Commerce and Portrait Series of the 1898-1902 U.S. Revenues:
The Peak of the Gilded Age

Purpose of Exhibit. The 1898-1902 Commerce and Portrait Series of U.S. revenue stamps
comprised the higher denomination stamps of the Spanish American War federal tax stamps.
Many of these stamps were little used because of the infrequency of very high value financial
transactions. The scarcity of certain issues is further compounded by their short-lived
productions trying new methods to discourage the “washing” away of cancels for reuse of the
stamps. This exhibit is the first-ever assembling of the complete Commerce and Portrait Series
revenue stamps used on documents.

Exhibit Plan. The exhibit follows the chronological order of the issues under these two series,
although some documents contain a mix of issues. The exhibit plan provides the locations of the
different stamps of these series in the exhibit.

Observations. First regarding collecting challenge, more than 20 years was needed to find the
full set of examples of these two issues on document. This is the first time that a complete set of
these issues has ever been assembled. My second observation regards the challenge of
displaying documents bearing stamps. Many of these documents can fit 17 by 11 inch pages, but
then the exhibit spills beyond a single frame with some pages having a somewhat sparse and
unattractive appearance. As successfully practiced in other revenue exhibits of documents, the
use of four quarter-frame pages provides an esthetically pleasing presentation of the entire
exhibit materials in a single frame by strategic overlapping of portions of some documents.

Items of Impact in the Exhibit. This exhibit contains several scarce documents. These are
described by the quarter-frame page number (1-4) in which they appear: Page 1 — The $3 lake
Commerce stamp of 1900 was produced only a short time using a water-soluble ink to
discourage cancel removal by “washing” (1 of 3 known); Page 2 — The Dawson Railway Bond of
1899 has both the $1000 Madison Portrait stamp (1 of 2 known) and the $500 Hamilton Portait
stamp (1 of 6 known), and is the only known document bearing both. This large transaction was
nearly $120,000,000 in current dollars. The Dawson mine is of special U.S. historical interest
because of its two major mining disasters; Page 3 — The $50 open numeral Commerce stamp of
1900 on the Iowa Central & Western Railway certificate (1 of 4 known, and only multiple known
on document); Page 4 — The $10 ornamental numeral Commerce stamp of 1902 on the
Homestake Mining Co. certificate (1 of only 1 known), found in 2025 to complete the exhibit.
Also, the $50 ornamental numeral Commerce stamp of 1902 on the Atlantic, Valdosta and
Western Railway Co. (1 of 3 known). The ornamental numeral stamps were used only a short
time and their production required a cumbersome application of a water-soluble varnish
beneath the overprinted numeral to discourage cancel washing.

References. The best philatelic resource for information on these stamps are the blogs collected
on the site https://1898.revenues.blogspot.com. Entering Scott numbers R173 through R194 into
the site’s search returns research blogs, example uses, and census data. Searching R183, for
example, will retrieve the known uses of the $3 lake Commerce stamp of 1900.




