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What is a Precancel Stamp?

A precancel stamp is one that was 

cancelled before being attached to a piece 

of mail matter to save the post office time 

and labor.

Companies mailing ads attach 

precanceled stamps to their mail and 

receive a discount in postage.



Brief History of Precancels

◼ 1844 – 1880   Pioneer period

◼ 1880 – 1903   Transitional period

◼ 1903 – 1922   Classic period

◼ 1922 – 2007   Bureau period

◼ 1978  Bureau precancels became lines only, usable 
at any post office.

◼ 2007  USPS discontinued use of local   
precancels and ordered destruction of  all  
devices.



Stamps of the Pioneer 

Period:

Mid 1800s

Precancels had no uniformity of design



Stamps of the Transitional 

Period:

Late 1800s

Trends in overprint designs started with bars and 

geometric figures.



Stamps of the Classic 

Period:

Early 1900s

.
Overprints were required to have city and state names.

Contracted devices for overprints were provided by the 

government.





• The Post Office department contracted the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing to print experimental 

precancel stamps for use in three states (1916):

  Augusta, Maine, 

New Orleans, Louisiana,                       

 Springfield, Massachusetts.

• The stamps to be overprinted were the 1-cent 

Washington stamps of the day.

The First Precancel Stamps Printed 

by the BEP



Font Examples of Bureau Precancels



First Regular Bureau 

Precancels
 Page 1



First Regular Bureau 

Precancels
 Page 2



1938 Bureau Presidential Issue 
Page 1, Wide Bars



1938 Bureau Presidential Issue 
Page 2, Narrow Bars



1954 Liberty Issue Bureau Precancels



Precancel Stamp Society

◼ Publishes precancel stamp catalogs

◆ Town and Type with hundreds of thousands

◆ Bureau precancels with 9500 entries

◼ Website precancels.com

◼ Provides lessons on precancels

◼ Provides free, downloadable albums

◼ Provides spread sheet for dated precancels with 

11,921 entries 



Town          

and     

Type  

Catalog 

Page



Typical Town and Type Catalog Page:  

Fonts



For free album pages 

like this one and 

others, go to  

precancels.com

and select “Free 

precancel albums, 

files, and software 

for download.”

Free 

Downloaded 

Album Page 





























Album Page From a California 

Precancel Album



First-Day 

Covers







In Conclusion

Precancel stamp collecting is an 

inexpensive endeavor with lots of 

room for innovation.



• Ralph Heymsfeld. History of Precancels on 

the Internet.

• Gunesch Precancel House, Inc. Guide to 

Precancel Collecting and Price List; 30 

Washington St, Chicago 2 Ill. 1950.

• Precancel Stamp Society. Precancels.com.
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