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The newly formed Confederate States Post Office Department (POD) began operations on June 

1, 1861. One of the major problems for the Confederate POD at the time was the lack of postage 

stamps to prepay the postal rates. The Confederate Postmaster General, John H. Reagan of 

Texas, was committed to the use of high quality stamps like those in use in the United States and 

in the countries of Europe. The capability of producing such stamps within the Confederacy did 

not exist in 1861. Temporary measures were taken by producing the first five Confederate 

stamps locally using the inferior printing process of stone lithography. However, right from the 

start, plans were made to obtain high quality engraved stamps. 

 

Major Benjamin F. Ficklin, a purchasing agent for the Confederate government, sailed for 

England on October 1, 1861 successfully running the blockade and arriving in London a few 

weeks later. Major Ficklinôs main mission was to secure military supplies for the Confederacyôs 

war effort. In addition, he carried instructions from Postmaster General Reagan to purchase items 

for the Confederate Post Office Department specifically printing plates for 5c and 1c stamps. 

 

Knowing Postmaster General Reaganôs express desire for engraved stamps and knowing that it 

was impossible for the Confederacy to initially supply the steel engraved stamps, it is very safe 

to assume that Reaganôs instructions to Major Ficklin included the securing of steel printing 

plates from which to print high quality engraved stamps by the method of recess printing.  

Unfortunately, Major Ficklin apparently knew very little about printing and even less about 

postage stamps as steel engraved printing plates were not obtained. Major Ficklin did contract 

with Thomas De La Rue & Co., Ltd. of London, England on behalf of the Confederate 

government to produce printing plates for the two stamps. The contract called for De La Rue & 

Co. to supply the Confederacy with the printing plates as well as an initial supply of stamps, 

paper, and ink so that later printings could be done in the Confederacy. The original dies as 

developed by De La Rue & Co. were indeed steel engraved. Somehow things did not work out 

the way Postmaster General Reagan wanted as the printing plates themselves constructed from 

the original engraved dies were copper electrotype plates suitable only for typograph printing 

and could not be used for high quality recess printing. The method of "typography" is the oldest 

known form of printing. It is done by making an impression on paper from carved blocks or 

plates made from either wood or metal. The characters or designs are in relief (raised) much like 

using a rubber stamp and an ink pad. 

 

5c Blue De La Rue London Print  

 
The plate for the 5c stamp was ready by the end of January 1862 as the De La Rue & Co. records 

show that it was invoiced on January 30, 1862 along with approximately 5,000,000 stamps and a 

supply of paper and ink. On that date, 2,150,000 stamps were shipped to the Confederacy along 

with a supply of paper and ink. That shipment was received and acknowledged by Postmaster 

General Reagan in his report of February 28, 1862. At least one and maybe two additional 



shipments of stamps were sent out in February 1862 and presumably 

arrived safely in the Confederacy, but the arrival of these additional 

shipments was not documented in the official POD reports. The De 

La Rue printing plate which was invoiced on January 30, 1862 was 

not shipped out until mid February 1862 along with another supply 

of stamps, paper, and ink for transport to the Confederacy by the 

blockade runner Bermuda. The Bermuda left England with the 

printing plate sailing from Liverpool on March 1, 1862 and arriving 

in St. Georges, Bermuda about three weeks later. This would be at 

least the third shipment of stamps with the two prior shipments 

arriving safely through the blockade. The Bermuda lingered at St. 

Georges for another five weeks before conditions were favorable for 

an attempt to run the blockade via Nassau to Charleston, South Carolina. The Bermuda shipment 

of approximately 5,000,000 stamps with the printing plate and other supplies never made it to the 

Confederacy as it was captured while attempting to run the blockade by the Union warship 

Mercedita on April 27, 1862. The presence of the Confederate postal items on the captured ship 

left no doubt that its destination was the Confederacy. The captured stamps and the printing plate 

were taken to the Philadelphia prize court and ordered destroyed by the United States federal 

government. All the stamps with the exception of a single surviving copy from this shipment 

were believed destroyed. However, that may not be the case. Although most of the stamps from 

the Bermuda shipment were most likely destroyed as ordered, an unknown number very likely 

did survive to enter the collectorôs market at a later date. It was believed by many that the 

printing plate had also been destroyed. The printing plate had not been destroyed. In 1954, 

Thomas Coulson, who was then the Director of Museum Research for the Franklin Institute in 

Philadelphia, discovered the intact plate while visiting a local historical society. The plate was 

apparently archived and just forgotten for all those years. Known as the ñBermuda Plateò or the 

ñLost Plate,ò the plate was transferred from the Franklin Institute to the Smithsonian National 

Postal Museum in Washington DC in 2011 with plans to place it on public display beginning in 

early 2013. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Prewar Matthew Brady Photograph c1860 of Jefferson Davis 
believed to be the photo supplied by Major Ficklin and used 
as the basis for the design of the 5c Blue De La Rue London 
Print stamp (Public Domain Image). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Very soon after the acquisition of the ñLost Plateò by the Franklin Institute, reprints were made 

from this original plate in blue and black with some in full sheets of 400 and others in panes of 

100. The differences between the two printings become obvious when the reprint is seen along 

side an original. The printing quality of the reprints is poor and flat when compared to the 

originals, the reprints have no gum, and the paper used for the reprints is far different from the 

original. Due to the extreme controversy that these reprints raised in the philatelic world at the 

time, the practice of producing these reprints soon stopped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The De La Rue ñBermudaò or ñLostò Plate of 400 subjects in four panes of 100. An electrotype 
plate of copper construction suitable only for typograph printing. (Image courtesy of the 
Smithsonian National Postal Museum in Washington DC.) 

 


