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Often enchanting stories of our country's historic documents (includ-
ing ones that are postally related)—and how things that may have once
seemed rather ordinary can turn out to be national treasures. On other
occasions, they immediately become artifacts of history the minute they
were created.

America's Archives

The story of America's letters & mails:
A sampling of the artifacts.
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On March 3, 1857, Congress authorized Postmaster
General Aaron Brown to contract for mail service across
the trans-Mississippi west. A Kentuckian by birth, Brown
selected a route that passed through the southern portion
of the territory. The lucrative contract was awarded to
John Butterfield’s Overland Stage. Butterfield's coaches
set out along the 2,800-mile route on September 15, 1858.
From the National Postal Museum.

Few people realize that, in the 19th century, the fed-
eral government drove the price of postage down to just
two cents in 1883 in order to promote communications
and literacy in our population. This World War I era
sheet music carries forward this theme—with the post-
age at that time still at only two cents! (National Postal
Museum)

there were 47 letters in all, including five
written during the expedition, three
written in 1809 after the death of
Meriwether Lewis, and letters showing
the relationship between Clark and York,
the African-American slave on the
expedition.

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark
approached writing in very different
ways. Lewis had a literary bent and
struggled sometimes with finding the
best way to describe something. Clark’s
approach in the trip journals was “these
are the facts,” observes James
Holmberg, Filson Historical Society
special collections curator.

The upshot of all this is that the
letters of these two men didn't descend
to us as "official documents." They were
kept in the families—who, from time to
time, found them and donated them to
museums or institutions. Some of the
descendants were not even aware of
the huge significance of their ancestors.

This, of course, points up the impor-
tance to anyone who still possesses
artifacts from a family's past that one
must not take such things lightly—
especially old correspondences. On
countless occasions, we have surprised
people who sell to us with offers that far
exceed their expectations.

It pays to keep every family artifact
(especially the paper ones!).

An historic develop-
ment in the history of

America's mails was the
“V-Mail” of World War II.

Military personnel and their
families would each use the
special lettersheet/envelope

(shown at right) to write
messages. After being

mailed, the USPOD would
microfilm the letters and

send them to destinations on
huge film reels—there to be

enlarged, printed and sent
to the recipients.

Some of the most historic and unusual mails
ever sent were the “adversity mails” of the
people living in the Confederate States of
America during the Civil War. Even today,
envelopes such as the one shown below are still
turning up in attics across the South. When
people in the southern states began to run out of
envelopes during the war, they turned to other
handy kinds of paper—like wallpaper and even
the  blank side of bills they had received. With
these papers they handcrafted envelopes. The
wallpaper envelope below was sent from
Georgetown, S.C. in 1863. (National Postal


