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“Glorious reverse” of 1900 advertising cover for the Chestnut St. Theater in
Gus Spector’s article RAISE THE CURTAIN! DIM THE LIGHTS!

Pennsylvania Depression Era 4-Bar Handcancels (Type E)
By Glenn Estus
(Editor’s Note: Glenn Estus is Editor of The Vermont Philatelist and President of the Vermont
Philatelic Society with whom we exchange journals.)
According to A Catalog of Non-standard US Postmarks 1900-1971 (DeRoest & Stehle, 2009),
pages 34-35: “In August or September 1930, the P.O.D. (Post Office Department) introduced a
drastically new design in 4-bar handstamp postmarks. Unlike the type D 4-bars, these new
devices--termed herein Type E (and also known as Depression-era 4 bars) are readily identifiable
for several obvious reasons:
Dial diameters are somewhat smaller (30-31mm versus 31-32mm), killer bars are shorter
and thicker (2-2.5mm) with a vertical span of 18-19mm) and have ends that are squared
off nearest the postmark dial. The most readily identifiable design characteristic,
however, is that for the first time the town and state names are displayed in a full arc
across the inside top of the dial. (emphasis added)
Five varieties of lettering style are known to exist: two versions of san serif and three varieties of
serif ranging from Roman to Frontier have been reported. “The lettering fonts used in the cancels
are Frontier, a large serifed font, a small serifed font, a small block font and a large block font.
The period of distribution for type E 4-bars was only about nine months and was concluded in
June 1931.”
The 300+ page Non-standard Catalog is only available as an e-book
(http://content.yudu.com/Library/A1eeyk/ACatalogueofNonstand/resources/58.htm), which can
be downloaded from the site.
Although I only collect Type 4 E Depression era hand cancels from New York and Vermont, I
decided to keep a listing of such cancels, including scans, of any that I found from other states
and territories. To date (early 2020) I have a database of almost 2500 such post offices. I assume
there are many more and I have contacted state postal historians to help me.
My main sources have been E-bay listings, various websites such as those developed by Jim
Forte and Doubleday Postal History as well as the DVDs published by the Post Mark Collectors
Club. I have obtained screen shots of most of the listed cancels.
Perhaps the best on-line source of state postal history cancellation data is from the North
Caroline Postal History Society (http://www.ncpostalhistory.com/resources/north-carolinapostmark-catalog-update/ ). The website is one that other societies would do well to emulate.
The postmark catalog section is a wonder-to-behold.
I will begin to create a web presence (more information later) for these data and am now
soliciting from state postal history collectors to make this listing as complete as possible. This is
not as easy as it might sound, since it seems that many current collectors do not feel that anything
after 1900 is worthy of collecting and therefore very little information is available.
I have the following Pennsylvania post offices in my current list and would appreciate more
information concerning post offices not on this list. If you have similar items from other states,
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that information would be most appreciated also. All Pennsylvania cancels have the state
abbreviation of “PA.” immediately after the name of the post office.
The earliest use in Pennsylvania that I have a record of is Flowertown from December 12,
1930, almost 6 months after the US Post Office Department began issuing these cancels to newly
established 3rd and 4th class post offices as well as replacement cancels to older post offices
needing replacements.
My latest recorded use in Pennsylvania is from Buckingham Valley, August 28. 1941.
The earliest national example I have seen is from Pine Level, North Caroline (July 2, 1930)
while the latest that I have seen is from New Albany, Kansas April 3, 1956).

Pennsylvania Depression Cancels
Post Office

Earliest Seen

Latest Seen

Analomink
Blakeslee
Boothwyn
Buckingham Valley
Churchville
Coleman (Figure 1)
East Monongahela
Eightyfour
Flourtown
Franconia
Franklinville
Gahagen

Jul 27, 1931
Dec 22, 1932
Nov 6, 1933
Apr 28, 1941
Jun 26, 1934
May 21, 1934

May 31, 1934

Jul 28, 1936
Dec 12, 1930
Dec 19, 1932
Jul 31, 1934
Dec 30, 1933

Aug 3, 1936

Figure 1
7
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Post Office
Safe Harbor
Saulsburg
Scotch Hill
Sholola
Six MIle Run
Strickersville (Figure 5)
Terre Hill
Town Hill (Figure 6)
Trexlar Jun 30, 1938
Trexlar Hill
Wallingford (Figure 7)
Williamson School
Woodbourne
Yohogany

Earliest Seen

Latest Seen

Oct 10, 1931
Feb 15, 1932
May 15, 1934

Mar 15, 1935
Feb 15, 1932

Mar 23, 1931
Feb 28, 1933
May 26, 1933
Oct 21, 1938

Aug 30, 1940

Oct 21, 1931

Jun 29, 1933

Nov 21, 1933
Aug 31, 1933

Figure 5

Figure 6
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It seems that the cancels did not hold up well as evidenced by these examples from Flourtown,
Pennsylvania (Figure 8) and Layton, Utah (Figure 9). By the middle of 1931 a new type of cancel
was being issued by the USPOD.

Figure 8

Figure 9

If there are other collectors of these interesting short-lived cancels, the author would like to
exchange information about any state but especially about New York and Vermont post offices.
He can be reached at PO Box 451, Westport, NY 12993 or gestus@westelcom.com

‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧
PRESIDENT’S LETTER continued from page 2:
Covid-19 victim. For my cover of the quarter it’s appropriate to show an ex-Barwis item I was
able to acquire in the Schuyler-Rumsey auction as follows:

From Manchester (CDS November 3, 1865) bearing a 1 shilling green, carried by Cunard Persia from Liverpool [Nov 4] to New
York [Nov 15], arriving same day with beautifully clear PHILADELPHIA / Br. PKt. and bold 48 handstamp. Manuscript
“Over 1/2 oz” and “INSUFFICIENTLY / PRE-PAID” alerted the Philadelphia clerk it was short-paid 1/- (=24c) and thus to be
charged double the deficiency. The “38” represents the credit to Britain, the U.S. retaining just 10c of the 48 for double inland
rate.

Now if I could find a similar letter going the other way... Hoping the above has been of
interest, and until next quarter, stay healthy.

Steve
‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧‧
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RAISE THE CURTAIN! DIM THE LIGHTS!
By Gus Spector (# 396)
Theater has been alive and well in Philadelphia since the early 18th century. There were
times, however, when the theater may have been “alive”, but, perhaps, not so “well”. William
Plumstead, an early Philadelphia mayor, opened a theater in the city in 1749. A donnybrook
immediately broke out between drama lovers and various religious groups, and the theater was
forced to close during the following year. When it reopened in 1754, the same groups again
resorted to hostilities.
The Society Hill Theatre, located on the south side of South Street, was literally just across
the street from the city limits, and, therefore, theoretically just outside of the grasp of Quaker
authorities. Unfortunately, the theater’s first and only season lasted but a mere six months, due
to pressure from the press and the clergy denouncing both the drama and the actors. Until a
change in the law was made in 1789, acting was actually an offense punishable by jail time.1
Due to the strict Quaker influence upon the city, smaller theaters attempted to operate under
the subterfuge of “lectures, concerts and diversions taking on the color of instruction”.2 The
Apollo Street Theatre opened on June 12, 1811, and closed six weeks later. Public gardens
were utilized for concerts and theatrical exhibitions. The magnificent Vauxhall Gardens,
located on the northeast corner of Broad and Walnut Streets, had its debut in 1814. It was later
destroyed by a mob angered by the postponement of a balloon ascension. In 1840 the DundasLippincott Mansion was erected on this site. Known as the “Yellow Mansion”, it was
demolished in 1909.
As public enthusiasm for the theater increased, larger, more ornate structures came into
vogue. The original Chestnut Street Theatre, created by the famous architect William
Strickland, located on Chestnut above Seventh Street, was probably the first such institution in
America to employ gas lighting. It was also the site of two separate, unrelated damaging fires.
An early Chestnut Street Theatre playbill in the author’s possession clearly stated: “Special
Notice. Whistling, singing, stamping or any unruly conduct will not be tolerated in the Gallery.
Notice is hereby given THAT ORDER WILL BE POSITIVELY ENFORCED WHEN
NECESSARY”. (So much for the gallant refined theater crowd!)
The Academy of Music, built between 1855 and 1857, had a gas-fired, cove-lit dome,
accessed and operated by its stalwart workmen. Fortunately, the Academy was never witness to
conflagration.
Philadelphia was home to America’s first minstrel shows. This truly American form of
entertainment, developed in the early 19th century, consisted of white people in “blackface”
makeup, typifying blacks as being lazy, dim-witted, or happy-go-lucky. For a number of
decades it was the vehicle whereby American whites viewed people of color. Each show
featured comic skits, dancing, variety acts, and musical numbers depicting people of African
descent. From 1862 until 1929, Carncross and Dixey remained the area’s most celebrated
minstrel troupe, performing at the Eleventh Street Opera House, near Market Street. Due to
great public demand, a second minstrel theater of great repute was constructed, and was called
“The Ethiopian Opera House”. It lasted only from August to December of 1853, when it was
consumed by fire.3
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Samuel F. Nixon, born Samuel Frederic Nirdlinger (1848-1918), was an American theater
mogul, and was one of the organizers of the Theatrical Syndicate, which monopolized coveted
theatrical bookings in the United States. The Syndicate could force a producer to book
exclusively within its many theaters for a given tour. Nixon partnered with J. Fred
Zimmerman, Sr. (1843-1925), forming the Nixon & Zimmerman theatrical firm. By the mid1890’s Nixon and Zimmerman controlled the four most important theaters in Philadelphia: The
Broad, the Park, the Chestnut and the Chestnut Street Opera House. The Syndicate was
eventually overpowered and overrun by the Shubert Organization.4
The colorful cover in Figure 1, bearing a one cent Franklin adhesive, and, postmarked in
1909, was an advertisement for the Nixon and Zimmerman Opera Company. It featured the
musical “Li’l’ Mose, or a Night in Venice”. The Evening Telegraph (according to this cover)
touted it to be a “kalaidoscopic rapid fire succession of surprises”. The cover’s reverse, seen in
Figure 2, called it “The somewhat different musical fun show”. Its “hit” songs included
“Bambino”, “Dusky Dago Boy”, and “Roly Poly Deutscher Maid”.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Though thinly portrayed as a “glorious romp about Europe”, the fact remained that L’il
Mose was a product of a somewhat different genre. Richard Felton Outcault (1863-1928) was a
pioneer in the modern comic strip industry. He was the creator of the comic strips “The Yellow
Kid” [of Asian vintage!] and “Buster Brown”, as well as “L’il Mose”. Mose was depicted as a
purely stereotypical African boy, with “big white eyes and big grinning teeth.”5 Transposed
onto the stage, it was none other than another minstrel-era production in disguise. “Pore L’il
Mose March and Two-Step” was a well-known melody as well.
Ye Park Theatre, located at Broad Street and Fairmount Avenue (see Figure 3) was a
monstrous edifice, having a seating capacity of 1,694. Initially opened in 1889 as a legitimate
theater, it soon gave way to variety, vaudeville, and minstrels. It was purchased by the Nixon
chain in 1911.6

Figure 3

The fanciful cover seen in Figure 4, bearing a 2c Washington adhesive and postmarked June
5, 1902, advertised Ye Park Theatre’s presentation of William A. Brady’s production of
“Lovers Lane”. The play by Clyde Fitch “appeals alike to sense of humor and sentiment. It
combines a charming love story, mirthful comedy and exquisite stage pictures.”7 Also,
according to critics, it “brought forward another of the clean and wholesome plays of W. A.
Brady… and promises to be an equally great bonanza in a money sense.”8
The reverse of the cover in seen in Figure 4 (Figure 5) listed the play’s enthusiast
endorsements.
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Figure 4

Figure 5

Figure 6 bears two 1c Washington adhesives and an indistinct postmark from 1922. It is an
advertisement for the Nixon-Nirdlinger Theatres, which is rather strange, since Samuel Nixon
and Samuel Nirdlinger were one and the same person. It also stated that the cover had been
sent from the Belmont Theatre, located at 52nd Street, above Market Street. The Belmont was a
member of the Nixon chain, having a capacity of 1,000 seats.
The Chestnut Street Theatre, another Nixon and Zimmerman entity, was located at 1211-15
Chestnut Street. It had a seating capacity of 1,189 seats. It was demolished in 1917.
13
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Figure 6

Figure 7 bears a 2c Washington adhesive and a postmark from May 1900. The cover
advertised the production “Rosalie”, an opera by Willard Spenser then being viewed at the
Chestnut Street Theatre. The cover’s glorious reverse is seen in Figure 8.

Figure 7

Willard Spenser was born in 1852 in Cooperstown, New York. After his marriage he settled
in St. Davids, Pennsylvania. His obituaries mention no occupation but state that he “came to
represent to New York the figurehead of the ‘Philadelphia school’ of musical theatre. Savagely
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Figure 8

criticized, he allowed only his first two musicals a New York hearing. On the other hand, both
Philadelphia and the road gave all his musicals warm receptions as late as 1912.”
In the early part of the 20th century, musical America was fascinated with anything Japanese,
probably initiated in 1885 by Gilbert and Sullivan’s “The Mikado”. Numerous sheet music
titles included such songs as “The Japanese Fan” by A. L. Cowley; “Japanese Lullaby” by Jean
B. Stimson; “My Little Japanese Rose” by Nellie R. Pearl; and “A Ragtime Jap” by Harry O.
Sutton. Willard Spenser’s contribution to this Japanomania was ”Rosalie, or The Japanese
Fairies: An Original Japanese-Russian Opera”, containing such songs as “How Do You Like It”
and “Do You Believe In Fairies”. Spenser also composed the “Japanese Grand Army March”.
The above article showcases several colorful advertising covers produced for early
Philadelphia theaters, as well as their equally colorful entrepreneurial theater owners.
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