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THE UNITED STATES 1870 2¢ JACKSON:
FROM CONCEPTION TO FINISHED DIE

MATTHEW KEWRIGA

The “Issue of 1870 Ordinaries,” as the Post Office department called the Bank Note 
stamps, would turn out to be the longest running United States regular issue of the 19th cen-
tury.  The designs launched in 1870 would serve postal duty until 1883.  The object of this 
article is to show the design evolution of the 2¢ large Bank Note stamp, from conception 
to the finished die.  New information will be presented that previous essay students were 
unaware of, relating to the surviving essays and their order. Re-ordering the essays helps to 
understand the evolution of the dies and re-categorize two regressive die essays.

The author has seen all of the material illustrated in this article and much of it cur-
rently resides in his collection, purchased from recent name sales including the Falk Finkel-
burg, Barbara Fosdyke, Dr. Peter M. Burrows and the “Lake Shore” collections.  The rarity 
of this essay material is confirmed by the fact that many of these same items graced major 
essay collections of the past, including those of the Earl of Crawford, Robert P. Hackett, 
Clarence W. Brazer and Thomas F. Morris, Jr.  For many of the scarcer items, this article 
will attempt to record chains of provenance. 

The definitive article by Clarence Brazer, “Preparation of the U.S. 1870 Issue De-
signs,”1 laid the foundation for the 1¢ through 10¢ values.  A second part was to treat the 
12¢ through 90¢ values, but this was never completed.  The basis for Brazer’s article was 
correspondence between the Third Assistant Postmaster-General, W.H.H. Terrell and James 
Macdonough, secretary of the National Bank Note Co. (NBNC), consisting of 45 letters 
dated between August 31, 1869 and January 11, 1871.  Congress reprinted the correspon-
dence in 1873 as a transmittal from the Postmaster General, who was providing information 
required by congressional resolution concerning the contract for and changes in postage 
stamps.2  This document sheds light on reasons for the design changes, which can be seen 
reflected in the essay material.

Historical Background
Andrew Jackson was the seventh President of the United States and one of the most 

popular Presidents of the 19th century.  He was a logical choice for a stamp subject, but 
was not chosen until the new 2¢ stamp of 1863, popularly called the “Black Jack.” Jackson 
was left out of the designs selected for the 1869 Issue, which included only three por-
traits (Franklin, Washington and Lincoln), with the rest being pictorial designs.  As stated 
in Stephen Tedesco’s recent Chronicle article on the 15¢ Webster essays,3 the Postmaster 
General’s letter dated November 15, 1870 provides a useful summary:

1 Clarence W. Brazer, The Essay-Proof Journal, #6, (April 1945), pp. 67-72.
2 House of Representatives, 42d Congress, Executive Document No. 113, Postal Cards and Stamps, “Letter from the 
Postmaster General transmitting to the House of Representatives the documents and correspondence relating to postal 
cards, and the contract for, and changes in, postage stamps, as called for by the resolution of December 13, 1872.”
3 Stephen M. Tedesco, “The United States 15¢ Webster Stamp of 1870: From Model to Finished Die,” Chronicle  211,  
pp. 218-229.
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“The adhesive postage stamps adopted by my predecessor in 1869, having failed to 
give satisfaction to the public, on account of their small size, unshapely form, the inap-
propriateness of their designs, the difficulty of canceling them effectively, and the inferior 
quality of gum used in their manufacture, I found it necessary in April last, to issue new 
stamps of larger size, superior quality of gum and new designs.  I decided to substitute an 
entire new series, one-third larger in size, and to adopt for designs the heads, in profile, of 
distinguished deceased Americans.  The designs were selected from marble busts of ac-
knowledged excellence.”

Postmaster General John A.J. Creswell required the NBNC to prepare new designs, 
dies and plates without additional compensation, as the four-year extension contract of 1 
February 1869 had stipulated.  On 31 August 1869, Terrell wrote to the NBNC:  “As the 
Postmaster General has now returned, I am anxious to come to some conclusion respecting 
the proposed change in the designs of postage stamps.”  Terrell and Macdonough began 
searching for appropriate busts, visiting the studio of a Mr. Coffee, who had issued a catalog 
of sculpture.  The studio of Matthew Brady was employed to photograph selected busts for 
engraving.

For the 1870 Issue, the first five design subjects were chosen from the usual cast of 
our country’s forefathers: 1¢ Franklin, 2¢ Jackson, 3¢ Washington, 6¢ Lincoln and 10¢ Jef-
ferson.  In a letter dated 2 November 1869, Macdonough referred to these stamps as  “the 
bust series.”  

First Essay
The first essay (Scott 146-E2) produced for the 2¢ value was the vignette-only essay 

made from photographs supplied by Brady of the Coffee bust.  F.E. Girsch produced the en-
graving with an impression size of 15x19 millimeters.  Macdonough referred to this design 
as the “coat-collar affair” because it shows a military style stiff collared jacket on a youth-

ful Andrew Jackson.  This es-
say is found as a die impres-
sion on India paper, die sunk 
on card. Two examples are 
recorded in orange brown. 
One, measuring 58x61 mm, 
was in the Burrows collec-
tion. The other, 56x61 mm, 
ex Brazer and Fosdyke, is il-
lustrated as Figure 1.  No ex-
amples in black are recorded 
except cut to shape for use in 
the Scott 146-E3 and 146-E4 
models discussed next.  The 
additional  color  listed  by 
Scott, dull violet, does not 
exist. The purported example 
in the Fosdyke sale, which I 

Figure 1. First design An-
drew Jackson vignette, first 
state of the die. Scott lists 
this as 146-E2.
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purchased, was actually orange brown.4  The Earl of Crawford sale, held on September 17, 
1942, contained an example listed as dark red brown, but this color is unconfirmed and the 
item has not reappeared since that sale.

Second Through Fourth Essays
The next stage for the NBNC was to produce models with borders penciled and hand 

painted around a cutout of the engraved vignette.  Before starting to engrave the frame, 
NBNC submitted these models to the Post Office department for approval.  A 14 December 
1869 letter from NBNC to Terrell spells out the process: “The engraving of the busts will 
be pushed forward as rapidly as consistent with good workmanship, and the designs of the 
borders will be submitted for your approval before they are engraved.”

Butler Packard at NBNC designed three different models for the 2¢ Jackson.  Figure 2 
illustrates the first, Scott 146-E3. This essay, ex Brazer, is a black vignette cutout, mounted 
on a 46x52 mm white card. Frame details have been added in pencil and dark gray water-
color within layout dots at the four corners.  A faint vertical layout line runs through the 
center.  The frame design suggests a monument and shows “TWO” and “CENTS” in the 

value tablets. As with all 
watercolor models, this es-
say is necessarily unique.

Figure 3 illustrates the 
second model (Scott 146-
E4), also ex Brazer, a black 
vignette cutout mounted on 
a 46x89 mm white card.  
The frame details are add-
ed in gray watercolor in 
similar fashion to Figure 2. 
The frame design in Figure 
3 suggests the Confederate 
flag. The value tablets are 
blank.  The reverse of the 
card shows a printed “R. 
Vail” in script of unknown 
origin.  

Figure 4 illustrates 
the third model (Scott 146-
E5), an orange-brown vi-
gnette cutout mounted on 
a 45x50 mm white card 
(ex Hackett and Brazer).  
Except for the orange wa-
tercolor, the frame design 
is similar to Figure 3. But 
the outer frame details 
are more complete. This 
model closely matches the 
incomplete engraving of 
the frame in the fifth essay 

4 Schuyler Rumsey Auction, 26-29 April 2001, lot 2312.

Figure 2. Model, Scott 146-E3.  The Figure 1 vignette (in 
black) is cut out and mounted on card, with pencil and dark 
gray watercolor frame elements added. The frame design 
suggests a monument.
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(discussed next) and is presum-
ably the source of the fifth essay 
design.

Fifth Essay
The line-engraved essay 

in Figure 5 shows the features 
of the Figure 4 model, incom-
pletely engraved. The oval 
frame lacks shading lines under 
the value tablets and there are 
no vertical lines in the colorless 
stripes at top and bottom. Also, 
the top and bottom frame lines 
are incomplete. This is only re-
corded example. The Scott list-
ing is 146-E6.  D.S. Ronaldson 
engraved the frame, the design 
measuring 19½x25½ mm. Ex 
Hackett and Fosdyke, this is a 
die impression on India paper, 
printed in dim dusky orange, die 
sunk on a 49x60 mm card.  Pen-
cil shading below the value tab-
lets suggests this example was 
used in the proofing process to 
indicate improvements that were 
to be engraved onto the develop-
ing die.  This particular item is 

not listed in Scott. The Scott catalog lists 146-E6 as a die proof in dark orange on thin white 
card referenced from Finkleburg’s Brazer addendum comments. I have never seen this 
item. It is possible that these two objects are one and the same.

Sixth Essay
Figure 6 illustrates the completed die of the collared Jackson.  This essay survives 

in various formats: die proofs on India paper die sunk on card, on ivory paper, and on thin 
wove paper.  In addition, this die was also used by the NBNC in their bid for the contract for 
government entire envelopes.  A single-subject plate was made from the die and imprinted 
on envelopes listed by Undersander as E36B.5  I have recorded two different colors: black 
on white, blue on orange.

Die impressions of the Figure 6 essay on India paper die sunk on card were recorded 
by Brazer in 20 colors, many of which are only known cut down to stamp size.  It is nearly 
impossible to add new items to the Brazer listing (which was picked up by Scott) because 
auction houses use varying color nomenclature. Brazer used the Ridgeway color guide.6  
The impressions on ivory paper are recorded in four colors: brown black, black, scarlet, 
and blue.  The first exists with the frame engraver’s signature “D.S. Ronaldson” and vi-
gnette engraver’s signature “F.E. Girsh” in pencil (ex Brazer). The last three colors are 

5 Dan Undersander, Catalog of United States Stamped Envelope Essays and Proofs, 2003.
6 Robert Ridgeway, Color Standards & Nomenclature, First Edition, 1912.

Figure 3. Model, Scott 146-E4.  The Figure 1 vignette 
(in black) is cut out and mounted on card with pencil 
and gray watercolor frame elements that suggest the 
Confederate flag.
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known with the frame engraver’s signature 
in pencil at lower left (all ex Crawford and 
Burrows).

The impression on thin wove paper 
is extremely rare and listed by Brazer and 
Scott only in dark yellow.  But there are also 
three examples in black brown:  35x44 mm 
(ex Brazer and Lake Shore 2); 35x40 mm 
(ex Beals and Lake Shore 4); and 56x73 
mm (ex Beals). This means a total of four 
examples recorded on thin wove paper.

On 4 November 1869 the NBNC 
wrote: “We send by mail this day a package 
containing sixty-seven proof impressions 
of stamps of denominations one cent, two 
cents, three cents, six cents, ten cents, made 
in a variety of colors, some of which, to-
gether with the designs, we hope will meet 
with your approval.  None of the heads are 
quite finished, but we considered them far 
enough advanced to present them for your 
inspection.”  This package might have con-
tained some of the sixth-essay designs just 
described.  On November 16, 1869 Terrell 

Figure 4. Model, Scott 146-E5.  The 
Figure 1 vignette (in orange brown) 
is cut out and mounted on card with 
pencil and orange watercolor frame 
similar to Figure 3, but with design el-
ements more complete.

Figure 5. Engraved die essay based 
on the Figure 4 model, showing in-
complete engraving of the frame. The 
oval frame lacks shading lines under 
the value tablets. Scott lists this as 
146-E6.

Figure 6. The high-collar die in com-
pleted form. After being fully execut-
ed, this design was rejected. This es-
say survives in several formats and 
many colors. Scott 146-E7.
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wrote: “The proof-impressions of one cent, two cents, three cents, six cents, and ten cents 
were submitted to the Postmaster-General yesterday.  His opinion of them accords entirely 
with my own; that is to say, he approves most heartily of the designs for the one-cent, two-
cent, three-cent, and six-cent, and decidedly condemns the ten-cent…”  The President and 
Cabinet also approved the designs on the same day.  The NBNC was instructed that the 
matter of design was settled and “go to work on the permanent plates for these at once.”

Seventh Essay (New Design) 
Terrell disapproved the “high collar affair” on November 17, 1869.  The letter to the 

NBNC states in part: “The reason we wish the two-cent new Jackson changed, is, it is be-
lieved a more characteristic picture of the old hero can be obtained.  Yours is too young and 
not likely to be recognized. ‘Old Hickory’ is what we want.”  The Post Office and NBNC 
were then tasked with finding a new subject bust to engrave for an older Andrew Jackson.

In a letter dated 14 December 1869 from Terrell to the NBNC, he writes of finding 
a suitable subject bust: “The enclosed photographs, taken from the Power’s bust of An-
drew Jackson in the public square, Memphis, Tennessee, were received this morning.  They 

are very poor, but I send them supposing you may make 
something out of them.  The two marked No. 1 and No. 2 
are the best, though they face the wrong way.  If you can 
transfer the face to the left and bring out the features strik-
ingly, so as to make the head look like ‘Old Hickory,’ go 
ahead.”  The following day the NBNC returned four doc-
tored photographs with one in which they “strengthened 
the features, reduced the size of the lower lip, and removed 
the drapery; the latter operation was a delicate matter, as 
the Lord (who created the anatomy) only knew what was 
likely to turn up beneath it.”  Figure 7 shows a close-up 
picture of the Memphis bust.

On December 17 Terrell wrote back settling the mat-
ter of design subject: “And now in regard to the Memphis 
bust of Jackson. I return the photographs (Nos. 1,2,3, and 4) 
and agree with you that No. 2 is the best of the lot, though I 
must say I am not altogether satisfied with it, while I admit 
your manipulation of the picture has greatly improved it.  
Mr. Creswell thinks it ‘very good,’ and that the people will 
readily recognize it as ‘Old Hickory.’  This, of course, is 
an important point; but never having seen the ‘old hoss,’ 
I can’t express an opinion. I beg to suggest, however, that 

the picture will be improved if you will trim off a portion of the hero’s back hair, all the 
pictures I have ever seen representing his head as thin and high.  Also that his chin may be 
very properly toned down very little. In regard to the hair, No. 1 of the series of photographs 
is much better, as well as the general pose.  But I leave all this to your better judgment, 
satisfied that you have the best Jackson you can get.”

Figure 8 illustrates the resulting engraved vignette made in January 1870 by Lewis 
Delnoce.  This is an unfinished state of the vignette, lacking fine details and without a 
silhouette line at the top of Jackson’s head. The hair is unkempt over the ear and the nose 
and brow are craggier than on the finished design. Only two examples of this essay are 
recorded, both die impressed on glazed paper. The first (ex Hackett and Burrows) measures 
64x77 mm showing full die sinkage of  49x63.5 mm. The second  (ex Burrows and Lake 
Shore 2) is trimmed to 28x34mm. According to Falk Finkelburg’s unpublished revision 

Figure 7. Bust of Andrew 
Jackson from a public park 
in Memphis. This became the 
basis for the vignette portrait 
on the issued stamp.
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commentary on the Brazer catalog, one example is recorded in violet on ivory paper with 
ink outline. I have not seen evidence of this essay.

The Scott listing for the Figure 8 essay is both incorrect and confusing. The Figure 8 
essay is listed as 146-E9 and described as “completed Jackson vignette.” It should be listed 
as 146-E8 and described as an incomplete vignette.

Eighth Essay
Figure 9 shows the vignette essay in finished form. Scott lists this as 146-E8 and 

mistakenly describes it as an incomplete vignette. It seems likely that Scott’s information 
blocks for 146-E8 and 146-E9 were inadvertently transposed. The Figure 9 essay should be 
Scott 146-E9. This essay was impressed on India, die sunk on card in seven colors listed by 
Scott. Several of these colors are unique, including the deep yellow orange, which is from 
the Earl of Crawford’s collection. There is also one example recorded on card,  87x143 mm, 
showing full die sinkage, pencil inscribed “2c” above and “Jackson” below the sinkage 
area.  The example listed by Scott as 146-E8b, impressed on glazed paper with die measur-
ing 50x63 mm in black, is possibly an example of the seventh essay, shown in Figure 8.

Ninth Essay
The watercolor model design for what would become the issued stamp is illustrated as 

Figure 10.  The vignette, in dim dusky bright blue green, is trimmed close and mounted on a 
50x60 mm card, surrounded with pencil and dark green watercolor frame design with labels 
blank.  This example was designed by Butler Packard and is unique (ex Hackett, Beals and 
Burrows). Scott lists this as 146-E11.   

Figure 11 illustrates an example of a “blank” model design, with a trimmed red violet 
vignette (the type shown in Figure 9) pasted on 50x60 mm card showing scored layout 

Figure 8. Incomplete engraving of the 
Memphis bust, lacking fine detail and 
without a silhouette line at top of head. 
Scott lists this as 146-E9.

Figure 9. The completed vignette. The 
Scott listing is 146-E8. Jackson’s hairline 
has been smoothed out to make a more 
pleasing  profile.
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frame lines and caliper measuring holes at corners (ex Brazer and Burrows).  Unfortunately, 
the watercolor frame design was never added.  Stephen Tedesco records one other “blank” 
example of the 90¢ Perry in his collection7 and I have noted a trimmed 12¢ from the Fin-
kelburg collection. These “blanks” are not listed by Scott.

Tenth Essay
After the new frame design was approved by the Post Office department, Ronaldson 

engraved the frame design nearly to completion, resulting in the essay shown in Figure 12. 
The only features missing are the leaves on the wide bands surrounding the lower part of 
the vignette.  Other missing features mentioned by Brazer are not readily apparent; the de-
sign seems complete except for the leaves.  This essay was created in various formats: die 
impressions on India, die sunk on card; impressions on thin wove paper; and impressions 
on thin card.  In addition, the essay was also extensively used by the NBNC in their bid for 
the envelope contract.  As with the essay in Figure 6, a single-subject plate was made from 
the die and impressed on envelopes, here in a wide variety of colors and envelope papers as 
listed by Undersander as E36C.

Die impressions on India, die sunk on card, are recorded by Scott (as 146-E12) in 
seven different colors: carmine, orange, brown orange, brown, blue, violet and green.  One 
example on thin wove paper, ex Finkelburg and unlisted by Scott, is recorded in rose car-
mine.  Also unlisted are two examples on thin card cut close to shape, one in black (ex 
Finkelburg), the other in blue green (ex Brazer and Beals).

7 Stephen M. Tedesco, “The United States 15¢ Webster Stamp of 1870: From Model to Finished Die,” Chronicle 211 
(May 2006), pg. 221.

 Figure 10. Model for what would become 
the issued stamp. The completed vignette 
is cut out and mounted on card, with pencil 
and dark green watercolor frame elements 
added. Scott lists this as 146-E11.

Figure 11. Blank model with completed vi-
gnette (in red violet) cut out and mounted 
on card with scored layout frame lines. A 
blank like this was the basis for the model 
in Figure 10. Unlisted in Scott.
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Completed Die
The completed die, illustrated in Figure 13, shows the leaves added on the wide band 

surrounding the lower portion of the vignette.  This is printed in the issued red brown color 
of the 1870 issue and comes as a die impression on India, die sunk on card, with and without 
“National Bank-Note Co.” imprint.  Since it shows the issued design, the item illustrated in 
Figure 13 is properly described as a die proof, rather than an essay. The Brazer catalog ad-
ditionally records this item (Brazer’s 146E-Cf) as a completed die proof in Ridgeway color 
“70 k/1 dim dark m. v-r-red.”  I have never seen this item and question its existence.

Regressive Dies
Essays survive showing two states of a regressive or “break-down” die that must have 

been produced by the Continental Bank Note Co. and the later American Bank Note Co. 
Neither die is pertinent to the evolution of the NBNC design, but both have been a source 
of confusion for cataloguers and authors. 

The first shows the Jackson vignette with only the “2” and the value labels. An exam-
ple is illustrated as Figure 14.  This was obviously created from the completed die (Figure 
13). Most of the frame has been removed, but the die impression shows some specks and 
residual shading, a result of improper burnishing of the removed elements.  Listed by Scott 
as 146-E10, this essay is known impressed on India, die sunk on card, and impressed on 
ivory paper.  According to Falk Finkelburg’s revision comments on the Brazer catalog, one 
ivory paper example is recorded with “Master Transfer for Official Stamp” marked on it in 
pencil.  In addition, there is one recorded ivory paper example signed in pencil by engraver 
D.S. Ronaldson.  Other evidence presented by Alan Campbell (involving the secret mark 

Figure 12. Scott 146-E12. All-but-finished 
essay for the 2¢ Bank Note stamp. The 
only features missing are the leaves. 

Figure 13. The completed design, includ-
ing the leaves on the two wide bands sur-
rounding the lower part of the vignette. 
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on 12¢ essays)8 and Stephen Tedesco (whisker crosshatching on 15¢) also proves that these 
regressive essays, which exist for the 1¢ to 90¢ values in various evolutionary stages, were 
created as breakdown dies by Continental for the Official stamps of 1873.  As such, all these 
regressive essays should be moved to the Officials section of the essay listings. They should 
not be catalogued within the regular Bank Note issue essays.

The second regressive die essay is the head-only design illustrated in Figure 15.  This 
shows a completed vignette head of Jackson, as illustrated in Figure 9, with the surrounding 
background and outline of head removed.  Only one example of this essay (ex Burrows) is 
recorded, impressed on India, die sunk on a 74x73 mm card with a die impression of about 
60x62 mm.  The essay is listed but not illustrated in the Scott and Brazer catalogs as an 
essay for the 1883 4¢ stamp produced by American. The catalog listings are 211-E2 and 
211E-Aa respectively.  The die impression matches other 1883 4¢ essays.  The head itself 
is a completed design from the eighth essay (Figure 9) showing all the fine head engraving 
including shading. Because the seventh essay (Figure 8) exists without these details and the 
oval background, the Figure 15 essay does not belong in the NBNC design evolution and 
must have been produced later, presumably for the 1883 issue as the catalogs indicate.  A 
similar 3¢ essay, showing Washington’s head, is listed in Scott as 147-E8. Ronald Burns 
records this in his exhibit as an essay used in 1876 by Continental for new designs that were 
later abandoned.9

8 Alan C. Campbell, “The Design Evolution of United States Official Stamps,” Chronicle 168, pp. 267-71 and Chronicle 
169, pp. 45-62.
9 Ronald E. Burns, “The Essays, Proofs, and Patent Experimentals of the United States 3¢ Banknote”, exhibit copy on 
loan at the APRL.

Figure 14. Regressive essay of vignette 
and value tablets used as master trans-
fer die for the Official issue of 1873. Scott 
lists this as 146-E10.

Figure 15. Regressive essay of head-
only vignette used in the creation of 
the 1883 4¢ stamp. Listed but not il-
lustrated by Scott as 211-E2.
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Conclusion
At the time, the NBNC felt the series of 1870 was the finest work the firm had yet pro-

duced for the Post Office. Postal officials seemed to agree. After all, these designs persisted 
relatively unchanged after NBNC lost the contract to Continental in 1873.

The design evolution of the 2¢ Jackson is relatively clear after one has inspected all 
the relevant essays.  I believe no one in the past had access to all of them, except perhaps 
Brazer himself, through his reference collection and files. But he was not concentrating his 
efforts on one particular stamp.  Without Brazer’s research it would have been difficult to 
locate many important resources, including the record of official correspondence published 
by the 42nd Congress.  I hope that new essays appear in the future to add depth and help 
us understand the remaining mysteries, one of which is Brazer’s note of a state of the die 
existing without the value present.  I also hope that future catalogs will be updated to reflect 
the information presented here.
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