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Revenue stamps, i n  t h e i r  many v a r i e t i e s ,  can most d e f i n i t e l y  be con- 
s ide red  a record  of governmental adminis t ra t ion .  A s  such, they should be  
of i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  observant  a r c h i v i s t  a s  a source f u r t h e r  e luc ida t ing  and 
enhancing h i s  records.  

Each stamp produced by an adminis t ra t ion  has behind it i n  i t s  c rea t ion ,  
composition, d i s t r i b u t i o n  and use a not  incons iderable  h i s t o r y .  This be- 
comes even more t r u e  when one r e a l i z e s  t h a t  popular usage of  t h e  word 
"stamp" conceals  a number of  u se fu l  admin i s t r a t i ve  t o o l s  which se rve  sev- 
e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  purposes. The i l l u s t r a t i o n s  p laced  on t h e  many i s s u e s  o f  
t h e  North American na t ions  g ive  a v i s u a l  c l u e  t o  t he  t h ink ing  of t h e  day 
i n  regard  t o  t h e  power and purpose of s t a t e s ,  a s  expressed by governments 
t o  t h e i r  c i t i z e n s .  A crown, rose ,  s h i p  o r  p o r t r a i t  head were not  merely 
decora t ive  but  a l s o  phys ica l  expressions of i d e a l s  a l l  too  d i f f i c u l t  t o  
p lace  i n t o  words. 

There a r e  numerous s e r i e s  of revenue stamps: f o r  weights and measures, 
war taxes ,  c i g a r e t t e s  and tobacco, l i quo r ,  newspapers, p laying  cards ,  b i l l s ,  
r e g i s t r a t i o n  of documents, and f o r  l e g a l  adminis t ra t ion .  This  l a t t e r  group 
is most heavi ly  used by probate  cour ts .  I n  a l l  t he se  s e r i e s ,  more than  one 
denomination i s  u sua l ly  cu r r en t ,  wi th  ranges of co lours  matching t h e  changes 
i n  value.  As any se r ious  i nves t iga to r  o r  co l l ec to r  can r a p i d l y  d iscover ,  
t h e  v a r i a t i o n s  and complexit ies involved i n  such a group of stamps can be- 
come nea r ly  i n f i n i t e .  

The a r c h i v i s t ,  however, should become ne i the r  a c o l l e c t o r  of stamps 
( i n  h i s  o f f i c i a l  capac i ty )  nor one concerned wi th  extremely academic d i f -  
fe rences  i n  obscure i s s u e s  -- d i f f e r ences  o f t e n  made t o  seem over ly  impor- 
t a n t  by a booming, i n f l a t i o n a r y  and specu la t ive  market i n  t h i s  f i e l d .  

He should, a s  wel l ,  be warned of t h e  damage t o  h i s  collections which 
stamp c o l l e c t o r s  could conceivably make, and take  s t e p s  t o  avoid these .  
Arch iv i s t s  have previous ly  been made aware of t he se  dangers by t h e  Incur-  
s ions  made by c o l l e c t o r s  of  s e a l s  i n t o  groups of  parchment indentures .  
S imi lar  damage i s  o f t e n  caused by those  donating c o l l e c t i o n s ' o r  doing t h e  
o r i g i n a l  s o r t i n g  of an  a r c h i v a l  s e r i e s .  L e t t e r s  l e f t  i n  envelopes p re sen t  
a temptat ion t o  remove stamps by c u t t i n g ,  leaving  the  document i n s i d e  dam- 
aged. 

I f  t he  a r c h i v i s t  chooses t o  become aware o f  t h e  value of stamps, i t  
should be i n  connection wi th  h i s  r egu la r  i n t e r e s t s ,  a s  added i n s i g h t  t o  
h i s  co l l ec t ions ,  bu t  not  a s  a s epa ra t e  e n t i t y  w i th in  them. I n  t h i s  way, 
stamps may be of use i n  (1) da t ing  ques t ionable  documents, ( 2 )  proving t h e  
a u t h e n t i c i t y  of a s p e c i a l  c l a s s  of documents ( l e g a l  r eco rds ) ,  



( 3 )  i den t i fy ing  the  source of questionable documents ( i - e . ,  revenue stamps 
usual ly  s t a t e  the  l o c a l  corporate body issuing them or  authorizing t h e i r  
i s s u e ) ,  (4)  iden t i fy ing  documents which were given spec ia l  value by t h e i r  
o r ig ina to r  o r  f i r s t  owner, and (5) improving publ ic  r e l a t i o n s  by present ing 
more i n t e r e s t i n g  mater ia l  i n  connection with exhibi t ions ,  tours ,  discus- 
s ions ,  and other  presenta t ions  of a rch iva l  holdings. 

The f i r s t  revenue stamps used i n  the  Canadian por t ion of B r i t i s h  North 
America can be dated a t  about the  mid-1700's. These stamps, f ea tu r ing  an 
embossed design of a crown and Tudor rose  were very s imi lar  i n  appearance 
t o  those which were l a t e r  t o  cause such discord i n  the  r ebe l l ious  American 
colonies t o  t h e  south. The f i r s t  regular s e r i e s  of revenue issues ,  however, 
came much l a t e r ,  i n  1864, not  long a f t e r  the  in t roduct ion of t h e  postage 
stamp fo r  the  publ ic  mails. The f i r s t  revenue i s sues  were b i l l  stamps, and 
appeared simultaneously i n  t h e  two a reas  of Ontario and Quebec. Following 
the  B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n  s e t  i n  postage stamps, these  ea r ly  i s sues  f ea tu red  
p i c t u r e s  of a middle-aged Queen Victor ia  and ran  i n  denominations of  one 
cent  t o  th ree  do l l a r s ,  thereby f a c i l i t a t i n g  t h e i r  use. Later i s sues  took 
on crowns, fu r the r  p o r t r a i t  heads, Indians,  maple leaves,  f igu res  of b l ind  
J u s t i c e  and geometrical designs. Unt i l  t h e  l a t e  19201s, t he  t r a d i t i o n  i n  
designing these  revenue i s sues  was t o  follow a pa t t e rn  of ornate  and e l a -  
bo ra te  engraving. I n  t h i s  way, t h e  solemn powers of government were com- 
municated through an a r t  form used, e spec ia l ly  i n  the  nineteenth century, 
f o r  papers a s  important t o  men's a f f a i r s  a s  bank notes,  stocks and bonds. 
Expanded uses brought i n  higher denominations and new issues  f o r  law, gas 
and e l e c t r i c a l  inspections,  excise  taxes ,  customs, war bonds and taxes.  

The appl ica t ion of these  revenue stamps, both na t iona l ly  and provin- 
c i a l l y ,  has a l e g i s l a t e d  bas i s .  On each of the  l e v e l s  of government i n  
Canada, the  l e g i s l a t i o n  involved begins with an i n i t i a l  stamp a c t  f o r  each 
type of i s sue  proposed. Incorporated i n t o  t h e  i n i t i a l  a c t  i s  a f e e  sched- 
u l e  s e t t i n g  down the  r a t e s  which must be pa id  through purchase and app l i -  
ca t ion  of stamps, a s  wel l  a s  those occasions when the  use of the  stamp i s  
not necessary or  may be replaced by some other method. I n  t h i s  manner, 
separa te  a c t s  would be passed f o r  ac t ions  i n  t h e  Provincial  Supreme cour t s  
and ac t ions  i n  Probate courts.  Legal a u t h o r i t i e s  a t  l e v e l s  below t h e  
provincia l ,  however, r a r e l y  use l e g a l  stamps. 

Amendments t o  t h e  various stamp a c t s  can be expected t o  follow a t  
f a i r l y  regular  i n t e r v a l s  a f t e r  t h e  seve ra l  i n i t i a l  b i l l s  have been passed. 
These incorporate changes i n  the  t i t l e s  of b i l l s ,  i n  the  design of stamps, 
i n  t h e  circumstances of usage, and i n  the  channeling of revenues received 
f o r  t h e i r  s a l e .  This l a t t e r  may be considered of some importance i n  cer-  
t a i n  governmental o f f i c e s  because the  funds received through t h e  s a l e  of 
stamps a r e  o f t e n  d iver ted  t o  the  maintenance of cour t  or provincia l  o f f i -  
cers. '  Stamps, therefore ,  form a d e f i n i t e  p a r t  of governmental adminis- 
t r a t i o n .  

For the  a r c h i v i s t ,  l e g a l  stamps and t h e i r  varying designs may help  t o  
date  otherwise unknown mater ia l ,  even though it i s  o f t e n  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  
documents they a r e  applied t o  a r e  usual ly  dated i n  themselves. But f r e -  
quently, t he re  a r e  documents which a r e  dated only by t h e i r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  
marks on the  ou t s ide  p ro tec t ive  cover. These covers would most o f t en  tend 
t o  be the  f i r s t  destroyed by age or  wear. Other documents requir ing 

'A t yp ica l  example of t h i s  may be found i n  Revised S ta tu te s  of New 
Brunswick, 1952, 11, Chapter 127, sec t ions  4 - 10. 



revenue stamps a r e  o f ten  dated only on the l a s t  page, underneath the  o f f i -  
c i a l  signature.  When paper c l i p s  come out,  or s t ap les  r u s t  away, the  var- 
ious pages a re  bound t o  come apar t  and be eas i ly  scat tered.  Archival f inds  
of l ega l  documents have more than once been i n  t h i s  condition. A s  l ega l  
stamps a re  usually placed on the  uppermost pages, some dating is  possible  
for  these. 

Dating may of ten  be made more precise  by the  cancel la t ion mark applied 
t o  the  stamp, usually accompanied by some signature and perforat ion or 
defacement required by law. 

Another useful indicat ion t o  be found i n  documents bearing revenue 
stamps i s  the  value assigned t o  them by t h e i r  creator  o r  f i r s t  owner. 
Most l ega l  documents require  a f e e  t o  be paid t o  cover the cos t s  of court  
o f f i ce r s ,  proceedings and materials used. I n  ce r ta in  cases, where revenue 
stamps a r e  unavailable, court  o f f i c e r s  w i l l  nota te  payment with t h e i r  own 
signatures.  But documents without revenue stamps or  o f f i c i a l  notations 
(except i n  cour ts  where fees  a r e  otherwise covered) a re  e i the r  minor items 
or  copies of o r ig ina l s  without claim t o  o f f i c i a l  existence.  I n  many courts,  
for  instance,  judges or  c i t i z e n s  involved o f ten  wish copies of proceedings 
and documents for  t h e i r  fu tu re  reference. 

There are,  a s  well ,  ce r t a in  problems of document maintenance which can 
a r i s e  i n  regard t o  revenue stamps. Documents which have been especia l ly  
badly t r ea ted  a r e  o f ten  subject  t o  a t tack by those peculiar molds which 
a f f e c t  paper. The appl icat ion of stamps, under ce r ta in  conditions, can 
encourage the growth of such mold. Application of revenue stamps i s  usu- 
a l l y  accomplished by wetting the  glue which has been dr ied onto the reverse  
s ide .  I•’ the  document i s  quickly f i l e d  away i n t o  a moist cupboard, or  i n  
humid weather, mold w i l l  probably begin its work. Drying w i l l  i n h i b i t  the  
growth of t h i s  mold, but the  o r ig ina l  source i s  e a s i l y  detected because of 
the  yellow-green, powdery s t a i n  t o  be seen around t h e  edges of the  stamp 
applied. I n  most cases, the  stamp drops off with ease, revealing the  mold 
underneath. 

A catalogue of revenue stamps would be a worthwhile investment for  
any archives in te res ted  i n  the  var ie ty  of revenue issues  produced i n  Canada. 
An inexpensive catalogue i s  now produced by Sissons Publications Limited, 
and may be obtained by wri t ing t o  t h a t  company a t  37 King S t r e e t  East, 
Toronto, Ontario. Its wel l - i l lus t ra ted  pages can serve a s  a f a i r  guide t o  
those seeking the  o r ig ins  of a document otherwise d i f f i c u l t  t o  ident i fy .  




