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Canada’s 19th century money letters
offered secure service for mailing valuables

Figure 1.A
money letter

sent from
_ Canada to the

United States
on May 10,
1848. Once
across the

border, such
letters became

vulnerable,
as there was

no equivalent
secure U.S.

mailing system.
Courtesy of

Longley
Auctions.

The first use of the phrase mon-
ey letfer on Canadian mail is.
found on a letter from 1825.

A secure system for mail with valu-
able contents was introduced in Can-
ada at the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury. The earliest recorded such letter is
dated Montreal, Nov. 26, 1802.

This secure system for valuable mail
was created to safely transport, over a
distance, documents of exchange and
money, so the parties involved would
not have to get together. :

Money in coin form was sent at
first, because paper money was not
introduced to Canada until the early
1820s.

Postmen and postal couriers be-
came the trusted means of sending
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Continued from page 32
these secure items.

An inscription on the outside of the letter-
sheet would indicate to recipients that they
should expect valuables or money to be de-
livered to them by the courier or postman.

“Money from courier,” “cash letter” and
subsequently “money-letter” were the most
common manuscript notations to indicate
this.

The first use of the words money letter is
found on a letter dated Cornwall, UC [United
Counties], Apr. 15, 1825.

In 1839, with the increasing popularity
of the service, 24 handstamps bearing the
words money-letter were ordered from Eng-
land by Thomas A. Stayner (1788- -1868), the
deputy postmaster general.

The earliest recorded use of the English
type of handstamp is on a Jan. 30, 1840, let-
ter from Montreal to Quebec City. However,
while waiting for the original order to be filled,
12 other handstamps were ordered from an
unknown source in Canada or the United
States.

The first use of this type of handstamp is
recorded at Niagara, UC, Aug. 13, 1839.

By letter dated Sept. 21, 1827, forwarding
and receiving postmasters were instructed to
keep records of money letters on their post
bills, including information on “the number of
such letters, and to whom addressed.” Re-
ceiving postmasters required a signed receipt
from the addressee well before it became of-
ficially required on Feb. 16, 1831. However,

Figure 2. A money letter from Montreal to New York, Aug. 7,18: 1854, 1, with a “Paid” handstamp indicating that the 6¢
through rate to New York was paid. The Canadian money loller systam was replaced by a registration service in Apra
1855. Courtesy of the Brigham collection.

the sender was not provided with a receipt.
Numbering of money letters was not intro-

duced until the early 1840s; the earliest re-
corded is on a letter posted at Newmarket,
UC, May 26, 1843. Numbers found on letters
dated earlier are generally believed to be re-
cordkeeping numbers applied by clerks in
some government departments.

The general postage rating system in effect
in Canada since the late 18th century was
calculated by weight and by the distance the
letter was carried.

For money letters, postage was calculated
on the number of sheets enclosed and the
distance carried.

A Postal Circular dated December 1843
indicated that money letters were now “to
be charged by weight (at one rate per half
ounce).”

At that time, prepayment of postage was
optional and it was common for money let-
ters to be sent unpaid, as the sender thought,
rightfully so, that the recipient would not turn

Please turn to page 36
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away a letter containing money and would
pay the postage to receive it.

A few money letters are known with pay-
ment partly paid by the sender and partly by
the recipient. Canadian collectors call these
“Divided Payment” letters.

When control of the Post Office was
transferred to Canada from Britain on April
6, 1851, money letter rates were further re-
duced. From that date on, any money letter
could be sent at the regular postage rate of
three pence per half-ounce, with regular in-
crements for weight.

During the money letter period in Canada
there was no equivalent money letter or reg-
istration service in the United States. Money
letters were still sent and were identified as
such on the outside, but for all intents and
purposes, after reaching the Canada-U.S.
mail exchange offices they received virtually
no security from that point until delivery in the
United States.

Figure 1 shows a money letter sent from
Brantford, UC, May 10, 1848, to Dunkirk, NY,
via Queenston, UC. The manuscript markings
include “money,” “cash” and the “7” cent

rate to the border, with a “PAID” handstamp
crossed out in the United States and a red
“5” handstamp for postage collected. The
cover pictured in Figure 1 is shown courtesy
of Longley Auctions.

The illustration in Figure 2, pictured cour-
tesy of the Brigham collection, is an Aug.
7, 1854, money letter from Montreal to New
York.

Although not rated, the “Paid” handstamp
on the Figure 2 cover indicates that the 6¢
through rate to New York was paid. There
was no equivalent money letter or registra-
tion service in the United States at that time.

To fill the need for a reliable and secure °
money transfer system between the two
countries, private express Companies were
organized. These services were fast, reliable
and. expensive. In 1842, Nathaniel White,
Capt. William Walker and Benjamin Cheney
started an express line between Boston and
Montreal.

Canada’s money letter system was based
on a similar system existing in Great Britain
since the 1790s.

When Great Britain abolished its money let-
ter system and replaced it with a registry ser-
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