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DESCRIPTION

30¢ Ultramarine & Carmine (121), perfectly centered, wide margins,
rich colors and proof-like impression, used with 12¢ Green (117), tied
by segmented cork cancels on folded letter datelined “New York 3rd
Decem 1869” from Weston & Wolf with duplicate of November 24 
letter, addressed to Charles Thorel & Company in Yokohama, Japan,
blurry red New York December 4 datestamp on back, sender’s ship
and route directive “p City of Brussels & via Marseilles”—carried on the
Inman Line’s City of Brussels, which broke the speed record on this trip,
leaving New York on December 4, 1869, and arriving with its mail at
Liverpool on December 13—the New York foreign-mail office incor-
rectly applied a “26” cents credit instead of 32¢ for faster service via
Marseilles (which was paid for with 42¢ postage), red “London Paid”
transit datestamp (December 13) and black two-line handstamp 
“INSUFFY.STAMPED/VIA MARSEILLES”, applied in London because of
the incorrect credit (despite correct prepayment), red “1d” handstamp
for British Colonial rate—carried on Peninsular & Oriental Steam
Navigation Co. steamers from Southampton to Alexandria (Egypt),
then overland to Suez, and from there to Hong Kong via Galle (Cey-
lon), “Hong Kong C FE 12 70” transit datestamp on back (61 days, in-
dicating a longer trip), the last leg from Hong Kong to Shanghai was
made on another P&O steamer, blue “Yokohama A FE 22 70” receiv-
ing datestamp on back

PROVENANCE

Henry C. Gibson, Sr., Philip H. Ward, Jr., sale, 6/14-15/1944, lot 493

Ryohei Ishikawa, Sotheby Parke Bernet sale, 7/7/1981, Sale 58, lot 120

Jonathan W. Rose, Siegel Auction Galleries, 9/27/1997, Sale 794, 
lot 632, to William H. Gross

CENSUS, LITERATURE AND EXHIBITION REFERENCES

Scott R. Trepel, “More High-Denomination 1869 Covers from the 
Thorel and Gomez Correspondences,” Chronicle 246, May 2017, fig. 3

CONDITION NOTES

Extremely Fine

Gibson sale backstamp

HISTORY AND COMMENTARY

Silk Traders in Japan in 1869
Charles (or Karl) Thorel was one of many western mer-

chants doing business in Japan after the 1858 Harris Treaty
formalized commercial relations between the United States
and Japan. Thorel partnered with a Swiss-born merchant
named Karl Ziegler in the silk-trading firm of Thorel,
Ziegler & Company. The company was based in Yokohama
and operated from 1865 to 1868, at which point the part-
nership dissolved. Thorel continued in business under the
name Charles Thorel & Company. Were it not for the Thorel
correspondence, collectors would have no 24¢ or 30¢ 1869
covers to Japan. In addition, there are quite a few Thorel
covers with stamps of earlier issues or other 1869 values.
To send a letter from the United States to the Far East

using the widespread and extremely reliable British Mail 
system, one had to pay total postage incorporating the U.S.
inland and transatlantic postage to Great Britain. The route
designation “via Marseilles” on mail to the Far East indicated
the sender’s desire to use an optional mail route that was
faster and cost an additional 8¢. Instead of waiting for the
next ship departure from Southampton, “via Marseilles”
mail was carried across the English Channel to France and
taken by rail to the Mediterranean port of Marseilles, where
the steamer picked up mail for the trip to Suez and beyond.
By taking this shortcut across France, the mail bag connected
with a steamer that had left Southampton a week earlier, sav-
ing many days (sometimes weeks) in transit time. Since this
faster route involved the French postal system, the British
Post Office had to pay France the equivalent of 8¢ (per quar-
ter ounce), and this charge was passed on to the sender.
There are three 30¢ covers to Japan, all addressed to

Thorel & Company with 30¢ and 12¢ stamps for the 42¢ rate
via Marseilles. On the other two, the correct “32” cents credit
was applied. On this one the foreign-mail office incorrectly
credited Great Britain 26¢ instead of 32¢, which, from the
British perspective, was insufficient for their cost in using the
Marseilles route. Instead, they marked this letter with equiv-
alent of “insufficiently paid to go by Marseilles route” and
bagged it for the regular Southampton route.
Thus, in this cover we have a spectacular high-denmina-

tion 1869 Pictorial Issue franking and extremely rare desti-
nation, and a story of international mail complexities and
bureaucratic mishandling that resulted in a unique postal
history artifact. This unusual “error” cover was in the Gibson
and Ishikawa collections. It was bought by Mr. Gross in the
1997 Siegel sale of Jon Rose’s 1869 collection. ◼

LOT 90°

This colorful 1869 Pictorial Issue cover is one of only three known to Japan
with the 30¢ Eagle-and-Shield bicolored stamp—in this case an error in the
New York foreign-mail office resulted in a longer trip, despite extra postage
paid for the faster route via Marseilles, France

ESTIMATE $50,000-75,000




