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4-Cent 1901 Pan-American Invert
The Finest Recorded Plate Number Single

Graded Very Fine 80

Lot 5°

4¢ Deep Red Brown & Black, Pan-American, Center Inverted (296a). Original gum, lightly hinged,
with plate number “1145” and plate letters in selvage at bottom, fresh and bright colors, choice
centering, small “W.H.C.” handstamp applied on back of stamp and selvage by Warren H. Colson

EXTREMELY FINE. THIS STAMP, WITH ITS PRISTINE GUM, RICH COLOR, LONG AND FULL
PERFORATIONS AND PLATE NUMBER SELVAGE, IS THE FINEST OF ALL EXAMPLES OF THE 
4-CENT PAN-AMERICAN INVERT WITH IMPRINT SELVAGE.

Ex John F. Odeneal (Siegel Sale 941, October 3, 2007, lot 1207, $300,000 hammer)

Certified by The Philatelic Foundation in 1991 as “Genuine, previously hinged” (certificate 241269,
which no longer accompanies stamp). With 2013 Professional Stamp Experts certificate (1270177),
which states “genuine unused, o.g., previously hinged” with a grade of Very Fine 80, Mint OGph.

The grade of Very Fine 80 is the second highest for Scott 296a in the PSE Population Report, and this is
the only stamp to receive it. One higher grade (XF 90) has been awarded to a single without the plate
number selvage. After the 80 and 90 point stamps, there are two stamps graded Fine 70.

The 2013 Scott U.S. Specialized Catalogue and Stamp Market Quarterly values for Scott 296a in Very Fine
80 are $75,000 and $270,000, respectively, but neither conveys the true value of this stamp, which has both
philatelic significance, by virtue of the plate number selvage, and high-grade condition status.

The 4¢ Pan-American Invert Special Printing

Few stamps in United States philately have been as misunderstood from birth as the 4¢ Pan-
American Invert. The footnote in the Scott Catalogue for 296a reads: “No. 296a was a Special Printing
and not regularly issued.” The stamps come with and without the small rubber-stamped “Specimen”
overprint. Most examples are in rough condition and have badly disturbed gum. Everything about the
4¢ Invert—from the design, which was based on a newly-launched commercial hansom cab service, to
the highly irregular way in which the errors reached the public—is steeped in intrigue. The stories
conjure up images of portly Victorian era gentlemen in vested suits and high collars, smoking cigars in
dark oak interiors, sipping brandy and exchanging an envelope with the “special” inverted automobile
stamp from the new Pan-American series.

When the first examples reached the public in 1901 and 1902, they sparked controversy and cries of
foul play among certain philatelic spokespersons. The Third Assistant Postmaster General, Edwin C.
Madden, was gleefully handing out 4¢ Inverts as gifts to colleagues, business associates, dignitaries and
even to his own two sons, at a time when charges of manipulation, underhanded procurement schemes,
kickbacks and favoritism were aimed at the Post Office Department. The whole episode proved to be an
embarrassment to postal officials, and the Assistant Attorney General for POD matters was ordered to
investigate. In the end, Madden was cleared of any wrongdoing, but the events surrounding the 4¢
Invert left a lasting legacy and make for fascinating philatelic storytelling. continued



Theodore Roosevelt took the oath of office on September 14, 1901,
immediately after President McKinley succumbed to the wounds inflicted on him
by an assassin’s bullets at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo. President
Roosevelt served out McKinley’s second term (1901-1904) and successfully ran for
election in 1904.

McKinley’s postmaster general, Charles E. Smith, resigned in January 1902,
shortly after Roosevelt took office, and was replaced by Henry C. Payne.
Therefore, Postmaster General Smith was present for the design, production and
release of the Pan-American Issue, but Payne took over this cabinet-level position
just as public condemnation of the POD was heating up.

One constant during the changes in presidents and postmasters general was
Third Assistant Postmaster General Edwin C. Madden, who was responsible for
POD financial affairs, including the Division of Postage Stamps.

From a management perspective, it was Third Assistant PMG
Madden who supervised the activities of this economically important
enterprise with revenues of $95 million in 1899. Madden also made
decisions about matters related to stamp issues and production. When
the Pan-American Inverts were made, the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing was the manufacturer, but Madden was in charge.

Madden and his department were also responsible for a peculiar
chapter of U.S. postal history, in which philately provided a vehicle for
gestures of “gratitude.” The Roosevelt albums—beautiful,
leatherbound compilations of small die proofs of past issues—were
given to influential individuals. After a comprehensive review of POD
practices and policies, such gifts were banned in January 1905.

Production of 4¢ Inverts

Reports of Pan-American Inverts were widely circulated within two weeks of the May 1, 1901, issue
date. Sometime prior to October 1, 1901, Madden ordered his superintendent of the Stamp Division,
William C. Fitch, to contact the BEP and ask that any sheets of invert errors detected during the
examination process be sent to the Third Assistant PMG’s office. This is what both Madden and Fitch
claimed during the subsequent investigation. In response the BEP furnished four sheets of 100 of the 4¢
denomination and nothing else. What Madden and Fitch did not know, according to their account, is
that the BEP had no invert sheets on hand to give them, and instead made a special printing of 4¢
Inverts. Madden was cleared of any wrongdoing, because there was no evidence that he had made a
formal request for error stamps to be printed by the BEP, who took the initiative on their own.

Two plates were used to make all 4¢ stamps, including the inverts: plate 1142 for the black vignette,
and plate 1145 for the brown frame. Each plate was configured with 200 subjects arranged in 20
horizontal rows of 10 across. Engraved in the margins were the BEP imprint and plate number at top and
bottom, guide markings to facilitate perforating and cutting, denomination markers in the corners (right-
reading, so the pressman could see them clearly), siderographers’ initials in the corners, and across the top
a sequence of pressmen’s initials, which were punched into the plate each time it was put on the press.

Each of the 4¢ plates was put on the press in multi-day runs in 1901. The vignette plate 1142 was on
the press three times: Mar. 22 to May 1, May 6 to 9, and Aug. 31 to Sep. 7. The frame plate 1145 was on
the press four times, from Apr. 2 to May 4, May 14 to 18, Sep. 11 to 21, and the last time for only two
days, from September 30 to October 1.
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Third Asst. PMG Edwin C. Madden

PMG Henry C. Payne
Roosevelt Administration

January 9, 1902 – October 4, 1904



The last press run for the 4¢—the frame printing on September 30 and October 1—is the latest for
any denomination above the 2¢. It is undoubtedly the date on which the frame plate 1145 was used to
make invert error sheets. Presumably there was a small supply of vignette sheets on hand from the
August 31-September 7 printing, because that plate was not put on the press after September 7.

To visualize the sheets as BEP employees would have in 1901, it is important to disregard the
philatelic “center inverted” concept. The vignette was printed first, so it is the frame that was inverted
relative to the center. The sheets were cut in half when the perforations were applied, using a rotary
knife (cutting wheel) in place of a perforating pin wheel at the center as they passed through the
perforator. The BEP supplied the top halves—from their perspective—of four full printed sheets of
200, rather than tops and bottoms from two sheets. The relative positions of the imprint examples are
shown on pages 52-53, using plate blocks as a background to help visualize the four different sheets of
100. The sheet assignments are based on position—there can only be one stamp for any given position
in a sheet—and centering, which must be complementary.
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The pressmen’s initials on the brown frame plate 1145 are not present on any of the Inverts, but on
the normal stamps they read: NLD AY ND WS. The numerous pressmen’s initials on the black vignette
plate 1142 are present on some of the Inverts. They read: BM NLD BM NLD BM NLD BM NLD BM
NLD BM PHS AHG PHS BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS JHW BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS
BM PHS BM PHS BM BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS BM PHS DM HI WS H[?].

The BEP employment records provided by Hallie Brooker (BEP historian) match NLD and ND
with Norman L. Dayton and four female assistants with the same NLD or ND initials. Several printers
and assistants had the initials WS, including William A. Sacket. The BM initials which repeat many
times could belong to B. V. Martling, a plate printer. The repeating PHS initials do not fit with anyone,
but there was an H. Scriven (plate printer), Paul R. Stewart (skilled helper), and Miss Pauline M. Scott
(printer’s assistant). The DM initials toward the end of the string on the vignette plate do not match any
male employee, but they do match Daisy L. Marity and Daisy Murphy, both printer’s assistants. There is
no match for HI, which appears third from the end on the vignette plate (possibly repeated at the end).

Distribution of the 4¢ Inverts in 1901-1904

The stamps Madden received were given out as souvenirs or gifts to a variety of dignitaries and
acquaintances. His office was the only source of stamps with the “Specimen” handstamp, and Madden
claimed all but “one or more” had been marked. A record was kept, listing the recipient of each stamp,
their location and the date of receipt. This remarkable document is fully transcribed in James H. Bruns’
1990 Congress Book article and helps correct previous misinformation about the number distributed.

The earliest entry is dated October 7, 1901, for a stamp given to Otto Carmichael, a Washington
correspondent, newspaper publisher and Roosevelt supporter, who had written a long article on the
Pan-American Inverts in the May 26, 1901, Boston Herald. The last entry is dated September 24, 1904.

Imprint strip of four in “frame inverted” orientation, showing the string of pressmen’s initials on the black vignette plate
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A total of 12 copies were given out during the last three months of 1901. In 1902 a total of 150
stamps were distributed, with a large concentration around April 10. From January to April 1903, only 6
were given away. On November 7, 1903, Madden responded to an official inquiry and stated that up to
that date, a total of 186 stamps had been distributed, and the remaining 214 were on hand. However,
the records show that as of November 7, 1903, a total of 168 stamps had been distributed. Either
Madden transposed two digits (168 and 186) and simply deducted 186 from 400 to arrive at 214 on
hand without physically counting them, or he had given away more than shown in the official record.

None were given out from April 1903 until February 15, 1904, the day Madden took one for himself.
On June 11, 1904, a copy was given to C. A. Hamilton, and finally on September 24, three more were
given to H. M. Bacon, F. E. Smith and A. M. Travers (their second copies). The total number of stamps
distributed was 173, and there were 163 different recipients listed (154 received one copy each, 8
received two copies each and one received three copies). If the record is correct and Madden’s November
1903 count was wrong, then the balance on hand after September 24, 1904, was 227 stamps.

The appearance of 4¢ Inverts in the
hands of government cronies in 1902
caused an uproar among philatelists who
were extremely sensitive to “made for
stamp collectors” schemes. Certain
countries’ postal administrations had
been thoroughly discredited after
deliberately manufacturing stamp errors,
and the thought that U.S. postal officials
might stoop to such a low infuriated
collectors and dealers, especially those
who did not receive any of the valuable
invert stamps.

In particular, Charles H. Mekeel used
his weekly stamp newspaper to rail
against Madden and the POD for
ordering 4¢ Invert errors and handing
them out as favors. But Mekeel had
another hidden axe to grind with the
current postal administration. His
discounted postage rate for newspapers
had been revoked by Madden’s office,
because Mekeel did not have a paid

subscriber base, but instead sent the papers out as promotions to customers. Madden made sure to point
out this long-running feud with Mekeel when he defended himself against Mekeel’s accusations.

Madden probably never intended to “order” error stamps, and when they showed up, he may well
have believed they were found among the stock of stamps for distribution. Once he had the 4¢ Inverts,
he felt it was a well-established practice to give out philatelic souvenirs, and he did. However, the times
were changing, and the serious crimes committed by other postal officials cast a different and
unforgiving light on Madden’s actions. Beginning in October 1903, the 4¢ Invert incident was
investigated by Postmaster General Payne, then by the Assistant Attorney General for the POD, Charles
H. Robb. Madden was exonerated, but certain practices were banned as a result of this investigation.

Contemporary political cartoon depicting Postmaster General Payne hobbling
on crutches through the “Delaware Political Puddle” with a “Postal Scandal”

bag around his legs and Uncle Sam watching
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Distribution of the 4¢ Inverts in 1914

Of the 4¢ Inverts on hand after September 24—227 according to the record, 209 by Madden’s
count—one sheet of 100 was transferred to the National Museum stamp collection. The sheet was
affixed to a page in an album with the label “Series of 1901 for Pan-American Exposition. Pane of 100
with center inverted,” and the album was inventoried in July 1913.

The fate of the remaining stamps (127 at most) is uncertain, but philatelic writers have stated that
they were destroyed. However, the number given in these accounts is 194, which cannot be correct. The
maximum number of stamps that could have been in postal officials’ hands is 127 (400 printed – 173
distributed – 100 in sheet to National Museum = 127).

The National Museum collection was curated by Joseph B. Leavy, who was
hired in 1913 as the government’s first philatelist. Leavy wanted the museum
to have a complete U.S. collection, and he set about creating a “want list” of
missing items. Instead of using cash resources to acquire the stamps, Leavy
relied on the National Museum’s policy allowing for the exchange of duplicate
or unnecessary items for needed objects. In 1914 Leavy arranged for two
exchanges involving the 4¢ Invert sheet, which was divided after removal from
the album page.

The museum accession records contain an entry for “Exchange No. 3” with
Nassau Stamp Company of New York City, dated October 21, 1914. The
museum received a number of 19th century U.S. stamps, including a used 15¢
1869 Pictorial Invert, and Nassau received 77 copies of the 4¢ Invert and 300
Philippines Adminstration overprinted stamps.

The record for “Exchange No. 4” with H. F. Colman, a Washington D.C. dealer, is also dated
October 21. It lists another group of 19th century U.S. stamps, including a used 30¢ 1869 Pictorial
Invert, received in exchange for 20 copies of the 4¢ Invert, plus nine copies of the 24¢ 1869 (Re-Issue?)
and 32 sets of 1¢ to 90¢ 1890 Imperforates (16 pairs?).

While the earlier distribution of 173 4¢ Inverts from the Third Assistant Postmaster General’s office
had scattered the stamps far and wide, the 1914 National Museum exchange placed 97 copies into two
major dealers’ hands. The stamps from the National Museum album probably included a fair number
with missing or disturbed gum, but evidently some of the stamps in the sheet escaped being stuck to the
album page. This explains the existence of 4¢ Inverts with badly disturbed gum and others with clean
unmarred gum.

The Levi records of the 4¢ Invert contain about 120 stamps without the “Specimen” overprint,
including seven blocks of four and one imprint strip of four. In addition, there are 67 stamps with the
“Specimen” overprint (including some with the overprint removed). No multiples have the “Specimen.”

How many stamps were given away by Madden without the “Specimen” overprint? It is impossible to
determine the exact number. However, if the 97 stamps exchanged by the National Museum (all
without overprint) are deducted from the 120 in the Levi records, there are at least 23 unoverprinted
stamps which must have come from Madden’s office. Clearly his claim to investigators that only “one or
more” were distributed without being marked “Specimen” was, at best, the product of a faulty memory.

It is now nearly 100 years since the last of the 4¢ Inverts was released to the public, and it has taken
that much time to fully understand how this invert error came to be, and how it fell into collectors’
hands. In common with the 1933 Saint-Gaudens $20 Double Eagle, the 4¢ Pan-American Invert’s allure
lies not only in its great rarity, but, perhaps even more so, in the behind-the-scenes intrigue which
surrounded its creation.

Joseph B. Leavy
Custodian, National Museum
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4¢ invert imprint examples from four left panes
Shown with frame inverted and vignette upright, as the BEP printer would have viewed the sheet

Lot 5
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4¢ invert imprint examples from four right panes

“Specimen”

Shown with frame inverted and vignette upright, as the BEP printer would have viewed the sheet




