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DESCRIPTION
24¢ Green & Violet, Center Inverted (120b), block of four, beautifully
centered, rich colors and sharp clear impressions clearly showing the
inverted vignettes, segmented cork cancels of New York City

PROVENANCE
Discovered in Liverpool merchant’s correspondence files, circa 1888,
by the so-called “Upside Down Man” (sold to a vest-pocket dealer)
Thomas Ridpath (bought from dealer for £5, circa 1888; sold or con-
signed to Henry Collin, Scott Stamp and Coin Co., mid-1888)
William Thorne (bought from Scott Stamp and Coin Co., 1888, for
$200; collection sold privately to New England Stamp Co., 1902)
William H. Crocker (bought privately from New England Stamp Co.),
Harmer, Rooke & Co., 11/23-25/1938, lot 285, to Y. Souren
Esmond Bradley Martin, Sr. (bought from and sold privately to Souren)
Leslie White (bought privately from Souren; collection sold privately to
the Weills, circa 1949)
Benjamin D. Phillips (bought privately from Weills, October 1949, for
$24,000; collection sold privately to Weills, 1968)
Ryohei Ishikawa (bought privately from Weills, circa 1977), Christie’s
Robson Lowe sale, 9/28-29/1993, lot 746, to Siegel Auction Galleries
Steven Walske (bought privately from Siegel, 1997), Bennett sale,
5/2/2003, lot 1341 (later sold privately to Hagendorf/Columbian; resold
privately to William H. Gross)

CENSUS, LITERATURE AND EXHIBITION REFERENCES
Lester G. Brookman, United States Postage Stamps of the 19th Century, 
Vol. II, p. 182

Michael Laurence, “The 24¢ 1869 Invert Block,” Chronicle 85, Feb. 1975
Donna O’Keefe, Linn’s Philatelic Gems II, pp. 151-152
L. N. Williams, Encyclopaedia of Rare and Famous Stamps, Vol. I, p. 318
Scott R. Trepel, “The Ishikawa 1869s,” Chronicle 162, May 1994
Stamp Exhibition, Eden Musée, New York City, March 1889 (Thorne)
London Philatelic Exhibition 1897, held at the Royal Institute of
Painters in Water Colours, Great Britain (Thorne)
ANPHILEX 1971 “Aristocrats of Philately” (Weill)
INTERPHIL 1976 “Aristocrats of Philately” (Weill)
ANPHILEX 1996 “Aristocrats of Philately” (Siegel Auction Galleries)
Collectors Club of New York “Aristocrats of United States Philately” 
exhibit, December 2000 (Gross)
World Stamp Show 2016 Court of Honor (Gross)

CONDITION NOTES
Very Fine; one stamp has tiny thin speck and small margin scuff

HISTORY AND COMMENTARY

The Miraculous Survivor
The rarest and most valuable items in philately are the

miraculous survivors: the unique British Guiana One-Cent
Magenta, found by a boy rummaging through family papers;
the “Post Office” Blue and Red Mauritius cover, also found
by a young boy allowed to probe the files of an old business
in France; the Dawson cover with a 2¢ Hawaiian Missionary
stamp, plucked from a half-charred bundle of old papers;
and the 24¢ 1869 Inverted Center Error block offered here,
which was found in Liverpool in the 1880s, nearly 20 years
after it made the transatlantic journey from New York City
to England on a heavy parcel.
Fred Melville, one of philately’s premier worldwide stamp

experts, described the block as “one of the most wonderful
of all the surprising survivals.” Others have placed it at the
top of the list of “most important” United States philatelic
items, and of worldwide rarities in general. When LIFE mag-
azine presented a cover story and multipage spread of the
world’s rarest stamps in 1954, the 24¢ Invert block was
shown with a $65,000 value, more than twice the value for
the Inverted Jenny block of four pictured on the same page.
The 24¢ Invert is a great rarity in any form. By last

count—and these stamps have been carefully photographed
and counted—only 94 are known, including this block. Used
blocks of the 24¢ 1869 without the error are also extremely
rare—just six are known. Apart from the 24¢ block, the only
multiple of any of the three 1869 Pictorial Inverts is a mere
pair of the 24¢, which some have said was found on the same
cover bearing the block, but the cancels are different.
From discovery to its current temporary residence in the

Siegel vault, the 24¢ Invert block has survived, traveled the
world, been bought and sold by individuals of tremendous
wealth, and dazzled the public with appearances in exhibits
and in Courts of Honor and Aristocrats of Philately displays.
To fully appreciate the significance of the 1869 Pictorial
Issue, the inverted center errors and the 24¢ block of four,
one should start at the beginning, in 1869, when the Post 
Office tried and failed at a bit of design innovation.

The 1869 Pictorial Issue—Miniature Works of Art
The 1869 Pictorial Issue was a transformative set of

stamps created during a period of historic transition. The
Civil War had ended four years earlier. Congress was con-
trolled by the Radical Republicans, who, after their failed at-
tempt to impeach President Andrew Johnson, had helped
elect President Ulysses S. Grant, a sympathetic Republican.
The 1869 Pictorial stamps, with their novel shapes and im-
agery, were created by President Johnson’s postmaster gen-
eral, Alexander Randall, and inherited by Grant’s new

LOT 89°

The unique block of the 24¢ 1869 Pictorial Inverted Center error—
widely acclaimed the most important item in United States philately, 
and eloquently described by the stamp expert Fred Melville in 1938
as “one of the most wonderful of all the surprising survivals”

ESTIMATE $750,000-1,000,000
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postmaster general, John A. J. Creswell. In the midst of Reconstruc-
tion’s political controversies, the 1869s were spurned by the public
and quickly replaced with the 1870 Issue, bearing traditional por-
traits of statesmen, war heroes and Founding Fathers.
The vignettes on the 15¢, 24¢ and original 30¢ Burgoyne essay

(the 30¢ was redesigned for the issued stamp) are intricately en-
graved depictions of historical events, based on oil paintings hang-
ing in the Rotunda of the Capitol. Similar engravings were used on
First Charter National currency in 1863. The Lincoln vignette on
the 90¢ 1869 is essentially identical to the vignette on the 1866 15¢
Lincoln stamp issued one year after his assassination.
The overall designs of the 15¢, 24¢, original 30¢ Burgoyne essay

and 90¢ (and 1¢ and 6¢ 1869) have been attributed to someone
known as “E. Pitcher,” without a full first name. At least one student
of security printing has speculated that “E. Pitcher” actually might
have been a female artist, the daughter of a family known to the en-
graver, and that she assisted in the early design phase.

The 15¢, 24¢ and 30¢ Burgoyne vi-
gnettes were engraved by one of Na-
tional’s most talented engravers, the
Scottish-born James Smillie (1807-1885),
who had previously been a partner with
Rawdon, Wright and Hatch. Smillie
joined National in 1861, and shortly
after engraving the 1869s he moved to
the American Bank Note Company.
The 24¢ vignette was engraved by

Smillie from John Trumbull’s oil paint-
ing Declaration of Independence. There are
two versions of this painting; one in the
Capitol Rotunda, and the other at Yale

University. Contrary to the popular belief that this painting depicts
the signing ceremony, Trumbull actually
painted a romanticized image of the presen-
tation of the Declaration draft. There are 47
individuals portrayed in the painting, and
the tiny engraving captures virtually all of
them in minute detail. A similar engraving
appears on the 1863 First Charter $100 note.
The frames of the 15¢, 24¢ and 90¢ were

engraved by Douglas S. Ronaldson (1825-
1902), who is also credited with designing
and engraving the 10¢ and 30¢ Eagle-and-
Shield dies. The lettering on the 15¢, 24¢
and 90¢ (and 1¢ and 6¢) was engraved by 
J. C. Kenworthy.

Early Discoveries of 1869 Invert Errors
The 1869 Pictorial Issue was on sale in post offices in March

1869. The first published report of an invert error appeared in the
December 20, 1870, issue of J. Walter Scott’s American Journal of Phi-
lately. The report states that “after a few hundred sheets of the 15
and 24 cent stamps of the 1869 issue had been delivered, it was dis-
covered that a few of the stamps on each sheet had the picture in-
verted in the frames.” This early report is most definitely inaccurate.
All of the known 15¢ errors are Type II stamps, and Type IIs were
not issued until May 1869. To accept Scott’s version of the story, one
must make a leap of faith and believe that a 15¢ Type I Invert once
existed. However, Scott’s article indicates that he was aware of the
invert error on both values in December 1870. The 30¢ Invert was
discovered later, and by 1876 it was listed in the Scott Catalogue.
John N. Luff gives another version of the 15¢ Invert discovery.

In Luff ’s account the first sheet of inverts was bought by David H.
Anthony, who advertised himself as a buyer of “Revenue stamps—
all kinds if perfect,” as well as stamped documents, checks and mu-
tilated currency. According to Luff, Anthony sold one of the 15¢
Inverts to an early collector named Ramus and exchanged the rest
for normal stamps at the post office. These events would have oc-
curred while the issue was current, sometime between the May 1869
Second Printing and the discontinuance of the issue in early 1870.
The majority of high-denomination 1869 stamps were used on

mail addressed to foreign countries. From the time of issue until
December 31, 1869, the treaty rate to France was 15¢, so the 15¢
and 30¢ denominations prepaid the single and double rates. Some
of the cancellations on 15¢ Inverts do not conform to the New York
City foreign-mail office, indicating those stamps might have been
found on domestic registered covers (the registry fee was 15¢). The
24¢ stamp paid multiples of the 3¢ domestic rate, and it also paid a
multiple of the 12¢ rate to Great Britain through December 31,
1869, and 6¢ thereafter. Based on the applicable rates, most used
inverts were probably found on covers in England and France. In
the case of the 24¢ block, it was most definitely used on a heavy
piece of mail to Liverpool, England, where it was discovered.

The “Upside Down Man” and the 24¢ Invert Block
The discovery of the 24¢ 1869 Invert block has been traced to

Liverpool around 1888 or a bit earlier. It has been written and often
repeated that the block originally comprised six stamps—two across
and three high—and that a horizontal pair was separated from the
block and still exists. The only recorded pair does not fit the block,
and it could not have been on the same package wrapper, because
the cancels are nothing alike.
The block was found by the so-called “Upside Down Man,” who

obtained it for a pittance from a Liverpool business establishment’s
correspondence files. The discoverer sold it to a vest-pocket stamp
dealer, one of the “pickers” who brought goods to the bigger deal-
ers. The picker sold his new find to the
leading dealer in Liverpool at the time,
Thomas Ridpath, who earned philatelic
fame ten years earlier when he bought the
British Guiana One-Cent Magenta and
sold it to Ferrary. Ridpath paid the
satcheleer £5 (about $25) for the block.
From Ridpath the block made its sec-

ond transatlantic journey, back to New
York City. In the December 1888 Philatelic
Jorunal of America (p. 313), a short news
item reported the sale of the block:

Mr. Henry Collin, the manager of the philatelic department
of the Scott Stamp and Coin Company, has been in Europe
for some weeks and returned the 19th. He was in attendance
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James Smillie, engraver
of 24¢ 1869 vignette

Douglas S. Ronaldson, 
engraver of 24¢ frame

24¢ 1869 vignette is John Trumbull’s painting Declaration of Independence

Thomas Ridpath



at the meeting and a number of stamps he picked up while
abroad were shown. The most interesting were a block of four
24c, 1869, with inverted medallions—beautiful used speci-
mens. This block of stamps was purchased by Mr. Thorne for
$200.00, which was regarded by many as very cheap.

William Thorne (1845-1907) was a millionaire from one of the
oldest families to settle on Long Island. With a fortune from the
tannery business and other investments, Thorne retired and used

some of his money and leisure time to build
a stamp collection that was described as
“magnificent” and “replete with gems of the
first water.” He was very active in the 1880s
and became a member of the prestigious
Philatelic Society, London, in 1892, and a
founding member of the Collectors Club of
New York in 1896. He served as the club’s
second president.
Thorne was one of the first collectors to

specialize in blocks and earned a reputation
for having one of the finest holdings of rare
multiples of United States stamps. Soon after

acquiring the 24¢ Invert block, Thorne participated in one of the
earliest public exhibitions of stamps, held in March 1889 by mem-
bers of the Brooklyn Philatelic Club, the National Philatelical Society
and the Staten Island Philatelic Society. Inside the Eden Musée, 
an amusement center located
on West 23rd Street just off
Fifth Avenue, 272 pages of
stamps from 161 countries
were displayed by 31 mem-
bers, including Ernest R. Ack-
erman, Henry C. Needham, 
J. W. Scott and Thorne.
The American Journal of Phi-

lately reported that among the
United States stamps displayed
was “the superb block of 1869
24c. with inverted centre...”
Reviews of the exhibition were
published in the leading news-
papers, and the New York Times
marveled that there were more
than 10,000 stamps worth
$200,000 in one place.
In 1897 Thorne took his

block on its third transatlantic
voyage to participate in the
Philatelic Society, London, ex-
hibition inside the Royal Insti-
tute of Painters in Water Colours. The Philatelic Society, London,
as it was then known, was founded in 1869. It received permission
to add the word “Royal” from HM King Edward VII in 1906. The
inaugural ceremony of the London Philatelic Exhibiton was at-
tended by their Royal Highnesses the Duke and Duchess of York. A
year earlier, HRH The Duke of York, an avid stamp collector, had
become president of the society, and in 1910 he would become
renowned as King George V, the king who collects stamps.
The scale of the London Philatelic Exhibition dwarfed the event

in New York eight years earlier. There were classes, divisions and
awards. Sir William B. Avery and Henry J. Duveen showed several
country collections filled with rarities, including Avery’s unused
“Post Office” Mauritius stamps and Duveen’s pair of British Guiana
2¢ “Cottonreels” on cover. In Class III, “Collections of Rare

The William H. Gross Collection

199

Stamps,” Thorne won the top award for his exhibit of “100 rare
stamps,” which the London Philatelist commentor called “unrivalled
in this class.” Mentioned in the description of Thorne’s spectacular
display is the block, described as “1869, the series with inverted cen-
tre, including a block of four of the 24 c.,” which the commentator
wrote was “the apotheosis of bloating!”
Thorne has been credited with the alleged act of severing a hor-

izontal pair from the block when it was discovered, in order to form
a symmetrical block of four, but this is certainly untrue. There is
one pair with similar centering and vignette/frame registration, but
not close enough to form a contiguous block of six, and the cancels
are entirely different. The more likely scenario, if we accept the
basic premise that the discoverer found six stamps, is that Thorne 
acquired the block still adhering to the original piece, and he soaked
them off. The other two were singles or a pair that was later divided.
There are a few candidates with matching centering, vignette and
frame registration, and cancels.
Thorne returned from London with his block and medal, and

enjoyed his collection for a few more years. In 1902 he sold it to 
A. W. Batchelder of the New England Stamp Co., possibly negotiat-
ing with the firm’s representative, Warren H. Colson. Thorne
started another collection before his death in 1907, but never
reached the heights he achieved with his first collection of blocks.
One of New England Stamp Co.’s best clients was William H.

Crocker, president of Crocker National Bank in San Francisco and
a first cousin of Henry J. Crocker, a collector and more serious 

student of philately (from this
point, we shall refer to William
as “Crocker.”) Crocker became
the block’s next owner.

Bidding by Phone in 1938
William Crocker began col-

lecting U.S. and foreign stamps
in 1884 and, by the start of the
20th century, had already as-
sembled a world-class holding.
Through acquisitions from the
collections formed by Craig,
Castle, de Coppet, Ayer, and
Worthington, Crocker’s collec-
tion evolved into what is today
still considered one of the
greatest worldwide collections
ever formed.
Crocker supported philately

until the end of his life, serving
as regional representaive for
the 1936 TIPEX exhibition in
New York. He died in Septem-

ber 1937. Arrangements were quickly made to sell Crocker’s 42-vol-
ume collection at auction through Harmer, Rooke & Co., a
London-based firm run by Gordon
Harmer. For the fifth time since the block
first crossed the Atlantic in 1869, it made
another voyage to England, where the nine
sales would be held from April 1938
through February 1939. The U.S. portion
was sold on November 23-25, 1938. On the
second day, the 24¢ Invert block was of-
fered to a room filled with major collectors
and dealers from around the world, includ-
ing a 25-year old stamp dealer from New
York City named Bob Siegel.

William Thorne
(1845-1907)

continued on next page

Illustration of the exhibition held in March 1889 at the Eden Musée,
where the 24¢ block was displayed by William Thorne

William H. Crocker
(1861-1937)



When he bought the block from
Souren, Martin was probably not
much older than he appears in the
photograph at right. For reasons un-
known—perhaps buyer’s remorse or
familial disapproval—he either sold
the block back to Souren or cancelled
the deal. Martin continued to collect
stamps, as well as pocket watches,
books and English furniture from
his estate in Old Westbury. For years
Martin was the world’s fly-fishing
record holder for Atlantic salmon.
Sadly, his son, Esmond Bradley Jr.,
was murdered in 2018 in retaliation
for his investigations into the illegal
rhino and ivory trade.
The block returned by Martin did not remain with Souren very

long. Souren found another wealthy buyer named Leslie White, a
Connecticut industrialist, who kept the block until 1949, when he

sold his entire collection to the Weills. In
October of the same year, the Weills sold
the block for $24,000 to a collector who was
fast becoming their most important client
and whose identity they would keep secret
until decades after his death. Benjamin D.
Phillips was the scion of the T. W. Phillips
family, owners of a large natural gas and oil
company in Butler, Pennsylvania. Phillips
started collecting in 1946, initially with pur-
chases from Colson. Within a few years the
Weills had gained Phillips as a client and
helped him build one of the greatest

United States collections ever formed. The Weills purchased the col-
lection in 1968, around the time Phillips died, for $4.07 million.
The photograph below shows the Weills in front of their display

at the 1956 FIPEX exhibition. Shown on pages are fabulous U.S. and
Confederate rarities, including many purchased during the past five
months for Phillips. The Weills made their big splash in the 1955
and 1956 Caspary sales, and they were well on their way to com-
pletely dominating the U.S. rarities market for decades to come.

Benjamin D. Phillips
(1885-1968)
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One measure of the 24¢ Invert block’s significance is its place in
the publication released by Harmer, Rooke & Co. prior to the sales,
entitled The William H. Crocker Collection of Rare Stamps of the Whole
World. This 42-page soft cover booklet featured a commentary by
Fred Melville and displayed major rarities from the Crocker collec-
tion. It also employed color printing to illustrate five items, the star
piece being the 24¢ Invert block. This color image was also printed
on the cover of the sale catalogue. Color printing was an unusual
and expensive printing method for that time.

Raymond and Roger Weill (left and right) in front of their display at the 1956
FIPEX show—many of the items in the frames were owned by their most
important client, Benjamin D. Phillips

Lot 89 continued

The sale of the 24¢ Invert block was surrounded by considerable
fanfare. Theodore Behr, who attended the sale in London, was con-
nected by a special transatlantic telephone line to his principal in
New York City, the publicity-hungry stamp dealer, Y. Souren. The
block sold to Souren for approximately $12,000 (converted from
sterling), and the first-time use of the transatlantic telephone cable
for bidding drew enormous press coverage. Fox Movietone News,
newspapers and magazines (Life, Newsweek, Tillie, The New Yorker)
told the story of Souren’s clever use of new technology. The photo-
graph below appeared in Mekeel’s Weekly Stamp News, showing
Souren holding his new acquisition across the desk from Behr.

Y. Souren (at right) holding the 24¢ 1869 Invert block he purchased in the
1938 Crocker sale in London, after bidding by transatlantic telephone

Harmer, Rooke & Co.
1938 sale catalogue of
the Crocker collection
with a color photo of
the 24¢ Invert block on
the cover—use of color
printing was very rare
for the time

It is well-known stamp lore that Souren kept the 24¢ Invert block
between two glass plates, especially fitted for his jacket pocket, and
enjoyed flashing his prize to anyone who might be interested.
Souren, motivated more by profit than possession, sold the block to
a collector who certainly had the means to buy it, but apparently
lost the inclination to keep it. His name was Esmond Bradley Mar-
tin, the grandson of Henry Phipps, a Pittsburgh steel magnate and
partner of Andrew Carnegie.

Esmond Bradley Martin, Sr.
(1915-2002)



The 24¢ Invert block stayed in the Weills’ domain for the next
ten years. While Phillips owned it, the block made an appearance
in the 1954 LIFE magazine color feature of the world’s rarest
stamps. Unfortunately, counterfeiting laws prevented the publisher
from showing the U.S. rarities in color, so the block and seven other
famous errors appeared in grayscale. Nonetheless, the values under
the photos made it clear that the 24¢ 1869 block—as opposed to the
24¢ Inverted Jenny block—was the most valuable item.
After the Weills acquired the Phillips collection and all of the

magnificent rarities it contained, they started to feed items to their
exclusive clients and into Siegel Rarities of the World sales and other
channels deemed worthy of their trust. Items rarely left the Weills’
orbit—their business model relied on the closed loop of buying and
selling, and then buying back items, all at prices which allowed them
to box out the competition.

Then, Ryohei Ishikawa lost to Louis
Grunin at INTERPHIL ‘76 in Philadelphia.
Ishikawa, a highly competitive Japanese
businessman and stamp collector, tried to
win with his display of the 1¢ 1851-57 Issue,
but the judges gave the Grand Prix National
to Louis Grunin’s survey exhibit of 1847 to
1869 Issues, deciding that a single-stamp
study could not win against a broader exhibit
of classics. Ishikawa left Philadelphia without
feelings of brotherly love. He set out to show
what a Grand Prix exhibit of U.S. classics
would look like if he did it.

Ishikawa’s determination, combined with his financial resources,
convinced the Weills to let loose of some of the brightest stars in
their philatelic constellation. The 5¢ 1847 Lord Crawford Block,
the 10¢ 1847 Bible block, and the 24¢ 1869 Invert block would be
of great value to Ishikawa in his quest for a Grand Prix, and the
Weills accomodated him by selling the three pieces for a substantial
seven-figure price. While Raymond and Roger might have winced
at the thought of seeing their greatest treasures go to a collector
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who might never bring them back to 407 Royal Street, their father
Fernand had always said they were dealers, not collectors, and
everything was for sale. After making the sale, Raymond might have
allowed himself a quiet celebration in the room reserved for him at
Antoine’s, where a bottle of Dom Perignon or Grand Cru Montra-
chet Marquis de Laguiche would soothe his seller’s remorse.
When Ishikawa’s collection was sold at Christie’s Robson Lowe

in 1993, Mr. Gross did not bid for the block. It was close to the end
of the sale. Prices had been strong, and he had bought about $2 mil-
lion worth of lots. When the auctioneer asked for the opening bid
of $450,000, the Siegel firm’s new part-owner and president, Scott
Trepel, said “sure” and bought the block—an impulse purchase that
cost almost exactly what Lichtenstein had paid for the entire 
Worthington collection in 1917.

Sonny HagendorfSteven Walske

May 3, 1954 LIFE magazine feature on the world’s rarest stamps and “U.S. Errors” page with the 24¢ 1869 Invert
block offered in this sale, then valued at $65,000—the Inverted Jenny block at lower right is valued at $30,000

Ryohei Ishikawa The Siegel firm displayed the block at the Collectors Club cente-
nary, ANPHILEX 1996, where it caught the eye of Steven Walske,
the CEO of a computer technology company. A few months after
the show, Walske acquired the block for a price that was within the
estimate range in this auction. When the Walske collection was sold
through Bennett in 2003, the block did not immediately find a
buyer, but was later sold to Harry (Sonny) Hagendorf of Columbian
Stamp Co. Within a year, Mr. Gross purchased the block from 
Hagendorf, adding it to his exhibit for Washington 2006. ◼




