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PHILATELIC GENEALOGY:
CIVIL WAR ENVELOPES AND LETTERS IN NEW YORK

by James R. Miller*

Old envelopes and postcards in postal history collections are a largely unexplored source of
genealogical information.> This paper presents seven envelopes sent to or from New York during
the Civil War with basic genealogical data on the sender and recipient (when available). It also
introduces the Philatelic Genealogy website and database (http://philgen.org). The website was
launched in March 2009 to begin building a digital archive of envelope and postcard images with
genealogical value and to promote an exchange between postal history collectors and
genealogists.

New York residents served in the military during the Civil War and surviving envelopes from
these years let us glimpse their lives and handwriting. Jacob Beeby of Central Square, Oswego
County, New York, received an envelope from “H.E. Beeby, 2[nd] Lt, 22[nd] NY Cav, Prisoner
of war, Charleston, SC.”[Figure 1] A Jacob “Beebe” and his apparent son Henry are in Central
Square in the 1860 U.S. census.? Henry E. Beeby served as a second, and later, first lieutenant
with the 22" New York Cavalry.® His enclosed letter states he was in good health and especially
liked the corn bread he was receiving in prison.* The envelope was sent from a Confederate
States of America (C.S.A.) prison in Charleston via Port Royal, South Carolina, where it was
postmarked on 13 November [1864].° His capture is cited in a regimental history.® He survived
the war and appears with his family in the 1870 U.S. census.” This envelope, made from a sheet
of ruled paper, appears to have been sent by a son to his father. As with any source of
genealogical information, old envelopes must be studied in combination with other sources
before reaching any conclusion. This envelope and Figures 3, 4, and 7 were found in online
philatelic auction catalogs from which Philgen.org has permission to use photographs.®

Mrs. Francis Delong of Poughquag, Dutchess County, New York, received a “Soldiers letter”
from the “150" NY V[olunteers]” postmarked in Nashville, Tennessee, on 15 June 1864. [Figure
2] Francis Delong, female, appears in the same household with James R. Delong in Beekman,
New York (one mile west of Poughquag) in the 1870 U.S. census,” and James R. and Frances
“DeLong” are shown as husband and wife in the 1880 U.S. census.'® A James Reid “DeLong” of
Beekman served as a private with the 150" New York Infantry,"* and this regiment was southeast
of Nashville in northern Georgia during June 1864.> James R. “De Long,” with service in the
150" New York Infantry, and his widow Frances “De Long,” are listed together in the Civil War
invalid and widow pension index.*® This envelope, which was sold on eBay®,"* appears to have
been sent by a husband to his wife.

“Serg[ean]t Oliver Williams, 24™ New York Battery” received an envelope while he was a
“Prisoner of War, Americus, Ga.” [Figure 3] The auction catalog listing states that the enclosed
letter was written by Laura, Oliver's wife, from Perry, Wyoming County, New York, on 17 June
1864." Oliver Williams is in Perry in the 1860 U.S. census.’® He served as a private, and later
as corporal and sergeant, with the 24™ New York Light Artillery Battery.” He was captured at
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Plymouth, North Carolina, in April 1864." Laura asks that her husband write to her and to “trust
in Providence.”® Oliver Williams died on 25 July 1864% and is buried in the National Cemetery
at Andersonville, Georgia.”* The envelope was sent by a wife to her husband one month before
he died. Oliver's brother Moses C. (or M.C.) Clark and his wife Hellen had a son Oliver born
circa 1865, who may have been named for his uncle.

Miss Elizabeth Rake of Monroe, Orange County, New York, received an envelope postmarked in
Alexandria, Virginia, on 28 December 1862. [Figure 4] Elizabeth Rake, apparently single, and
her apparent brother William are in Monroe in the 1860 U.S. census.® A William Rake served as
a private with the 124™ New York Infantry,* and this regiment was south of Alexandria near
Falmouth, Virginia, in December 1862.* An online family tree shows that William Rake died at
the Battle of Chancellorsville on 3 May 1863.%° This envelope, illustrated with “The Soldier's
Dream of Home,”?’ may have been sent by a brother to his sister about four months before he
died.

Mrs. C.O. Pierce of Bloomingdale, Essex County, New York, received a “Prisoner of War Letter”
from “J.H. Pierce, Capt, C Co 118[th] NY VJolunteers]” in Savannah, Georgia, sent by way of
Port Royal, South Carolina, on 5 September 1864. [Figure 5] James H. and Olive C. Pierce,
apparently husband and wife, are in Bloomingdale in the 1860 U.S. census,?® and Mrs. Pierce is
shown as Caroline O. Pierce in the 1880 U.S. census.?® James H. Pierce served as a captain of
Company C, 118™ New York Infantry,® known as the “Adirondack Regiment.”*! He was
missing in action on 16 May 1864 near Fort Darling, Virginia,® but survived the war. This
envelope, which has a C.S.A. stamp showing Jefferson Davis, was sent by a husband to his wife.
This and the next envelope appear in a second philatelic auction catalog collection from which
Philgen.org has permission to use photographs.*®

Mrs. Arvilla Riggs of Stockholm, St. Lawrence County, New York, received a “Soldier's letter”
from the 13" N.Y. Cavalry postmarked in Washington, D.C. circa 1863. [Figure 6] An Arvilla S.
and her apparent fourteen year-old son Hiram Riggs are in Stockholm in the 1860 U.S. census.*
A Hiram M. Riggs enlisted at age seventeen on 21 May 1863 in the 13" N.Y. Cavalry.® The
regiment served in the Washington, D.C. area from June 1863 until June 1865.*° Hiram Riggs
was captured and died on 13 February 1864 while a prisoner in Richmond, Virginia.®’ This
envelope, which has a U.S. flag with “For the Union” and a Missouri State Seal, may have been
sent by a son to his mother.

Cyrus Merrill of Perry, Wyoming County, New York, received a “Prisoners Letter.” [Figure 7] A
Cyrus Merrill and his apparent son Julien W. Merrill are in Perry in the 1860 U.S. census.®
Julian Wheaton Merrill served as a private with the 24™ N.Y. Light Artillery Battery (the same
regiment as Oliver Williams),*® and was captured at Plymouth, North Carolina, on 20 April
1864.° He was a prisoner at Andersonville, Georgia, but survived and was exchanged at
Savannah, Georgia, on 14 November 1864.*" He wrote a regimental history in 1870.* The
envelope has a C.S.A. stamp, showing Jefferson Davis, and a U.S. stamp and traveled north via
Old Point Comfort, Virginia, in August 1864. This envelope appears to have been sent by a son
to his father.

This article shows how postal history can document our ancestors' wartime experiences. Other
envelopes relate to our ancestors' political and social interests, work, recreation, and immigrant
origins.** Many more envelope and postcard photos involving New York residents are available.
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Postal history vendors have given Philgen.org permission to use thousands of photographs from
their websites and archived philatelic auction catalogs and most have not yet been placed on
Philgen.org. At present, genealogists cannot easily locate an envelope or postcard sent or
received by their ancestors. Envelopes and postcards for sale and in postal history collections are
classified by stamps, cancellations, and other postal markings.

The purpose of Philgen.org is to present envelope and postcard photographs with details on who
wrote and received each item to make them accessible to genealogists. Anyone may place a
photograph (with the owner's permission) of an envelope or postcard used in their genealogical
research and/or may help add New York envelope and postcard photographs to the website by
contacting the author. Photographs and data posted for each item will be credited to the person
and/or their genealogical or philatelic association.
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Figure 1 1864 “Prisoner of war” envelope from Charleston, South Carolina, via Port Royal,
South Carolina, to Central Square, New York, made from ruled note paper. (Photograph courtesy
of Robert A. Siegel Auction Galleries, Sale 988, Lot 210.)
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Figure 2 1864 “Soldiers Letter” from the 150" New York Infantry via Nashville, Tennessee, to
Poughquag, New York. (Photograph courtesy of Craig L. Martin.)
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Figure 3 1864 envelope from Perry, New York, to a “Prisoner of War” in Americus, Georgia.
(Photograph courtesy of Robert A. Siegel Auction Galleries, Sale 988, Lot 168.)
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Figure 4 1862 envelope from Alexandria, Virginia, to Monroe, New York, with illustration
“The Soldier's Dream of Home.” (Photograph courtesy of Robert A. Siegel Auction Galleries,
Sale 980, Lot 2559.)
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Figure 5 1864 “Prisoner of War Letter” from Savannah, Georgia via Port Royal, South Carolina
to Bloomingdale, New York, with Confederate States of America stamp of Jefferson Davis.
(Photograph courtesy of Schuyler Rumsey Philatelic Auctions, Sale 34, Lot 2859.)
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Figure 6 Circa 1863 “Soldier’s Letter” from Washington, D.C. to Stockholm, St. Lawrence Co.,
New York, with a U. S. flag and Missouri State Seal. (Photograph courtesy of Schuyler Rumsey
Philatelic Auctions, Sale 25, Lot 451.)

Figure 7 1864 “Prisoners Letter” from Andersonville Prison, Georgia, via Old Fort Comfort,
VA, to Perry, Wyoming Co., New York, with U.S. and Confederate States of America stamps.
(Photograph courtesy of Robert A. Siegel Auction Galleries, Sale 988, Lot 123.)



