August 2020

Whole No. 224 Vol. 48, No. 3

PENNSYLVANIA POSTAL
HISTORIAN
THE BULLETIN OF THE PENNSYLVANIA POSTAL HISTORY SOCIETY

Coronavirus Pandemic Issue II
The Hydroxychloroquine of Its Time ???

It’s not the most colorful cover in this issue, but likely the one that speaks to
the concerns of our time.

But Would It Have Worked Against Covid-19?
By Gus Spector (# 396)
Back in the “good old days” – and I’m not referring to the days before the current pandemic- I
mean the real good old days, before the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, people ingested
anything and everything that they were told might cure their aches, pains and ills.
The word “virus” was not listed in anyone’s 19th-Century lexicon. Scientists knew that there
was something in the miasma that was neither bacterial nor fungal that could cause infectious
disease. However, it wasn’t until 1930 that the first virus was identified and isolated. The
dreaded TMV, or tobacco mosaic virus, a single-stranded RNA species, caused great damage to
tobacco crops .1
The word “inflammation”, of late Middle English origin, stemmed from the Latin verb
inflammare. The graph in Figure 1 details the mention of the word “inflammation” in the medical
literature during the past two hundred years.2 Its peak usage had appeared just after the Civil
War.

Figure 1

Dr. Coggswell’s Medical Salt was advertised as a remedy “for inflammatory diseases only”.
The cover in Figure 2, postmarked in 1855, clearly stated:
Instead of being a remedy for all maladies, the Antiphlogistic [i.e., antiInflammatory] Salt is prescribed for but ONE CLASS – has but ONE AIMaccomplishes but ONE THING, viz: subdues INFLAMMATORY DISEASE -whatever its
form or locality; whether in the head, throat, chest, abdomen, extremities or skin.
Inflammation is caused by a partial OBSTRUCTION of the fluids, and this Salt removes
that obstruction and sets the fluids in motion again. Every form of INFLAMMATION
(but no other disease) is subdued by it as easily as fire is extinguished by water. It does
just what it claims to do – no more, no less -EQUALIZES THE CIRCULATION.
In 1855 a single “acute package” of Dr. Coggswell’s Medical Salt sold for a mere two dollars.
As piddling as that may sound, my inflation calculator tells me that the equivalent cost in today’s
money would be $55.59 – not a small sum! And the family pack of five acute dosages listed at
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eight dollars? That would, today, set me back over $220!!

Figure 2

Dr. Coggswell’s word-speak does little to clarify the exact nature of the pathogens exorcised
by his medication. Even in mid-nineteenth century parlance his choice of the term
“inflammation” would be extremely nebulous, devious, and nefarious.
Now that we are in the midst of the Pandemic of 2020, it is, unfortunately, interesting to note
the resurgence of the term “inflammation”. An alarming and debilitating group of symptoms,
currently designated as Multisystem Inflammatory Syndrome in Children (MIS-C) has arisen
concurrent with the outbreak of COVID-19, affecting different body parts, including the heart,
lung, kidneys, brain, skin, eyes, or gastrointestinal organs in the pediatric age group.3 The recent
use of “inflammatory” in the term MIS-C would most certainly result in an upward skewing of
the vertical axis of the graph in Figure 1.
Dr. Coggswell!! Where are you when we need you now??
References:
1- Tobacco mosaic virus, Wikipedia
2- Inflammation definition, Google
3- Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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Stay Safe and Stay Well
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Dead Letter Office - Mail Sent to Soldiers in the Civil War
Mail received while absent from the regiment
By Rick Leiby (# 379)
Recently I was able to acquire two examples of Dead Letter Office covers that were sent to a
Pennsylvania soldier during the Civil War. Both of the covers contained money sent from home
and were subject to the special handling for dead letters containing valuables. They are also
interesting to me in that they correspond to two separate events in the service of a soldier who
served in a hard fighting PA regiment for almost the entire war. The first was his return from
furlough after reenlisting, and the second was his wounding in a famous battle in front of
Petersburg, Va.
The Soldier
Abraham Addams McDonald was born January 14, 1845 and died April 22, 1886. He resided
at Belleville, Mifflin County, Pa. prior to the Civil War. He enlisted on August 31, 1861 as a
Private in Company “C” of the 45th PA Regiment of Pennsylvania Volunteers and was mustered
out on July 17, 1865 at Alexandria, Va. He was promoted Sergeant January 1, 1865, 2nd
Lieutenant February 1, 1865, and 1st Lieutenant May 12, 1865. His rapid advancement occurred
after Peeble’s Farm when the ranks were depleted to 92 men.
He was the half-brother of James Addams Beaver Lt. Col. 45th PA, Col. 148th PA, and Brevet
Brig-General, who became the 20th Governor of Pa. in 1887. McDonald married Isabella
Plunkett Maclay May 6, 1868 on her 23rd birthday, and together they had three children. She died
June 27, 1875 at the age of 30 and is buried in Milroy, Pa. From 1882 to his death in 1886 at age
41, A. A. McDonald was the Alleghany County superintendent of schools in Covington, Va.
The Regiment
The 45th PA Volunteer Infantry was organized beginning July 28, 1861 and served until
mustered out July 17, 1865. It was recruited from Center, Lancaster, Mifflin, Tioga, and Wayne
counties. The regiment served in both the Eastern and Western Theaters. It was engaged at
South Mountain, Vicksburg, Knoxville, the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor. It fought
in front of Petersburg including the Battle of the Crater, Globe Tavern, Fort Stedman, and the fall
of Petersburg. From a combat population of 1,959, the regiment lost 127 men killed, 92 mortally
wounded, 96 died as POW’s, 2 missing, and 140 died of disease during service. The Historical
Data Systems’ regimental dynamics rates them as 17th out of 102 three year enlistment PA
infantry regiments ranked by weighted average of Killed / Mortally Wounded.1
The Covers
Apparently during the war, McDonald’s location was unknown twice while sent letters that
contained money. The first occurrence was May of 1864 when he was returning from veteran
furlough granted the 426 members of the regiment who reenlisted. The veterans who reenlisted
on January 1, 1864 were granted a thirty-day furlough to return home. The furloughs were over
in March and the regiment sent from Harrisburg to Annapolis on March 20th. The regiment then
marched to Washington and by May the regiment had returned to the field in Virginia.
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The cover (Figure 1) posted May 4th at Belleville, Pa. is addressed initially to Annapolis, Md.
It was then forwarded to Camp Distribution in Alexandria, Va. The Distribution Camp was
originally a convalescence camp and then a station for soldiers awaiting their deployment orders
back to their regiments. McDonald had already been sent with the rest of the 45th PA regiment
on April 23rd to the rendezvous for the Ninth Corps under Major General Ambrose Burnside
when the letter containing $10.00 arrived. The cover is hand stamped NOT FOUND. It was back
stamped at Alexandria, VA June 14, 1864 and was received by the Dead Letter Office June 17,
1864.

Figure 1

It’s not hard to understand how the cover could not follow McDonald to the regiment. The
Battle of the Wilderness was fought May 5th through 7th with the 45th PA suffering 145 casualties.
That was quickly followed by Spotsylvania May 8-21 and Cold Harbor June 1-12 where the 45th
experienced 163 casualties out of 300 effectives. There were 45 days of continual marching and
fighting until June 16 when the siege of Petersburg began.
Again on July 27, 1864, McDonald was sent a letter (Figure 2) from Belleville, Pa, this time
addressed to the regiment and containing $5.00, which was received after McDonald had been
wounded July 30th at Petersburg, Va. in the Battle of the Crater. This letter is hand stamped
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UNCLAIMED. It is also endorsed “Wounded / July 30th 64” in ink near the large M. The cover
was apparently held at the regiment until October perhaps in anticipation of his return, and then
sent to the Dead Letter Office where it was received October 21st.

Figure 2

The explosion of a mine charged with 8,000 pounds of powder beneath the Confederate lines
began the Battle of the Crater. The 48th PA Volunteer infantry largely composed of coal miners
from Schuylkill County did the mining. The 45th PA fought in the crater with 210 men where it
lost 6 killed, 22 wounded, and 39 missing presumed captured. McDonald was among the
wounded, and his absence in recovery lasted through October, but by January he was back with
the regiment serving until the end of the war.
The Dead Letter Office
The Dead Letter Office was located in Washington, DC and in 1864 was primarily staffed by
women (38 versus 7 men).1 The clerks were responsible for determining the sender so that the
letters could be returned, and inventorying the contents, and if valuable, to account for it. Both of
these covers are marked with the Dead Letter Office POD double oval marking on the front
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showing the date received, marked in pencil on the reverse with the contents and the clerk’s
initials. Each cover was struck on the front with a single letter believed to correspond to the
writer’s last name, also with an assigned identification/accounting number and contents that are
both written in ink.
Letters were returned to the sender inside a POD envelope that charged double postage (6
cents) due for valuable letters and single postage for “ordinary letters.” The envelope included
an imprint with instructions to the postmaster for the handling and accounting of the letter
including return to the DLO if not delivered within one month. The instructions directed the
letter should not be advertised. 3
By the end of the civil war the DLO held 4.5 million undeliverable letters. Among these were
several thousand cartes de visite, photographic portraits. The DLO would display the cards at
various times, send them to other cities, and to subsequent world’s fairs. Purportedly this method
identified 2,000 of them. The balance was sold, ending up in private collections.4 A surviving
panel from the display is in the George Eastman Museum.
References:
1) On line at
http://www.civilwardata.com/active/hdsquery.dll?RegimentDynamics?PA&%273years%27&%27Inf%27&
2) On line at https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/brief-history-american-deadletter-offices-180964133/
3) “The Dead Letter Office, 1863-1866”, R. Graham, Chronicle Vol 42, No 2. Whole # 146, May 1990.
4) On line at https://militaryimages.atavist.com/photo-sleuth-spring-2016
Also see
https://16sparrows.typepad.com/letterwritersalliance/2016/05/civil-war-photos-of-the-dead-letteroffice.html
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EDITOR’S COMMENTS continued from page 3:
Anita Sprankle also entertains us with an article on another Philadelphia company entitled
American Buttonhole, Overseaming & Sewing Machine Company Advertising Covers.
Taking us to the western portion of our state, Ron Yeager details the postal history of two Elk County
Post Offices in Medix Run, Pa., Benezette Township, Elk County and Benezette, PA (15821),
Benezette Township, Elk County.
(Continued on page 25)
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Benezette, PA (15821), Benezette Township, Elk County
By Ron Yeager (# 544)
March 24, 1851

Post Office Opened.

It is recorded that Reuben Winslow erected a grist mill here in 1813. An old map of 1850
shows the town of Winslow but Benezette was not mentioned. The Winslow Hill area was best
known for its farming as the rest of this area was and is still mostly forested.
How did the village gets its name? Folklore states that a young boy named Ben got lost and
the efforts made by the townspeople and local Indians to find him were in vain. One of the
Indians stated that he probably got eaten by a bear. In his speech it came out as “Bennies et” thus
the name of the village. The more plausible explanation states it was named after Alonzo Benezet
or his son Ralph descendants of Huguenot refugees who had settled in Philadelphia early in the
18th century. They had moved to this area in 1844 when the town was established. He and his
family evidently created a fine impression on the three families living here at the time.
Figure 1 shows a post card of the village from the 1960's. The center of the card shows
Winslow Road which leads to the top of the mountain. When the post office was established it
took the name of the township and most likely incorporated or changed the name from Winslow.
By 1880 there were 297 inhabitants, 20 farms and 10 small industries. Lumbering, clay bricks,
coal mining and lime kilns provided employment for the village. The village was located on the
low grade division of the Allegheny Valley Railroad and reached its peak growth in 1910.

Figure 1
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