BONUS: Not Worth a Plugged Nickel?
Veteran stamp collectors (like me) often kindle memories
and comments in friends and acquaintances who, upon learning
of our interest in the hobby, mention stamp accumulations that
are sitting around in the attic, basement or garage. Might they
be worth something? The answer is, well of course, though
probably not. This can be a dreary business. What busy
hobbyist wants to take on the task of appraising a stamp collection that may
have little value but lots of disorganized bulk. In other words, not worth a
plugged nickel.
You could oﬀer a suitably dreary response, such as recommending a
professional appraiser but warning about the likely-large cost and the likelylesser benefit. You could oﬀer a few tips — like if there are any unused
American stamps from before 1920, it could be a gold mine. Got any Zeppelins?
That kind of thing. Otherwise, beware of what you might get into.
Nevertheless, if your correspondent is a good guy and a friend you’d be
happy to do a favor for — and if you have plenty of time on your hands, as many
of us retirees do — why not? You never know what you might find …
When my high school classmate Tom told me he still had his late
grandfather’s stamp collection and invited me to take a look at it, I said: Why
not? Wife Chris and I were in Florida for the winter, staying in our rented
beachfront condo in Fort Pierce. Tom lives not far, in Delray Beach. We
arranged to meet, played some pickle ball, and he left me with his bundle.
Since I’m on a pretty relaxed schedule, I was able to take a day to go
through his collection, set a few things in order and prepare my report. I imagine
a professional appraiser would charge hundreds for this service. I think Tom was
stunned by the granular detail of
my report, which included
thumbnail appraisals, market
prices drawn from online sources
and catalogues, and context
supplied from a lifetime of
collecting. He was bursting with
appreciation, and in a rash
moment promised to take me and
Chris to dinner next winter season.
Some fun!
My abridged report follows.

Here is Tom’s inherited collection, spread out on the bed,
with stamps spilling out of envelopes, and albums still in
their tote bag. What have I gotten myself in for?

Greetings Tom. Here is my final report on your interesting stamp
collection, which I have reviewed and provided with some emergency aid.
— I noticed early on a hand-written note appraising early mint U.S.
airmails $2k), a Swiss series ($1k), plus a set of three Zeppelins ($3k). There
also was a letter from an appraiser dated 1978 listing the value of the cover
collection at $1,260 — largely due to the Zeppelins. “Should you be interested in
selling the above, we ask that you consider selling to us,” he concluded, These
items all are gone. I hope your grandfather’s heir got a good price for them.
— An item of particular
interest is a Catapault MailPlane cover of 1930 (left).
What a concept. I never
heard of it before. I’m
conjuring images of
aeronautical gymnastics,
flinging a plane from the
deck of a luxury liner. The
cover is a beauty — I love
the “catapault” icon; in the
decorative cancellation. A
similar cover online is
oﬀered at $120.

— This cover
with the special
cachet,
“Completing the
Lindburgh Circle”
from 1931 (right) is
similar to one
oﬀered on eBay for
$112.

— You have a cover inscribed “Via Zeppelin von Hindenburg leaving
Lakehurst, N.J. 14 July 36,” (above) postmarked Washington July 13. Thing is,
not only does it not have a Zeppelin stamp, it also has no oﬃcial marking
indicating it was aboard the airship, just a hand-written inscription. Stipulating it
is authentic (why not?), it is a rare cover, given that the Hindenburg disaster that
ended Zeppelin flights was May 6, 1937. I checked online and it seems that the
U.S. post oﬃce didn’t have a special cancel for Zeppelin covers, like the
Germans. Prices for U.S. covers are all over the place, from $20 on up well past
$100.
— I gather your grandpa was something of an air pioneer for the Navy and
for U.S. commercial aviation. (You mentioned there’s a hangar named after him!)
He has a wealth of unusual covers that help tell the story of his career, in a way.
I’d be interested in hearing you fill in the details. For example, between January
and December of 1931, he received letters at least monthly at Marine Corps HQ
in Washington from the
commander of the
Aircraft Squadron, 2nd
Brigade, in Managua,
Nicaragua. (This was
toward the end of the
U.S. occupation, which
ran from 1912 to 1933.)
There is also a letter
from 1931 in another
envelope, expressing a
Chinese commander’s
appreciation for
American courtesy and
support.

Isn’t it a little jarring to see a U.S. airmail stamp cancelled “Managua,
Nicaragua”?

— The flight-related covers are interesting in themselves, and the most
collectible of them must be the “first flight” covers. I checked online and prices
are surprisingly low for these rare items. Maybe they aren’t so rare? I counted 18
covers in your “first flight” collection. I wouldn’t be surprised if you oﬀered them
on eBay and got $100 or more for the lot.
— The Kennedy memorial
stamp collection is unusual and
might be desirable for that reason
— but not because any of the
stamps are valuable. The set from
Sierra Leone is worth a few bucks
($10?), and others may bring a
buck or two. I counted some 50
separate sets — a virtually
complete set, as per the
accompanying brochure. That
ought to be worth something. I’d
ask for $40.

— I had lots of fun soaking
stamps oﬀ paper, and separating
stamps that had stuck together
(it’s OK, they were all cancelledto-order stamps so they didn’t
need gum), and sorting them.
My, you have unusually large
accumulations of stamps from:
Czechoslovakia
Bulgaria
Hungary
Romania
Wonder why your forebears
gathered so many from those
countries …
I don’t happen to collect
any of these countries, though I
have picked up some in my
travels. Many of the Czech
stamps are beautiful engravings.
As for the value, I “Czech-ed”
the catalogues but didn’t find
any pricey items.

STEP ONE: Soak the stamps-on-paper for half an hour.

— I will say in passing
that you got the collection to me
in the nick of time. Some of
those stamps were really stuck
and took a long soak. Many
mint (uncancelled) sets were
STEP TWO: Dry the stamps on a convenient bed.
starting to stick together, but
thanks to my gentle handling
and airing-out techniques, they
eventually separated without injury.
The stamps I am passing back to
you will be in order and in decent
shape for safe storage in a cool, dry
place for at least a few years.
(Though there are great and fun
ways to display them in stock
books, which helps to preserve
them even more.

STEP THREE: Sort stamps; save flat in marked envelopes.

This stamp was issued by a conservative Muslim
nation. Really?

stamps are OK
looking. I kind of
liked putting
together the tiny
stamps of Ajman
and Manama into
long, colorful sets
( see right, pictured
just under actual
size) — but I don’t
think they have
much of any value.
— The first
day cover collection
is cute, but it was a
specialty that never
quite caught on in
the commercial
marketplace. That is,
the covers are pretty,

— A word about the stamps from
Qu’Aiti State in Hadramaut/South Arabia,
Aden Mahra, as well as Ajman and Manama
— I just don’t trust them. As far as I’m
concerned these are from stamp mills that
contract to churn out colorful labels for
topical collectors, cancel them to order,
oﬀer a discount and make a quick buck.
They are gaudy, sometimes gauche, often
surprisingly lurid, fleshy and hedonistic,
given that they purportedly come from
Muslim nations. (Internet note on Manama
culture: “Generally, the citizens … dress
conservative. By tradition, women wear the
Abaya and Hijab …” ) I don’t think these
stamps are listed in standard stamp
catalogues, and I would venture to call them
illegal, or at best cinderellas. (I have written
seven essays on illegal and cinderella
stamps, accessible via the FMF Stamp
Project blog index between July 2017 and
March 2018.) Some of these suspect

informative and
historical, but their
intrinsic value typically is
not much greater than
the value of the stamp. I
may be wrong, but I for
one am really not that
interested in the genre.
— As for your
stamp albums, I leafed
through them and
nothing jumped out at
me — except a nearly
complete set, including
This is one of the banes of many a self-respecting collector — an album of
a high value, from Turks
“Postage Stamps of the World.” It claims to represent “all stamp issuing
and Caicos Islands
countries and colonies,” with 16,000 spaces for stamps “of the kind a
(value: $10). My sense
collector is most likely to acquire.” Also included: “How to Collect Stamps:
is that experienced eyes A useful guide for all collectors.” I wonder if the guide explains how the
heck you are supposed to collect stamps to fit into this jumbled grab-bag
have perused the
of a panjandrum that hardly has room for one complete set!
albums and nimble
fingers have plucked
the plum stamps.
(Parenthetical comment: I find those
“worldwide” albums to be pretty much
useless for my needs, since I like to collect
complete sets, and these albums only have

The pages displayed above show diligence in filling the
spaces. Matching stamps to illustrations is hit-or-miss with
this kind of album. Luckily there are empty spaces! On the left
is pretty collection of French stamps. Above right are a lot of
U.S. stamps in some semblance of order — but what are
those presidential labels doing at the top of the page? Ye
gods. The enlargement at right shows a section of a page
reserved for five countries, from East Africa and Uganda to
Eritrea. It may be alphabetical, but it’s also completely
nonsensical, don’t you think? By the way, how likely is a
general collector to acquire a stamp from Epirus, wherever
that is? (I looked it up: Between Greece and Albania, stamps
issued 1914-16.)

There are few sadder sights to a stamp collector
than a paltry number of stamps scattered here and
there in a scattershot stamp album (above).

space for a few varieties, sometimes just a handful for an entire country. I guess
they are for display purposes only, not for serious collectors. Or look at it this
way: It’s an example of Stamp Impressionism — only an impression of a stamp
collection.
Summary: While this collection — now minus the Zeppelins and airmails
— is worth more than was suggested in the letter from 1978, it’s in the
hundreds, not thousands. If you or your agent wish to sell some of it piecemeal,
I suspect the “first flight” covers, the “catapault” air mail cover, the Lindbergh
cover, Zeppelin flight cover and the Turks and Caicos set would sell quickly, if
you keep the price low. There are lots of fun stamps in here, and collectors of
Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Czechoslovakia and those weird Arab states
might have a good time going through them, putting together sets, filling gaps
and so on. You might get a few dollars each for the accumulations. (You also
have a nice high-value stamp from Norway — worth at least $4). This sounds
like more work than a non-collector might be willing to take on. In which case,
leave it for your heirs and assigns — along with this report.
Cheers, FMF

Fort Pierce, Fla. 3/2022

P.S. I left Tom this envelope with some mint (uncancelled)
U.S. stamps from the collection that were damaged, broken
up or otherwise without much value — except you can still
use them for postage on your outgoing letters!

SEE POSTSCRIPT BELOW

POSTSCRIPT: Meet Col. Tom Turner
Were you as curious as I to know more
about Col. Thomas C. Turner? It didn’t take much
research to learn that he is a celebrated airman
— a pioneer and leader in aviation and the air
force. When he died after a freak accident in
1931, at the age of 49, he was Oﬃcer in Charge,
Aviation for the Marine Corps. The dashing
aviator by then had compiled an illustrious career,
with record-setting flights, service in Haiti and
China, and base commands at home. A recipient
of the Distinguished Flying Cross, he was due to
be promoted to brigadier general at the time of
his death.
How did he die? What a lugubrious question, but I’ll bet you want to
know as much as I did. Here is what I found on the record:
On October 22, 1931, Colonel Turner flew a new amphibious boat plane,
the Sikorsky RS-1, to the Marine headquarters in Haiti. On October 26, he made
a normal landing at a beach in Gonaïves, Haiti. The port landing gear sank into
the sand about two feet, and Turner exited the plane to inspect the damage.
Turner did not take into account the depth the landing gear had sunk, and,
consequently, the diﬀerence in height above ground between the number 1 and
number 2 engines when he walked by the propeller, and he was struck in the
side of the head and critically injured. He died two days later on October 28 in a
field hospital in Port-au-Prince. (Source: Wikipedia)
Col, Turner was buried at Arlington National Cemetery. Turner Field at
Quantico was named for him. Later on the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing was located
at Turner Field. This was in July 1941, five months before Pearl Harbor; in 1941,
By-then-Gen. Turner would have been 59.
The what-ifs have me tantalized. What if Turner had lived on? What if he
continued to innovate and lead through the 1930s, reaching who-knows-what
rank? What if he could have brought a lifetime of experience, achievement and
insight to bear, just as World War II broke out? Turner has become to me a
tragic hero. He could have done so much more for our country and for all of us,
that it makes me extra sad over the loss.
What’s left is to pick up a few stamp-related odds and ends. Obviously,
Col. Turner’s stamp-collecting days ended abruptly at the end of 1931. Oddly, I
recall the letters from Managua, Nicaragua to Turner continued into November
and December, after his death, but I’d have to check for sure. On the bright side,
Turner had the chance to buy the prized Zeppelin air mail set, which was issued
in 1930, at face value. (Remember: Those stamps, plus other early air mail
stamps now worth big bucks, were sold oﬀ before I saw the collection.) Clearly,
some descendent continued to collect, since most of the remaining stamps are

from the decades after Col. Turner’s death. What would he think of the
expanded remnant of his collection? If it were my ghost, I suppose I would be …
interested but not amused.
There is an item I may have overlooked: a topical, history-of-flight
collection. This is an attractive binder holding a sizable number of stamps,
cancelled on decorative covers, all having something to do with aviation. I
thought it was a gimmick myself. Keep in mind: This wasn’t part of Col. Turner’s
original collection. That ended in November 1931.
My last observation is a rhetorical question: How come Col. Turner was
never honored with a stamp? Consider: This guy helped invent the U.S. air
force. A Marine since 1901, he fought in the battle of Vera Cruz in 1914, and
commanded a Marine barracks in San Diego as he learned to fly. He earned his
wings in 1918, and took command of Barron air field outside Fort Worth. For five
years he was the Marine Corps’ head aviator. In China, he flew 4,000 sorties —
reconnaissance flights, transporting mail and passengers. At age 47, he was
back in charge of Marine aviation. I need hardly add his death was in the line of
duty, and he is buried at Arlington.
We’ve already got stamps honoring aviation pioneers Wiley Post, Samuel
Langley, William Piper and Clare Chennault, plus two stamps paying tribute to
diﬀerent women as “first American woman pilot” (Blanche Stewart Clark and
Harriet Quimby). What about it, USPS? Let’s give Tom Turner his own stamp!
THE FMF STAMP PROJECT CONTINUES

