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Registration of mail as a service of the Post Office Department began on 1 July 1855
with a 5¢ cash fee. However, for 10 years prior to official registration, a wide-spread unof-
ficial system of registering valuable letters was increasingly used throughout the United
States. Early registration did not provide indemnification of lost valuable contents. But it
did provide a promise by the Post Office Department to provide extra security for valuable
letters when such letters were brought to the attention of a postmaster.

It was made clear to those sending money through the mails that money and other
valuables were sent in the mails at the sender’s risk, but the P.O.D. would make serious ef-
fort to investigate any loss. A directive dating from the 1845 Postal Laws and Regulations
is felt to be the basis for the development of unofficial registration:

Sec. 218. Money, or other valuable things sent in the mail, is at the risk of the owner. But if

it be lost the Department will make every effort in its power to discover the cause, and if there
has been a theft, to punish the offender.

Sec. 219. In every case of loss by mail...the Department should be informed without delay,
of all the circumstances connected with it. Particular care should be taken to state the name
of the office in which the letter was placed, the day on which, if at all, it was actually mailed,
the names of the writer and the person addressed, the amount, and if practicable, a particular
description of valuable enclosures, the amount of postage marked on the letter, and whether
unpaid or paid, the office to which addressed, and whether mailed direct thereto, or to another
office for distribution, and the route by which it was sent, with any further particulars that
may aid the Department in its investigation respecting the cause of loss.

Sec. 220. No reported loss will be investigated by an agent, unless satisfactory evidence is
produced, either by the certificate of the postmaster; or some other disinterested individual,

that the money or other thing was deposited in the post office.

Beginning in 1845 at Philadelphia and spreading first to nearby offices, then through-
out the East and finally to other parts of the country, one could send for no cost letters which
would be registered by postmasters and tracked by the postmasters handling the letter,
marking the way bill that accompanied the letter.

There is practically no documentation for these services. An occasional post office
log from a small town contains a few notations opposite certain letters: “contains $6 or
similar remarks. The author has before him a two-page partially printed quarterly “Account
Current with the United States” from the post office of Gloversville, N.Y., “for the service
of the Post Office Department from January 1st to March 31st 1854.” This very detailed
document discusses all types of letters sent (including way and steamboat letters) with the
postmaster’s commissions and the balance due to the U.S. But there is no mention of reg-
istration. At the time the only documentation for a registered letter was the letterbill sent
from one post office to another with the letters. There must have been a manuscript notation
about value which informed the receiving post office.
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