. 5 is an example of a transatlantic letter carried by Adams & Co. which
did receive a marking from their European agent. This letter of about 1852
bears the handstamp of Edwards, Sanford & Co. which was the Adams agent
at the time. Only the outer wrapper for a package of circulars sent to Havre,
France survives. Thus, there is no evidence as to the rate charged. Edwards,
Sanford replaced Willmer & Smith company as the Adams agent after the
independent mail period. Adams did advertise it would carry letters, but
all ads that have been found were timed to coincide with the sailing of the
Cunarders from Boston and at least half the advertising copy dealt with the
basic Adams business of parcels, packages, orders and specie not letters.

Adams Rates
The rates charged by the expresses and independent mails have long
been obscure to the typical collector of the material. The initial People’s
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Express ads noted “‘charges to correspond with the times'” giving the com-
pany considerable option on rates. Other ads by Adams & Co. noted the
company would carry packages of any description. This implied that pack-
ages of letters could be made up and the postoffice report on the expresses
of 1841 suggests that they were. Too, the actual case of United States vs
Adams & Co. (Nov. 15-16, 1843) had as one major charge that one Jed Frye,
“‘had received letters enclosed in packages to Adams & Co.'s express.”
Judge Betts held that:

I shall regard it as proved that mailable matters have been transported through the defen-
dants’ express, and by their agents, in the manner claimed by the Government; but that,
when enclosed and carried in packages they were placed there without the assent or
knowledge of the defendants.

In addition to the packages of letters, we also have a series of ads such
as the one of January 16, 1845 in the Newark Daily Advertiser stating,
“‘Orders for articles to be returned by the Express will be delivered free
of charge."’

The testimony of the several postmasters in the 1841 Report of the Post-
master General indicated that Adams charged 25 cents a bundle for let-
ters and in another example carried four letters in a bundle for 18 % cents,
although the rate table included in the Reportindicated 122 cents per sin-
gle letter. The cover in Fig. 2, already discussed, gives a rate breakdown
of 13 and 25 cents from Salem to New York in 1841. This supports the 25
cents Boston to New York rate reported by the postmasters in the 1841 Post-
master General's Reportand a conjunctive charge of 13 cents from Salem
to Boston. John Hoey’s 1877 interview confirms the basic early Adams &
Co. rate for letters was 25 cents.

Fig. 6 is a January 10, 1842 letter rated by Adams at 25 cents and carried
from New York to Millbury, Mass, It contained a power of attorney. The
single letter rate did change; the question is when. After winning the 1843
case brought against it by the government, Adams advertised in the Worces-
ter Palladium of August 28, 1844:

Fig. 5.
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.. Prices Reduced
The public is respectfully informed that Par-
cels will be carried to and from New York
for 1214 ¢ instead of 25¢ as previously.
Boxes, Packages, Valuable Papers transmitted
to all the Southern & Western cities with great
rapidity and at moderate charges. . .

J.H. KNIGHTS, Agt., No. 155 Main St., Worcester

This notice indicated that Adams handled letters as though they were
parcels, which partially explains the scarcity of covers, and that this was
done at a 25 cent rate before late 18445 This analytic conclusion is sup-
ported by the testimony of George B. Fisher, bookkeeper and regular con-
ductor for Adams & Co. at the time of the offenses alleged in the govern-
ment’s suit of 1843. Fisher testified: 1) conductors were instructed by
Adams & Co. not to take letters, 2) Adams & Co. refused to accept letters
at their offices, 3) no entry was made in the books for monies allegedly
received by Stevens, the substitute conductor who was charged, 4) had
Stevens received money it would have been entered.

Countering the above date for the rate change is an example from the
Seth Low correspondence posted in Salem November 10, 1843—a week
before the Adams trial— which is clearly rated ““Ex 13", an apparent round-
ing of the 12" cents single rate, Fig. 7. It is possible that this rating is only
for the conjunctive use from Salem to Boston. The letter is clearly a sin-
gle. Although I have not located a notice that Adams was operating directly
in Salem by this time, there is no conjunctive use charge on this letter as
there is on Fig, 2. The pencil manuscript notation at the left *‘Hutchi/t?"’
is typical of agent markings found on many items of the period and erased
by dealers or collectors who don’t recognize the postal significance of pen-
cil notations or who are so concerned with exhibitability appearance that
they are willing to show damaged goods that look pretty.

5. Harnden advertised a rate reduction from 25¢ to 12%:c on June 30, 1844.



o/ P2

i ﬁ‘/W

It has not been recognized generally that labels are 1ust as much an in-
dication of prepayment as handstamped or manuscript markings on in-
dependent mail letters and express items that do not otherwise qualify for
free transit, e.g. return goods orders. An example from the Charnley &
Whelen find is seen as Fig. 8. It was posted in Boston March 17, 1845 and
enclosed eight railroad bonds to the company in Philadelphia. It is rated
in red crayon 3/- or 37z cents for a triple rate under the rate reduction
previously noted in the Palladiumadvertisement. The letter was not par-
ticularly fat as indicated by the position of the wax seal.

Another label example, where the rate is not noted, is one from New York
to Newark of November 13, 1844 which enclosed a receipt for leather as
well as $100. Ex-Reusille, this is one of two letters showing the Adams New-
ark office service, Fig. 9. The second example, Fig. 10, was posted in New-
ark and addressed to Col. Savage in Philadelphia. It is marked *‘Very im-
portant to be delivered today'' and rated 2/- or 25 cents on the envelope.

Fig. 7.

Fig. 8.



Fig. 9.

Fig. 11.
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Although undated it seems to fall into the independent mail period but
whether before or after the rate reduction is not clear.

One of the latest of the Adams independent mail use styles can be seen
as Fig. 11. It is an 1845 envelope that contained money. It sold as lot 778



in the Knapp sale of May 5-10, 1941 to H.H. Spring but it was not in the
sale of his material that took place October 28, 1941. There is a black hand-
stamp 27mm circle FORWARDED/BY/ADAMS & CO’S/EXPRESS/
From/NEW LONDON, CT./C.E. ROATH?/AGENT. as well as a pink label
added at the 56 State street New Haven transit office of either Beecher or
Webb & Co. This ‘‘label’’ is cancelled twice by a handstamp. The letter
contained $256.23 and was rated ‘‘Paid 3/- (37%z cents) Manning, Jr."’
presumably at New London, by the clerk in that office. The amount was
verified in pencil. If Roath is a correct reading, he eventually became as-
sistant superintendent of the New England Division..

The Perry/Hall research cites two examples of the red handstamped FOR-
WARDED BY/Adams & Co’s Express/No. 9 Court St., BOSTON. It should
be noted that with the substitution of the name Child, this is identical with
the Donald Malcolm example from Child & Cos It is now possible to sup-
plement the Adams handstamp with an apparently unique copy going
from New York to Philadelphia and datelined February 15, 1845. The cover
is stained so that the apparent rating in the upper right corner can no
longer be read, Fig. 12.

Earlier it was noted that no Adams & Co. letters were yet recorded to
Europe that showed the overseas rate charged during the independent mail
period. However, they would probably have taken the same rates adver-
tised by Harnden in 1842, e.g. 31 cents to Liverpool and 33 cents to the rest
of England with 51 cents to France, 75 cents to Switzerland and 94 cents
to most of northern Europe and Italy except for Belgium (85 cents) and Hol-
land (90 cents).

End of the Independent Mail Period

The Adams & Co. independent mail operations ended, as did those of
most of the other firms, with the July 1, 1845 effective date of the March
3, 1845 law regarding expresses. The government was less than candid in

6. C.M. Hahn, ““The Child & Co. Express,'’ Collectors Club Philatelist, vol. 52, no. 3, May
1973, pp. 145-55.

Fig. 12,



its arguments for needing a mail monopoly and has remained so to this
date. The government appealed to the Constitution disregarding the fact
that our forefathers were quite familiar with an independent mail system
having actively used one in the 1770s as well as during the Confederation
and early Constitutional period. Patriots like William Goddard and Ben-
jamin Franklin were quite familiar with the independent mail operations
of the Bordentown stage and the Allentown stage as well as the indepen-
dent mail riding of Bennoni Dare and Constant Cooper. In a later period
the Morristown stage and Swift-Sure line letters are well known7?

New Yorkers relied upon the Peck and Flushing lines for mails out to
Long Island and the state-chartered monopoly Van Wyck line to Albany.
New Englanders like John Adams knew the independent mail riders such
as Silent Wilde, William Williams, Joshua Town and probably those in
Connecticut such as Nathan Percy and Nathan Dudley, both of whom rode
between New York and Hartford. In later periods New Englanders would
use the Plymouth stage, the Davis stage (Maine) or the Barnes line out of
Worcester (25 cents a letter).

Specialists in the independent mails know that the operations didn’t
begin with William Harnden in 1839 but go back to the Salem & Boston
line’s independent mail and package operations organized in 1823 by
Daniel Manning. Then there was the A.S. Taylor Lowell independent mail
operation of 1835-6, which was sold to William Grey (1836-45) whose
handstamps are well known. Too, there was the Dean & Davenport line of
1836-7 which later became the independent mail and express operation
of Davenport & Mason. A slew of express and independent mail compa-
nies date into 1840 when Adams was beginning: Cheney, Earle & Co.,
Hatch, Leonards, PC. Hale and Forbes and James N. Winslow's express are
among these. The Hale & Co. and C. Mills independent mails date into the
1838 and 1833 periods respectively, although Hale didn't become a major
factor until 1843-4,

It wasn't the existence of independent mails that bothered the govern-
ment, it was their success. By 1844 the network of independent mail opera-
tions was so extensive and the rates so low that the government operation
was affected. Henry Wells, together with some others, approached First As-
sistant Postmaster General S.R. Hobbie with a proposed takeover of the en-
tire United States mail system, including delivery, at a rate of 5 cents a let-
ter. The politically astute Col. Hobbie immediately rejected the proposal
with “‘Zounds, sir! It would throw 16,000 Postmasters out of office.”" No poli-
tician would risk such a source of patronage except under extreme pres-
sure and John Tyler was trying for renomination in his own name in 1844.

Earlier, in 1842, Lewis Eaton, special agent of the Department, had ap-
proached Pomeroy & Co. to obtain their express business, but Pomeroy
declined to send his parcels through the postoffice because Pomeroy was
the “‘people’s line.”

The government has also never admitted the extent to which the indepen-
dent mail and express operations served the country. The govern-

7. Cf. C.M. Hahn, **The Swift-Sure Stage,”” SPA Journal, vol. 42, no. 10, June 1980; vol. 43,
no. 7, March 1981, Also, *“The Swift-Sure Letters, Stages and Stage Routes Across New Jer-
sey, SPA Journal, vol, 42, no. 2, Ooctober 1979.



ment argument always focuses upon the “‘profitable’” Boston to Washing-
ton corridor without recognizing that the independent mails were already
serving back country Maine, rural upstate New York and operating in areas
of the West the government feared to go into. The expresses and indepen-
dent mails blanketed much of the South and Midwest.

Actually part of the government’s reaction was the result of misanaly-

sis. Looking at the letter mail revenues for the years ending June 30th we
find:

Year Ending 6/30 Letter revenues
1840 $4,003,776
1841 3,812,739
1842 3,953,315
1843 3,738,307
1844 3,676,862
1845 3,660,231
1846 2,881,698

This table makes it clear that the government was looking at a 5 percent
drop in letter mail revenue when it began its campaign against the ex-
presses in the fall of 1841, even though the expresses were still a minor
factor. The law suits of 1843-4 were launched when another drop of about
5 percent was seen after a minor rise. However, the fact is that the period
of greatest inroads into postal revenue was fiscal year 1845 and the differ-
ence between that year and the preceding one was insignificant.

The real problem with postal revenues was that the country was in the
midst of a depression. The south was affected by a drop in cotton prices
from about 14.5 cents a pound in 1839 to about 5 cents a pound in 1845.
Generally wholesale prices on an index basis dropped from 110 in 1839
to a low of 75 in late 1843 before rebounding to about 83 in 1845.

The Panic of 1837 which forced New York banks to suspend payments
in May of that year had run its course by 1839. However, bad management
of the United States Bank of Pennsylvania forced its failure in October 1839
(it tried to manipulate the cotton market) and banks began to fail by the
hundreds with unemployment spreading throughout the industrial cit-
ies. States couldn’t meet payments on their excessive bond issues and
repudiated them. By early 1841 the United States Bank again suspended
and then was liquidated. It was not until 1845 that conditions finally
improved.

The new regulations based upon the law of March 3, 1845 were sent to
the postmasters April 21, 1845:

576. The establishment of private expresses for the conveyance of any letters, packets,
or packages of letters, or other matter transmittable in the United States mail, (newspapers,
pamphlets, magazines, and periodicals excepted,) from one city, town, or other place,
to any other city, town or place in the United States between and from and to which the
United States mail is regularly transported under authority of the Post Office Department,
is prohibited.

577. Sois the causing to 