
The 24 ₵ “Jenny”
(A study of the first United States airmail stamp after 100 years)

History:   In  1918  Congress  appropriated  funding  and  authorized  Postmaster  General
Burleson to spend an amount not to exceed $100,000 for the purchase, maintenance and
operation of  aeroplanes for an experimental mail service between such points as the Post
Office may determine.  Bids were placed for five planes in February 1918 which were needed
as the basic equipment for the new proposed service.  These were to be delivered in the
future to the U.S. Post Office.  The new airmail route was selected between Washington, D.C
and  New  York  with  an  intermediate  stop  in  Philadelphia.   The  new  airmail  rate  was
established at 24₵ and included Special Delivery.  It has been documented that the Bureau of
Engraving  and  Printing  (BEP)  started  work  on  the  design  and  engraving  before  all  the
authorizations were signed.

In March of 1918, Otto Prager (Second Assistant Postmaster General) signed an agreement
with the U.S. Army Signal Corps to use army pilots and planes the first year of operation or
until the Post Office was in a position to completely take over the airmail operation.  Major
Ruben Fleet was assigned the responsibility to equip and man the new airmail service.  He
was assisted by Col. Edward Deeds and Capt. Benjamin B. Lipsner.  They selected four of
the six pilots. Second Lieutenant Stephen Bonsai Jr., First Lieutenants, Howard Culver, Walter
Miller and Torry Webb.  The Post Office selected Second Lieutenants, James Edgerton and
George Leroy Boyle, both of which were inexperienced pilots but had political connections.

The Army immediately placed an order  with  the Curtiss Aeroplane Motor  Co.  for 12 new
planes to be used by the Signal Corps for the new airmail routes.  Six planes were Curtiss JN-
4HM types, and six planes of the R-4LM models.  The “M” in the description indicates the
planes were modified to carry mail.  The J and N series initials were the basis of the
plane’s nickname “Jenny”.  The JN-4HT was originally a training model with duel controls,
with a seat up front for the student and a seat behind for the instructor.  The JN-4-HT panes
had the forward seat removed and replaced with a covered compartment for the airmail.  The
pilot  flew the plane from the exposed/open second seat subject to the elements, but the
airmail would be protected and dry. Curtiss manufactured the planes at its Garden City, NY
plant.  They  shipped  the  unassembled  planes  in  wooden  crates  on  May  13,  1918  to
Hazelhurst, NY.  The six planes were serial-numbered: 37944,  38262,  38275, 38276 and
38278. On May 9, 1918 the serial numbers were given to the BEP so the number 38262 was
included on the fuselage of  the first  airmail  stamp.  The first  pane to  fly the  airmail  from
Washington, D.C. had this number.  

Continuing sections in this presentation will address the  Production of the “Jenny”   first
Airmail Stamp, and  Printing flaws,  Early Flight cancellations, and unusual Flown flight
items. We hope you enjoy and find interesting / educational this compilation.  



 Production of the first airmail stamp
The 24₵ “Jenny” airmail stamp was not only valid for the new airmail service but
was also valid for regular postage.  Likewise, regular U.S. postage was also
valid for the new airmail  service.  The stamp was printed in a patriotic color
theme of red and blue on a white background.  All of the work on the stamp was
performed by the BEP.  Clair Aubrey Huston was the chief stamp designer for
the BEP. Although there is no official record of when Huston began designing
the new airmail stamp, it is rumored that he may have started before May 4,
1918.  Edward Weeks engraved the frame and lettering.  Marcus W. Baldwin
worked on the vignette and Weeks also made a contribution to the vignette and
is  thought  responsible for  inclusion of  the serial  number  “38262”  in  the final
stamp design. 





















The Bureau of Engraving and Printing was extremely busy printing War Bonds
and many other documents but was able to produce enough sheets of the new
Jenny airmail stamp to have them available for sale May 14, 1918 in all three
cities.

William T. Robey

William T. Robey, of Washington, D.C., was aware that the new stamp was be-
ing printed on a spider press and , being bi-colored, would take two separate
printings in the press. The first would be the outer carmine frame, then after dry-
ing the blue center (vignette) would be printed. That situation would allow the
possibility , however remote, to have the center printed upside-down. This had
occurred years before in 1869 and in 1901.  Robey was on the lookout for an-
other.

Having gone to the New York Avenue post office branch early morning of May
14 Robey was shown several sheets of the new airmail issue, all normal but
poorly centered. He was informed that more would be available around noon, so
he returned and the clerk, unaware of any printing mistake, showed him a full
sheet of 100 stamps with the Curtis Jenny plane positioned upside down, as
well as the outer margin plate number inverted. Robey knew immediately he
was being offered, for the face value of $24, an inverted Jenny sheet.



William T. Robey knew that his purchase was a valuable item, but was con-
cerned that more inverted center sheets might appear and weaken any value
for his. He began making inquiries to several of the most prominent dealers and
collectors of the era, receiving cash offers as low as $500.

On May 19,1918 Robey met leading dealer Eugene Klein of Philadelphia who
made an offer of $15,000, and several days later the transaction was complete.

Klein immediately sold the intact sheet to Colonel E. .R. Green, a very wealthy
and eccentric collector.  In addition, Klein convinced Green to let him break up
the sheet of 100, retain some position blocks and begin selling others to inter-
ested collectors. Ranging in price as singles from $175 to $250. 

               Position “79”                                           Feint “79” in lower right corner

No photographs of the original intact sheet were made, but Klein did pencil a
number for each stamp position on reverse of all stamps, from #1 to #100. 



Klein  unknowingly  reported  the  discovery  of  the  sheet  of  inverted  air  mail
stamps when he mentioned that the sale of stamps was stopped at 4 PM.  The
sales stopped so that post office personnel could inventory their stock to make
sure that no other errors would be released.  This is the only candid report of
the discovery of the inverted stamps known to exist.



This is the letter confirming the sale of the inverted center stamps from Eugene
Klein to William T. Robey. 



As of  2016, only six blocks
of four stamps remain intact.

Shown is the only block of
four of the Inverted Jenny
showing the inverted plate
number – 8493.

Colonel Edward Howland Robinson Green, his wife Mabel, and the gift locket
he had presented her.  It was an encapsulated Jenny Invert stamp (position 9
from top row of sheet) 







100 YEARS OF SCHEDULED AIR MAIL SERVICE - - THE IDEA AND THE PLAN

While pioneer air mail flights were still being flown in 1916 “without expense to
the  Department”,  THE  IDEA of  a  transcontinental  air  mail  service  was
conceived.  Congress appropriated funds from the Steamboat and Power Boat
Service for an “aeroplane service”.  Bids were invited for “suitably constructed
aircraft”, but only three bids were received.  Those bids were rejected because
the manufacturers were unable to build the planes within the specified time and
all  were  rejected (re:  Second Assistant  Postmaster  General’s  report  for  the
years 1918 – 1927, page 1).

By 1917,  three  coastal  and  four  transcontinental  air  mail  routes  had  been
proposed to train Army, Navy and Postal pilots in cross-country and night flying
(re: “Flying” magazine, December 1917, page 948).

THE PLAN was to use one or more of these routes to carry mail by air.

The coastal airways - Pacific Airway; Gulf Airway; Atlantic Airway (selected as
the initial system)
The transcontinental airways - Chanute & Bell Airway; Wright Brothers Airway;
Langley  Airway.  Woodrow  Wilson  Airway  (selected  as  the  transcontinental
airway) 

The Washington (Potomac Park) – Philadelphia (Bustleton Field)   – New York
(Belmont Park)  air mail route (part of the Atlantic Airway, from Bangor, ME to
Key West, FL) was the origin of the United States’ first scheduled air mail route.
It was used as a test bed for flying mail, until funds, equipment and personnel
were available to turn it westward and into a transcontinental air mail route.



Note:  With two other airways, the Gulf Airway (Key West to Brownsville), and
the  Pacific  Airway  (San  Diego  to  Seattle),  the  Atlantic  Airway  formed  the
Coastal  Airway  system,  though  the  last  two  airways  would  not  provide
scheduled service for many months.

This  map  shows  the  main  three  cities  of  departure,  Washington,  D.C.,
Philadelphia and New York as well as the emergency landing sites at Baltimore
and Havre de Grace, MD, Wilmington, DE, New Brunswick, NJ and Brooklyn
and Mineola, NY.  The map was “Released by Office of Information, P.O.D. May
11, 1918 for afternoon papers of May 15 and morning papers of May 16.”



Postal  Bulletin  Volume  34  No.11651  was  issued  on  May  14,  1918.   This
document,  under  the  direction  of  A.S.Burleson,  the  Postmaster  General,
informed post office staff that: “...Mail carried by aeroplane shall be charged
with postage at the rate of 24 cents an ounce or fraction thereof, of which 10
cents shall be for special delivery service.”  
The bulletin goes on to state that both “special aeroplane postage stamps... or
ordinary postage stamps”  would be accepted.
 
Included in this bulletin was a notation prepared by Otto Praeger, the Second
Assistant Postmaster General.  He explained the following:
“Aeroplane  mail  service  will  be  established  May  15,  1918,  between
Washington, Philadelphia and New York, one round trip daily, except Sundays.  
“....aeroplanes will  leave Belmont Park, New York, and Washington, D.C., at
11:30 a. m.”



The  general  public  could  view  the  first  scheduled  air  mail  flight  leaving
Washington,  from the banks  of  the  Potomac River.   However  passes  were
needed to gain access to Potomac Park and to the landing field.

The temporary pass issued to  (Daisy)  Marie  Thomas,  Secretary to  Second
Assistant Postmaster Burleson and later to become the wife of the first civilian
U. S. Government air mail pilot, Max Miller

.

Second Assistant Postmaster General Burleson, Washington Postmaster and
President Woodrow Wilson waiting for the start of the first scheduled air mail,
Washington – Philadelphia – New York.



President Woodrow Wilson talking with U. S. Army Signal Corps Major Reuben
Hollis Fleet upon Fleet’s arrival at Potomac Park with the plane, #38262, that
2nd Lt. George Leroy Boyle would use for his flight to Philadelphia, PA.

After Major Fleet arrived with the airplane that Lieutenant Boyle was to fly to
Philadelphia,  the  Army Signal  Corps  ground  crew loaded  the  mail  into  the
forward compartment that was originally intended for a second aviator.  



Lt.  Torrey  Webb  receives  a  celebratory  watch  from  the  Hamilton  Watch
Company. Each of the pilots flying the first day's mail between Washington, DC,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and New York City received a Hamilton Watch. 

Lieutenant Torrey Webb poses with a bag of airmail before it is loaded into his
Curtiss Jenny JN-4B airplane on the morning of May 15, 1918. 



Boyle was delayed in leaving due to an oversight in refueling his aircraft.  After
it was determined that the plane had not been refueled (an embarrassment to
all, especially in front of President Wilson), fuel for the plane was obtained and
Boyle positioned his plane for take off.

2nd Lt. George Leroy Boyle’s taking off from Potomac Park in
his aircraft (#38262) for Philadelphia, PA, the first scheduled
air mail flight.

Boyle experienced the problem of getting off  course and landed at Pomfret,
MD, east of Washington, to get directions.  After taking off again, he crashed
near Waldorf, MD, only a few miles away.  Though the plane was not able to fly
(propeller  and  wing  damage),  it  was  repairable  and  was  carried  back  to
Potomac Park by truck.

U. S. Army Signal Corps 2nd Lt. Torrey Webb taking off in plane
#38278  with  the  southbound  mail  from  New  York  to
Philadelphia, PA.



 

Pilot Daily Reports for May 15, 1918 for Lt. Boyle, with reverse showing 
additional comments referencing flight problems, Lt. Culver and Lt. 
Webb.







Early Flight Cancellations

Washington,  D.C.,  Philadelphia,  and  New  York  all  had  distinctive  circular
cancels with a bar killer that was hand-applied by Post Office employees prior to
placement on any of the first airmail routes. There are many variations of colors
used in the first flight cancels. In addition, there are different dates and times
that were placed or re-placed by Post Office personnel in the modified cancels
to reflect changes. 



May  15,  1918  Washington  to  New  York  with  “AIR  MAIL
SERVICE WASH.  N.Y.  PHILA”  with  “FIRST TRIP”  cancel
variety.

Very few covers are recorded on the May 15,  1918 first  flights bearing two
copies of the new air mail issue.  Five examples are known having been mailed
from the Joan of Arc Committee in New York, but sent from Washington to New
York and Philadelphia. 



Numerous cancels were used on the Washington to New York dispatch.  The
above item shows the May 15 FIRST TRIP cancel variety with inverted year
date.  The cover below shows the May 15 FIRST TRIP with the 10 AM time

slug.  



Washington to New York route with 11 AM -FIRST TRIP- and 2 PM without
FIRST TRIP cancel varieties .



Washington to New York 3 PM and 4PM cancel varieties. 



Washington to New York 5 PM, 6 PM and 7 PM cancel varieties. 



Washington to New York 10 PM and 11 PM cancel varieties.



Above is the Washington to Philadelphia FIRST TRIP with private “AERIAL 
MAIL SERVICE” label.  Below is the Washington to Philadelphia with 10 
AM cancel variety.



Washington to Philadelphia showing the 7 PM time slug.  This is a recent 
discovery not currently listed.  The bottom cover is the Washington to 
Philadelphia 9 PM cancel variety.



Above is only cancel variety from Philadelphia to New York with “FIRST 
TRIP”.  This item also shows the two types of labels.  The example below
shows a combination cancel – Morristown PA. And the May 15 “FIRST 
TRIP” Philadelphia to Washington. 



The top cover shows the Philadelphia to Washington May 15 large 
“1918” year date cancel variety.
The example below shows the “FIRST TRIP”  cancel from New York to 
Philadelphia.  This is the only cancel variety from the New York to 
Philadelphia route. 



New York to Washington with accepted 24 cent regular postage with private label.  
The cover below shows New York to Washington cancel variety with the 1 AM 
“FIRST TRIP”.  



New York to Washington 2 AM and 4 AM cancel varieties.





Lt. Boyle crashed near Waldorf, MD. on the May 15 Washington to Philadelphia
trip.  Mail was collected and returned to Washington.  The following day this
mail was combined with additional postings from Washington and flown on May
16 by Lt. James Edgerton  Cancel varieties showing with and without “FIRST
TRIP” as shown.



Pilot's Daily Reports for May 16, 1918 referencing Bonsal's crash at Bridgeton,
New Jersey and  Edgerton delivering mail to the Polo Field.



These examples show the Washington to New York 9 AM and 10 AM cancel 
varieties.  Both of these covers have an additional 3 cents postage added which
was not necessary.  Rate confusion was apparent with the new early airmail. 



Washington to New York 11 AM time slug.  Lt. Edgerton flew the mail from 
Washington to Philadelphia on May 16.  This example does not include the 
words “FIRST TRIP”.



Washington to Philadelphia May 16 “FIRST TRIP” and 9 AM cancel 
varieties.



Edgerton and Boyle's aircraft being readied for flight.

Lt. George L. Boyle was given a second chance to fly the mail on May 17,
1918. Lt. James C. Edgerton escorted Boyle from Washington to a point 30 to
40 miles north, near Baltimore, Maryland. Boyle signaled Edgerton that he was
on  course  and  Edgerton  returned  to  Washington.  After  Edgerton  departed,
Boyle lost his bearings, and followed the Chesapeake Bay shoreline to Cape
Charles, Virginia, over 200 miles south of his intended destination.  He took off
again, flying north, but ran out of gas and crashed at the Philadelphia Country
Club,  damaging  his  plane.  The  mail  was  driven  to  Bustleton  Field  and
forwarded to various destinations.



Edgerton Daily Report with notations on back indicating he accompanied Boyle
on May 17, 1918 before Boyle's crash.

The  invoice  above,  dated  May  18,  1918,  indicates  that  two  trucks  were
required  -  one  for  the  fuselage  and  one  for  the  wings  -  to  return  Boyle's
crashed plane to Bustleton Field. 















During World War I, red and white flags with
blue stars were flown from porches and hung
in  the  windows  of  homes  to  indicate  the
number of  loved ones serving in the armed
forces.  Using similar etiquettes on mail was
also  widely  practiced.   This  custom is  also
used today, as seen by the flag at right that
flies  from  the  porch  in  a  small  town  in
Maryland.







Having received her flying license at age 18 in 1912, and sworn in May 11,
1918 as the first women airmail pilot, Katherine Stinson was asked to fly an
experimental route from Grant Park field in Chicago to Garden City, New York
on May 17, 1918.

Bad  weather  postponed  the flight  until  Thursday,  May 23,  and  for  a  record
setting  ten hours  and  ten minutes  she continued on,  relying  heavily  on the
tracks  of  the  Erie  Railroad.   She  was  forced  to  make a  landing  outside  of
Binghamton, New York due to strong headwinds and lack of fuel.  

After three attempts she became airborne and on May 31 made it to the Garden
City landing strip.  She received the Aero Club of America Award which further
endeared her as “America's Sweetheart of the Air” and “The Flying Schoolgirl”.

Only sixty pieces of mail were carried, with the rate of only three cents because
it  was an experimental  flight.   The new 24 cent  stamp was the only airmail
stamp available and this card is the only one reported with that stamp.  





Lt. Stephen Bonsal

An experimental flight was scheduled for June 1, 1918 from Washington, D.C.
The flight was to connect with the New York to Boston extension at Aviation
Field No. 1 in Mineola, New York.  Mail were carried at the 24c rate.  The cancel
was similar to the May 15 variety with the date changed.  Lt. Stephen Bonsal
flew the first leg to Philadelphia.  Mail was then carried by Lt. E.W. Kilgore on to
New York with Lt. Bonsal as his passenger.  Upon arrival in New York, mail was
dispatched except for items destined for Boston.  That mail would be held until
June 3 for a planned New York to Boston flight.





After several failed attempts by Lt. Gustave Vannelle of the French Army on 
June 3, an experimental flight was finally completed on June 6 from New York 
to Boston.  Various cancel varieties have been reported.

Two cancel varieties are shown on the same flight  cover.   The
stamp is canceled with the complete New York cancel having all
three cities listed without “FIRST TRIP” along with another cancel
variety that was  applied having the city names removed.

Cancel variety with “WASH. AND PHILA.” removed and “BOST”
inserted ahead of N.Y.



This cover, sent to the Philippines, supports the post office regulation stating
that the new air mail stamps were valid in the United States, its territories and
possessions  without  additional  postage.   Cancel  variety  with  “WASH.  N.Y.
PHILA.” removed.







When  used  for  other  than  government  business,  users  of  penalty  envelopes  were

required to affix the same amount of postage as for other (civilian) correspondence.

Note  that  the  bottom  cover  originated  from  the  office  of  the  Second  Assistant

Postmaster General, which was responsible for the Air Mail Service.















The American Air Mail Society (AAMS) is the second oldest aerophilatelic society in the world,
presently with about 800 members world-wide. It is a non-profit organization, qualified under
the provisions of Section 501(c)(3) of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code as tax-exempt. 

The Society promotes aerophilately through its publications, member auctions and an annual
meeting held at major local and national stamp shows. It also holds a major airmail show
every four or five years at the American Philatelic Society headquarters in Bellefonte, PA. 

One most important contribution by the Society has been it's set of the American Air  Mail
Catalogue which covers all areas of aerophilately. 

The  AAMS  is  a  member  of  the  International  Federation  of  Aerophilatelic  Societies
(FISA).AAMS Membership & Benefits AAMS membership is open to all who have an interest
in or passion for air mail or aerophilately.  Membership includes a subscription  to the Airpost
Journal, the official monthly publication of the American Air Mail Society.

Acknowledgment:   Thanks  to  the  following  AAMS members  for  their  contributions  to  this
presentation; A.D. Jones, Joe Kirker, James O'Bannon and Pat Walters.


