
The 1908 US Christmas Seal – The First National Issue 
 

Synopsis 
 

Treatment 
Purpose, Scope, and Plan are detailed on the title page 
 
Importance: As indicated on the title page the design of the first US Christmas seal, brought forth in 1907 by Emily 
Bissell of the Delaware Chapter of the American National Red Cross, was the basis for the design of the first nationwide 
seal in 1908.  The red cross surrounded by a green holly wreath resulted in a design of simple elegance.  The 
overwhelming popularity of the 1908 seal was responsible for establishing the longstanding tradition of using Christmas 
Seals on mailings at Christmastime.  
 
Plan & Development: Despite the simplicity of design, there were two major design types and two subtypes within one 
of those types.  This exhibit displays examples of every recorded perforation variety and printing format for each of those 
design types and subtypes.  Also shown are examples of all the reportted proofs and specimen types. In addition, all seal 
varieties recorded to exist tied on postcard or cover are shown as well.  The are only two tied examples not present in this 
exhibit. However, neither of these items is thought to exist.  One is a tied example of the unknown printer seal type IB 
perforated 14 x 12. No example of this seal has been found tied on.  The other item is the unknown printer type 2 which 
cannot exist on a 1908 cover since it was produced in 1924 by the Washington (State) TB Association to fill in a gap in 
their collection of seals.   There are no reported examples of this seal tied in 1924 as well. 
 
Rarity: In general the 1908 seal is readily found on cover, but some of the varieties are exceedingly difficult to find that 
way.  Tied-on examples from booklet panes of three are scarce, and the only recorded example of a pair of seals from a 
booklet panes of 6 on cover is shown here.  Proof of being from a booklet pane of 6, requires at least a vertical pair 
showing the straight edges at top and bottom from the edges of the booklet.  Tied pairs are, in and of themselves, also 
scarce.  The only other tied pair I have encountered of the few hundred 1908 covers I have examined in the past 50 years 
resides in my collection. It cannot be shown to be from a booklet pane of 6 since it is a horizontal pair with straight edge 
along the bottom and thus could be from a booklet pane of 6 or an edge pair from a sheet of 250.  A recent report indicates 
that a third pair tied on cover exists.  It does not bear the hallmarks that would indicate that it is from a booklet pane of 6. 
 
Items of note: - The following items are either rare or unique. These characterizations are based on my own observations 
over the 50 years I have been collecting these seals, and by consulting with all major Christmas seal dealers and other 
major collectors of tied Christmas seals.  There is no formal census of the seals themselves.  A census of tied seals is 
updated and published annually, but it does not distinguish among the perforation varieties. 
 
Type IA: Page 2 -  Die proofs –5 or fewer pairs known. 
 Page 3 -  Booklet pane of 3, perforated 14, in original booklet cover.  Fewer than12 exist. 
  Error: vertical pair, imperforate horizontally, perforated 14 vertically, from booklet stock - unique.  
 Page 4 -  Booklet pane of 6 perforated 14, square broken gum.  Appromimately 12 exist. 
 Page 5 - Earliest Documented Use of type IA perforated 14, Dec 9, 1908 
 
Type IB: Page 6 -  Unlisted Error: vertical strip of 3 imperforate between; perforated 12 vertically, from booklet stock -  
  unique. 
 Page 7 -  Seal accepted as postage.  Scarce to rare. 
 
Type II: Page 8 - Specimen booklet pane of 3 and cover . 
  Unlisted Error: Specimen pane with missing row of perforations at right.  Likely unique. No others 

reported. 
 Page 11 Earliest Documented Use of type 2 – Dec 2, 1908 
 Page 12 - Tied pair of seals from booklet pane of 6 – only recorded example; discovered by exhibitor 
 
 
 



Overseas Usages  
 Page 13 - Tied seal from booklet pane of 3 - scarce on its own, but moreso to a foreign destination. 
  Tied seal originating overseas.  - Only two examples are recorded, this one used in Paris, France; and 

another, tied by handrwiting rather than postmark, which was used in Gibraltar. (also owned by the 
exhibitor)   

 
Unknown Printer Types 
 Page 14 - All of these seal types other than the rouletted examples are rare.  The rouletted seals, while not  
  common, do show up occasionally. 
 Page 15 - Type IA: Very few tied examples, just 8 of the perforated 14 x 12 variety, and only 8  
  of the Type IA rouletted seals are recorded tied-on. 
 Page 16 - Tied example of the Type IB roulette - scarce, 24 recorded. 
 
New Addition: Since the last time this exhibit was shown nationally the following has been added:  
 Page 13:  An overseas usage (Paris, France) of type IB. 
 
Philatelic Knowledge and Research In addition to that demonstrated above and in the exhibit itself, the following 
articles have been written by the exhibitor: 
 
Published Articles on the 1908 Christmas Seal by the exhibitor: 
 “Pairs of Tied 1908 Seals”, Seal News, Winter 2011, Issue 513, p. 22. 
 “Chinese Twins”, Seal News Winter 2016, Isssue 533, p. 15.  

 
Article by the exhibitor to be published: 

“Overseas Usages of the 1908 Christmas Seal.” This article is based on a cover that bears a 1908 Christmas seal 
used in Paris, France that was recently discovered by the exhibitor and added to this exhibit.  The cover is 
contrasted to the only other reported overseas usage of a 1908 seal, one used in Gibraltar.  

 
Resources:  

Green’s Catalog of Tuberculosis Seals of the World, Part I: US National Seals. 
Articles in Seal News, the Quarterly Journal of the Christmas Seal and Charity Stamp Society 

 “The 1908 National Christmas Seal” by Robert W. Messler, Jr.,  
  January 2004, Issue 485, pp. 27-39. 
 “The Unknown Printings of the 1908 U.S. Christmas Seal” by Robert W. Messler, Jr.   
  Winter 2008, Issue 501, pp. 4-16. 
 “The 1908 Type 2 Specimens in Booklet Panes” by Robert W. Messler, Jr.  
  Winter 2009, Issue 505, pp.32-34. 
 “The Horizontal Format Booklet Pane of 3: Rarest 1908 Variety of All?”  by Robert W. Messler, Jr  
  Fall 2011, issue 516,  pp.8-10. 
 “Shortages in 1908 US Christmas Seals: Roulettes and Booklets” by George Painter  
  Spring 2014, Issue 526 pp. 23-28. 
 “2020 Annual Christmas & Easter Seal Census Report” by George Painter  
  Summer 2020, Issue 551 pp. 25-33. 

 


