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Digital reconstruction of plate block and three adjoining singles
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The William H. Gross Collection
LOT 102°

The unique plate block of the 4¢ Pan-American Invert Error—
an iconic rarity of United States 20th century philately
ESTIMATE $100,000-150,000

DESCRIPTION
4¢ Pan-American, Center Inverted (296a), block of four with selvage
showing frame plate’s “Bureau, Engraving & Printing.” imprint and
plate number “1145” in Red Brown and vignette plate’s string of
plate pressmen’s initials in Black, top pair with original gum and
hinge remnants, bottom pair has traces of gum, most of which was lost
when the pane in the National Museum (predecessor of the Smithsonian National Postal Museum) was removed from paper to which it was
affixed

PROVENANCE
National Museum accession (complete pane of 100), inventoried in
July 1913
Either “Exchange No. 3” to Nassau Stamp Company (77 copies) or
“Exchange No. 4” to H. F. Colman, Washington D.C. dealer (20 copies)
Supposedly discovered in a cigar box of duplicate stamps
Weill Brothers’ Stock, Christie’s Robson Lowe sale, 10/12/1989,
lot 263, to Jack Rosenthal (collection sold privately to Andrew Levitt;
later acquired by William H. Gross)

CENSUS, LITERATURE AND EXHIBITION REFERENCES
INTERPHIL 1976 “Aristocrats of Philately” (Weill)
ANPHILEX 1996 Invited Exhibits (Rosenthal)

CONDITION NOTES
Fine appearance; top left stamp has two small thin spots; brown color
slightly affected by oxidation; some vertical perf separations

The passenger pictured on the left in the electric-powered hansom cab is a
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad employee named Samuel B. Hege—the vignette was
based on an illustration in B&O’s advertising material

HISTORY AND COMMENTARY
The 4¢ Invert Special Printing

Everything about the 4¢ Pan-American 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. When the
first examples reached the public in 1901 and 1902, they
sparked controversy and cries of foul play among philatelists.
The Third Assistant Postmaster General, Edwin C. Madden,
was handing out 4¢ Inverts as gifts to colleagues, business
associates, dignitaries and even to his own two sons, at a time
when the Post Office faced accusations of manipulation, underhanded procurement schemes, kickbacks and favoritism.
The events surrounding the 4¢ Invert left a lasting legacy,
not unlike that of the famous 1913 Liberty Head nickel.
The 4¢ vignette was an unusual and technically unlawful
choice for a postage stamp. The electric automobile pictured
on the stamp was operated by the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad to transport passengers throughout areas surrounding
their stations. The engraving was based on an illustration
from B&O’s advertising brochures, and the passenger in the
car was a living person—Samuel B. Hege, B&O’s agent who
served on the committee for Roosevelt’s 1905 inauguration.
After reading reports of Inverts in the newspapers, Madden ordered the BEP to return any error sheets to his office.
In response the BEP furnished four sheets of 100 of the 4¢
Invert and nothing else. As officials later testified, the BEP
had no invert sheets on hand, so they printed 4¢ Inverts.
Two plates were used: 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, with the BEP imprint and plate number at top and
bottom, and various other marginalia. 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 stamps Madden received were given out as souvenirs
or gifts to a variety of dignitaries and acquaintances, applying a “Specimen” handstamp to some, but not all. In total,
173 stamps were distributed. The rest were destroyed, except for one sheet of 100, which was transferred to the National Museum and affixed to an album page. The collection
was curated by Joseph B. Leavy, who wanted the museum
to have a complete U.S. collection. He made a “want list” of
missing items and, instead of using cash resources to acquire
the stamps, exchanged duplicate or unnecessary items. In
1914 Leavy arranged for two exchanges with stamps from
the 4¢ Invert sheet: 77 went to Nassau Stamp Company and
20 to H. F. Colman, a Washington D.C. dealer. The plate
block and the unique imprint and plate number strip of four
come from the left and right sides of the same sheet, which
is presumed to be the one sent to the museum. ◼
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