The “Beaver” Cover (lot 518)
History and Commentary

From Canada to England via the United States

In Canada in early May 1851, someone wanted to
send a letter to Reverend Egerton Ryerson, one of
the country’s eminent educational reformers, who
was visiting England. The reverend’s correspondent
chose to communicate during a short-lived moment
in postal history, when overlapping circumstances
made it possible to use the first stamps of Canada
and the United States on the same piece of mail. This
simple act of letter writing spawned the envelope
future generations of stamp collectors would speak of
with great reverence—the 1847 “Beaver” cover, with
distinct emphasis on “the” to distinguish it from two
other similar, but not nearly as spectacular, covers.
The Beaver cover has been venerated by many as
one of the most important covers in American postal
history. While its appearance, like a photograph,
speaks a thousand words, the full story of its journey
since May 1851 has not been told. We shall attempt
to tell it completely and accurately here.

Treaties and Beavers
The events that created the Beaver cover start on
April 6, 1851, when a new postal treaty between
Canada and the United States went into effect. For
decades there had been no easy way to pay postage
on letters between the two adjoining North American
nations. Postage on each side was calculated based on
distance to the border, and letters would be
delivered marked postage due for the receiving
country’s share. The 1851 postal treaty created a
reciprocal postage rate—6 pence in Canada and 10
cents in the U.S.—without any need for cumbersome
postage collection. The new agreement went into
effect on April 6, one month prior to the Beaver
cover’s May 5 mailing date.
On April 23, 1851, just 12 days before the Beaver
cover was mailed, Canada’s first issue of postage
stamps became available. The 3-pence stamp was an
orange-red, rectangular design depicting a semiaquatic rodent, whose lustrous fur, when removed
and turned into hats, had made it a vital part of
Canada’s economic history and a symbol of the
British North American colony—the beaver. The
Beaver stamp paid the 3p domestic rate in Canada.
At the same time in the United States, Congress
had established lower postage rates and authorized a
new stamp issue to pay them, set for release on July
1, 1851. On that day the old 1847 Issue would no
longer be valid for postage, and a three-month
redemption period would commence. For years
before, the 1847 stamps had been supplied to
Canadian post offices and used there to prepay the
American postage on letters addressed to the states.
After the 1851 U.S.-Canada postal treaty took effect,
Canadian postmasters accepted the U.S. stamps in
payment of the Canada 6-pence rate (roughly
equivalent to 10¢ U.S.), even after the 1847s were
demonetized in the their own country of origin.
The time between the release date of Canada’s
First Issue and the last day the 1847 Issue was valid
for postage in the U.S. is 69 days. During this brief
period, the first issues of both countries, printed by
the same firm—Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson—
could be used on the same letter, but only under
very unusual circumstances, which technically skirted
the rules of the new treaty, but were nonetheless
practiced and accepted by post offices on both sides.
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One Letter, Two Nations’ Stamps, and the Creation
of the Magnificent 1847 “Beaver” Cover

The Beaver cover’s sender wrote instructions on
the envelope, directing his letter to be sent to
England via the United States and by a steamer set to
depart on May 7, 1851. The sender’s intention was
certainly to have the letter arrive in New York City
in time for the next regular transatlantic steamer
departure by the British & North American Royal
Mail Steam Packet Company, better known as the
Cunard Line. The Asia was set to leave New York on
May 7.
Mail from Canada to England via the United
States was governed by two separate postal treaties:
one made in 1848 between the U.S. and Great
Britain after a “postal war,” and the more recent one
between the U.S. and Canada. The treaty rate for a
letter from the U.S. to Great Britain was 24¢, and, as
noted earlier, the rate from Canada to the U.S. was 6
pence (equivalent to 10¢).
The sender affixed Canadian and U.S. stamps in a
highly unorthodox, but successful, combination to
pay the domestic Canadian postage and the U.S.Great Britain treaty rate. The 3p Beaver stamp did
not pay the full 6p treaty rate, but Canada
apparently felt that 3 pence and the 25 cents worth
of U.S. stamps entitled the sender to some measure
of tolerance. When the letter reached New York
City’s foreign-mail office, where letters were
weighed, marked and bundled for outbound vessels,
the five 5¢ 1847 stamps, which left Canada’s postal
system without any cancellation, were considered
valid prepayment of the 24¢ treaty rate (1¢
overpaid).
Although the letter was clearly marked for the
May 7 sailing of the Cunarder Asia, it arrived at the
New York foreign-mail office in time to be put in the
mail bag for the departure of a new steamer on the
New York & Havre Steam Navigation Company’s
line, better known as the Havre Line. This American
shipping company was a direct competitor of
Cunard. On letters carried by an American packet,
the U.S. retained a larger share of the postage as
compensation for providing ocean transport, which
was paid for through government mail contract
subsidies. In this case, instead of giving Great Britain
19¢ of the 24¢ postage, the U.S. credited 3¢,
indicated by the red “3” marking applied in New
York.

The Havre Line’s Humboldt, the 2,350-ton paddle steamer that
departed May 6, 1851, on its maiden voyage, carrying the mail
with the Beaver cover
The Beaver cover was transported across the
Atlantic on the maiden voyage of the Humboldt, a
wooden-hull 2,350-ton paddlewheel steamer built for
the Havre Line. Newspapers carried reports of the
Humboldt’s trial runs in advance of the Tuesday, May 6,
departure. Although the regular Havre Line sailings
from New York were always on Saturdays, and some of
the advertisements listed Saturday, May 3, as the

– 22 –

JUNE 24, 2021

scheduled date for the Humboldt’s first trip,
newspapers confirm that the steamer left on
Tuesday, May 6, under the command of Captain
Lines. The mail was off-loaded in the Solent, near
the harbor entrance to Southampton, on May 18.
The London receiving datestamp was applied the
next day.

The Minister and Educator
Adolphus Egerton Ryerson (1803-1882) was a
Methodist minister, educator, and a leading figure in
19th century education and politics in Canada. He
founded the Upper Canada Academy and became
first principal of Victoria College (1841). Known as a
supporter of religious freedom and the founder of
Ontario’s public education system, his contributions
were honored in the naming of Ryerson University
in Toronto.
Ryerson’s
father,
Joseph, was a Loyalist
officer in the American
Revolution, and settled
in Canada after the war.
The Ryerson family was
unwaveringly loyal to the
Crown, and, during the
War of 1812, Egerton’s
father
and
brothers
fought
against
the
Americans.
In
1825
Ryerson
became
a
Methodist
missionary, and served
the
church
in
the
location now known as
Rev. Adolphus Egerton Ryerson Mississauga, in proximity
to the Ojibwa people. He
learned to speak their Native language and became
close to Kahkewaquonaby (Sacred Feathers), also
known as Peter Jones, the first Indigenous Methodist
missionary. Ryerson was honored with the Ojibwa
name Cheechock (Bird on a Wing).
Ryerson gained public recognition in 1826 when
he argued against the Church of England over rights
to land set aside for the Protestant clergy. The
Anglican bishop accused the Methodists of being proAmerican, and therefore disloyal to England.
Ryerson published a counter-argument, which
elevated his stature among Methodists. As the
leading Methodist spokesman and editor of the
church’s newspaper, he strongly advocated for
religious freedom and other social causes.
In 1844 Ryerson was appointed superintendent of
education for Canada West, a position he held until
his retirement in 1876. The envelope’s address
includes his title:
Revd. Dr. Ryerson
Chief Supt Public Schools U.C.
In 1844 and 1845 Ryerson toured Europe to study
different school systems, and, based on his findings
he authored a report on a system of public
elementary instruction for Upper Canada. Ryerson
became a major educational reformer, advocating for
free and compulsory education for the public,
including the poor and the Indigenous population.

The Beaver Cover’s Path to Philatelic Renown
Covers to Reverend Ryerson reached the market
no later than the early 1900s. One source states that
the Beaver cover was at one time in the collection
formed by Rep. Ernest R. Ackerman (Dr. Bierman,
Chronicle 128, p. 230).
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The cover’s first
recorded appearance
is in the June 14-15,
1944, Ward auction of
the Henry C. Gibson,
Sr.,
collection
of
“United States Postage
Stamps on Original
Covers 1845-1940.” A
series of lots in the
small black-and-white
Gibson sale catalogue
presents an array of
outstanding
1847
Issue covers.
Starting the 1847
Issue hit parade in the
Henry C. Gibson, Sr.
Gibson sale was the
5¢/10¢ cover to Germany, better known by its
moniker, the Heidelberg cover. The next lot was the
Beaver cover, followed by the cover known as the
Belgian Retaliatory Rate cover. The final lot in this
spectacular array was the Rush cover to France with
a 10¢ strip of six.
The fact that the Beaver cover was not mentioned
in entries for Gibson’s exhibits in 1913 and 1926, nor
in the report of his display at the Collectors Club of
New York in 1926 (Collectors Club Philatelist, April
1926, pp. 91-92), nor in Ward’s advertisement for
the sale of Gibson’s 1847s in 1928, suggests that
Gibson did not own the cover during that stretch of
time. If the Beaver cover did, in fact, come from
Ackerman, it might have been sold to Gibson in 1931
or thereabouts, around the time Ward purchased the
Lord Crawford 5¢ 1847 block of sixteen out of the
Ackerman collection.
After the 1944 auction, Gibson retained possession
of the two star covers from his collection, which did
not find buyers in the sale. One of the leading
dealers of the time, Ezra D. Cole, reported to Dr.
Bierman that he visited Gibson in 1948 and
purchased the Beaver and Rush covers for an
undisclosed sum, then placed them with Bernard
Harmer for sale to an emerging force in the United
States classics market—Philip G. Rust.
Philip
Goodenow
Rust was a chemical
engineer by training
and former employee
of
the
DuPont
company. In his time
with the firm, he met,
fell in love with, and
married
Eleanor
Francis du Pont, a fifth
generation heiress to
the family fortune. In
1948, rebuffed in his
desire to take a senior
position
with
the
company, Rust and his
wife
bought
the
Philip G. Rust
Winnstead Plantation
in the rural community
of Thomasville, Georgia, where he spent his life as a
cattle farmer. In between chores, Rust quietly
formed a spectacular collection of classic U.S. stamps
and covers, buying in sales throughout the 1940s,
50s and 60s. As an example of his collecting prowess,
it was Rust who bought the 90c 1860 cover to Spain
in the 1956 Caspary sale.
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Lot 518 History and Commentary continued

Siegel’s ad in May 1979 Chronicle announcing the purchase of
two covers for more than one-third of a million dollars—the
undisclosed seller was Philip G. Rust, and the buyer was
Ryohei Ishikawa

Rust began selling off parts of his collection
during his lifetime. A few named sales were held by
H. R. Harmer in the 1950s through the early 70s.
Rust apparently switched allegiance to the Siegel
firm in the late 70s and began sending outstanding
items for sale through Robert Siegel, both at auction
and privately. The firm’s records are incomplete, but
among the fantastic items sent by Rust was the 80¢
rate cover to San Francisco with 10¢ 1847 strips of
five and three, which was sold privately to Duane
Garrett and then to Dr. Kapiloff, who bought the
entire Garrett collection.
In May 1979 the Siegel firm advertised the direct
purchase of two United States covers for more than
one-third of a million dollars, establishing a new
world record. The two covers were illustrated in an
advertisement in Chronicle 102. One was the 10¢
1855 and Hawaiian mixed-franking cover with five
“5” cent provisional overprint stamps. The other was
the Beaver cover. Rust was the seller and Ryohei
Ishikawa was the buyer. Along with the Lord
Crawford and Bible blocks purchased from the
Weills, the Beaver cover became one of the pillars of
Ishikawa’s U.S. 1847-1869 exhibit, which won three
Grand Prix awards in international exhibitions from
1981 to 1987.
On the opening day of the Christie’s Robson Lowe
sale of Ishikawa’s collection on September 28, 1993,
the offering of the Beaver cover (lot 84) was eagerly
anticipated. At the time there were a few new players
in the market for six-figure covers, including the
Israeli businessman and art collector, Joseph
Hackmey, and, of course, William Gross. After the lot
opened at $380,000 against the $500,000-600,000
estimate, the late John Salomon, representing a
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wealthy and reclusive collector, dropped out of the
bidding at $550,000. Guido Craveri, the Italian-Swiss
dealer and collector, fought off the last competitor to
emerge victorious with a $650,000 final bid.
Combined with the 10% buyer’s premium, the total
sale price was $715,000. This writer sat next to Mr.
Craveri when the hammer came down, and he was
jubilant over his acquisition. Not only did he own the
Beaver cover, but he also had the other Beaver cover
with a single 5¢ 1847, which he had bought in the
June 1992 Kapiloff sale as one of his first 1847 cover
acquisitions.
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Joseph Hackmey

Starting in 2002, Craveri began to sell his massive collection of
1847 Issue covers through Matthew Bennett International
auctions under his own name and the pseudonym “Como.” The
Beaver cover with the strip never made it to auction. In a private
sale, he placed it with Hackmey, who was far along in building his
exhibit collection of 1847-1856 Imperforate Issue covers, defined
and arranged by postal usage.
Joseph Hackmey managed the family insurance business in
Israel until 2002, when he and his sister sold their 56.8% share in
the company for the U.S. equivalent of $314 million. Since then,
he has pursued real estate investment, art and stamp collecting,
and earned a master’s degree in Judaic studies from New York
University in 2013. His U.S. collection was just one of dozens he
simultaneously formed. In 2010 he engaged David Feldman to
auction the collection. A brochure was released and the sale was
scheduled for June 29. Then, in a surprise announcement, the
sale was cancelled, and details emerged that Shreve had
negotiated the private sale of Hackmey’s collection to Mr. Gross.
With the acquisition of the Beaver cover and the Belgian
Retaliatory Rate cover in the Hackmey collection, William Gross
succeeded in reassembling the stunning line-up of iconic 1847
covers featured in the 1944 Gibson sale.

The four iconic 1847 Issue covers owned by Henry C. Gibson, Sr., and reassembled by
William H. Gross—three of the four have been sold in the series of Gross sales held by
Siegel Auction Galleries in association with Charles F. Shreve and Tracey L. Carey
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