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Opened by the Commander of the La Hogue  
by Mark Schwartz 

Until the second quarter of the 19th century, essentially 
all letters traveling across the Atlantic were carried by 
private ships.  Arrival of these ships at their intended 
ports was not a certainty.   Most of these letters were 
of a commercial nature, and duplicate and even tripli-
cate letters were 
often sent on dif-
ferent ships to 
help ensure that 
the letter reached 
the addressee 
without undue 
delay.  What hap-
pened to the let-
ters carried 
aboard ships that 
did not reach their 
ports, or took 
much longer than 
was expected, is 
not always clear, 
since there is gen-
erally little or no 
record of those 
letters. 
This article tells the 
story of one of those 
rare letters for which we do have a record, which had 
been sent on a ship that was captured during the War 
of 1812. 
The letter in Fig. 1 was datelined in Glasgow, Scot-
land on December 12, 1812, rated 11d and sent by  

James Thomson to a forwarder in Liverpool.  
The letter was eventually destined for William 
Steele in New York.  Thomson, a Scottish-born 
American citizen had managed the European end 

of his dry 
goods business, 
and had been 
trying to dis-
charge debts of 
$20-30,000 
before return-
ing to the U.S.    
In the letter 
Thomson states 
that “The 
President’s 
speech has not 
been published, 
but it is under-
stood that its 
intents are 
known; & that 
they are very 
hostile.  It is 

also believed that 
the proposals made 
by Admiral Warren 

have been rejected by the President.”  British 
Admiral John Borlase Warren, who had assumed 
command of the Halifax, Leeward Island and 

(Continued on page 2) 

(Fig. 1) - Early small negative cancels. 

(Fig. 1) - Letter from James Thomson in Glasgow sent via Liverpool 
and Boston to New York  
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Jamaica stations in August 1812 to direct overall 
naval strategy, had also been tasked to negotiate an 
end to the war with the American Secretary of State, 
James Monroe.  However, in late October, Monroe 
informed Warren that the President would not accept 
any terms that did not immediately end impress-
ments and resolve the other issues for which the 
United States had gone to war. 
The letter was initially sent to Liverpool in the hope 
that they could find a ship to take it to New York or 
other nearby port.  The ship Henry, B. Gardiner, 
master, and carrying a cargo of salt, crockery and 
glassware, sailed from Liverpool for Boston around 
March 13, 1813.  In late April the Henry had the 
misfortune to run into the 74-gun vessel, La Hogue.  
Captained by Thomas Bladen Capel, the La Hogue 
had been plying New England waters during the 
spring of 1813, capturing and burning a number of 
ships.   On April 28, the La Hogue captured the 
Henry, and took it to the Vice Admiralty (Prize) 
Court at Halifax. 
The Henry was cleared by the Prize Court on June 
15 and sailed for Boston.  Per the Boston Daily Ad-

vertiser of June 24, 1813, the Henry arrived at Bos-
ton the previous day, five days from Halifax, and 
just under three months after she had left Liverpool.   
 
Perhaps to explain the delay, it appears that the 
master of the Henry endorsed the letter “opened by 
the commander of the La Hogue” at the top. 
 
The Boston CDS is not completely clear, but ap-
pears to have been struck on June 25 or 26.  Since it 
was rates 17c for a single letter sent 150-300 miles 
(act of Congress, March 2, 1799), no ship fee was 
added.  Perhaps it was brought to the post office 
privately.  The captain was likely busy with reports 
of his capture and eventual release from the Prize 
Court at Halifax.  Possibly, the postmaster chose 
not to add the ship fee due to the extraordinary cir-
cumstances surrounding the ship and its cargo 
(including this letter).  While we do know quite a 
bit about the trials of this letter’s voyage to Boston, 
some details still elude us. 

Massachusetts Postal Research Society Annual Meeting 
Annual meeting – Boxboro, May 6, 2012 

The Massachusetts Postal Research Society will 
hold it’s annual meeting during the Philatelic 
Show hosted by the Northeast Federation of Stamp 
Clubs in Boxboro, MA.   

A room has been reserved for 11AM Sunday, May 
6, 2012.  Check the show brochure or watch for 
signs posted on Sunday for the exact room loca-
tion. 

This would be a great time to bring a philatelic 
friend to the meeting and introduce them to the 
group! 

This year’s Philatelic Show will be held on May 4 to 
May 6, 2012 at the Boxboroough Holiday Inn 
(Interstate 495 & Route 111).  Show hours will be 

  11am to 6pm on Friday, May 4 

 10am to 5pm on Saturday, May 5 

 10am to 4pm on Sunday May 6. 

There is normally a small admission fee for the 
show.  Parking is free and the show is handicap ac-
cessible 
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1  Letters with such endorsements are quite rare based on the author’s experience and on communications with other philatelists who study early 
maritime mail.   There is one other such letter endorsed by the captain in the author’s collection, a letter opened by French naval officers in 1798 
during the undeclared war with France, sometimes termed the “quasi-war.”)  
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A Very Merry (Postal) Christmas and a Happy New Year 
By Shawn Pease 

Santa arrives by snowshoe and toboggan in 1907, bearing baskets of toys and Christmas trees to young 
brothers Benjamin and Wesley in Newton Center, MA.   
Franked with the popular Capt. John Smith Jamestown Tercentennial Exposition stamp these postcards were 
cancelled at 6pm on 23 Dec, 1907 with a Brookline Station 7 line waiving stamp cancel.   
The pair of postcards arrived together in the mailbox on Christmas Eve, just in time to wish a Merry Christ-
mas to the 9 and 10 year old boys, who were no doubt stamp collectors!  Newton Center 13 star waiving flag 
cancel shows the efficient overnight delivery! 



Massachusetts Town Rarity Survey Update: 
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Dedicated to the study of Massachusetts postal 
history from colonial times to modern mail de-
livery techniques. The Society was founded in 
1975 as the Massachusetts Postal Research 
League.  
The first issue of The Massachusetts Spy came 
out in May of that year as the Massachusetts 
Postal Research League Bulletin. The current 
name is from the famous colonial newspaper. It 
is published 4 times per year. 
Please join our ranks. Dues are a modest $8 per 
year (or every four issues of the Spy). 

Application for Membership:  $8 Per Year 

About the Massachusetts Postal Research Society 

Name:              ___________________________ 
Address:          ___________________________ 
Town, State:    ___________________________ 
Zip Code:        ________________ 
 
    Mail to: 

Hugh J. W. Daugherty 
Post Office Box 1146 
Eastham, MA 02642 

The Society continues it’s efforts to update the rar-
ity ratings for posts offices ranking 5 or higher in 
“The Post Offices of Massachusetts” by Crowther 
and Merolla.  All rarity survey mailings have been 
sent to members at this time.    Members are asked 
to continue efforts to complete their counts on the 
forms and return them. 
Survey forms for all of the counties are available 
from the web site listed at the bottom of the page.  

Please respond by sending forms back to: 
 Dennis Bollea,  
 PO Box 450, Fairhaven,  
 MA 02719-0450  
   (or via email at:  popebeach@comcast.net) 
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Wanted:  Taunton postmaster free franks and Taunton 
cancelled covers between 01 July 1803 and 01 January 
1804. 
Maryan Novak, 1 Alcott Circle, Taunton, MA 02780 

Wanted:  Commercial (non-philatelic) covers with 
H.P.O. postmarks. 
Nancy B. Clark, Box 427, Marston Mills, MA 02648 

Want Ads Policy:   Wanted advertisements are 
available to members for $1 per 3 line post in 
each issue of the Spy.  Authors get one free ad 
per article published.  Non-members please 
email for information! 

Wanted:  “Pease” postal history.  Any philatelic mate-
rial addressed to or from a member of the Pease family. 
Shawn Pease, 47 Wynne St., Seekonk, MA 02771 

Wanted:  Your Ad Here !!!  Email your text to riphi-
latelic@comcast.net.  Post your payment to Hugh J.W. 
Daugherty at the address below. 

Wanted:  Your Ad Here !!!  Email your text to riphi-
latelic@comcast.net.  Post your payment to Hugh J.W. 
Daugherty at the address below. 

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year from the Massachusetts Postal Research Society!! 


