Was This Cover Backdated?

By Dr Ross J. Smith (SU5006)
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Figure 1 – Is this a backdated cover?

Introduction

On 20 February 1962 the Mercury 6 capsule carrying John Glenn reentered the atmosphere after America's first manned orbital mission. It's parachute deployed automatically (although at 28,000ft rather than then nominal 21,000ft). The final descent went smoothly and Glenn splashed down into the Atlantic about 40 miles short of the predicted area.

The ship leading the Atlantic Recovery Force was the USS Randolph. However, with Glenn splashing down 40 miles short of the recovery area, the first ship to reach him was the destroyer USS Noa, 17 minutes after the capsule entered the water. After a brief recovery period aboard the Noa, Glenn was transferred to the carrier USS Randolph. Thus both ships can be considered as Main (or Primary) Recovery Ships for the mission.

The Noa returned to its homeport late on 22 February. Thus the first day in port on which mail with a Project Mercury stamp could be postmarked was 23 February. Approximately 1500 covers were postmarked and sent out on 23rd (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 – A legitimate cover postmarked on return to port

Before and during Glenn's flight the USPO carried out an extremely secretive exercise of producing 4c Project Mercury stamps. These were printed in secret and distributed to 305 Post Offices (other sources mention 301) around the country with strict instructions not to release the stamps until the end of the mission. They were placed on sale about 3:30 p.m. Eastern Standard Time (10:30 a.m. in Hawaii.) while the USS Noa was still at sea. Therefore there were no Project Mercury stamps aboard the USS Noa on 20th when Glenn's capsule was recovered. This was confirmed by the Navy's chief of information, Rear Admiral D. F. Smith.

When Event envelopes bearing the 4c Project Mercury and with a USS Noa 20 February postmark were discovered (Figure 3), the destroyer's clerk was forced to admit that he had backdated a number of covers. A report on the incident concluded that "Those special envelopes with the ships picture and capsule, plus a small number with printed cachet 'First U.S. Orbital Flight / John H. Glenn, Jr. USMC / Space Craft Friendship 7', all dated Feb. 20, were stamped only for the crew and their loved ones . . .300 backdated covers exist with the Project Mercury stamp postmarked on Feb. 20, 1962. In addition, 24 covers exist with red cancels . . . Approximately, 1,500 [legitimate] covers . . . exist with the Project Mercury stamp . . . postmarked Feb. 23, 1962 . . . [Also, legitimate] covers do exist postmarked on Feb. 20, 1962 on the USS Noa with a 4¢ definitive issue U.S. stamp". This led to the belief in the philatelic community that there were four types of covers; approximately 1500 postmark on 23rd (figure 2), approximately 300 with Project Mercury stamps and backdated to 20th (figure 3), 24 with red ink cancels and an unknown number with stamps other than Project Mercury ones postmarked on board the Noa on the 20th (Figure 1). However a reexamination of the facts makes this seem unlikely.
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Figure 3 – A backdated Cover

A Reexamination

In reexamining the situation it needs to be noted that the USS Noa was originally a Secondary Recovery Ship, not the Prime Recovery Ship. Nobody knew until the actual recovery that the Noa would recovery Glenn and the MA-6 capsule. An examination of the envelopes with the ships picture and capsule show that they are professionally printed and show the Noa close to a Mercury capsule (Figures 1-3). The printing is far superior to what was available aboard the Noa at that time and thus must have been printed ashore. The design also points to it being designed after the actual recovery, while the Noa was still at sea. Also, we know the covers were pre-printed because the Postal Clerk specifically refers to them. These covers were therefore printed ashore between 20th-23rd and delivered to the Noa on or about 23rd while it was docked in port. Could some blank covers, postmarked on the 20, have had the cachet added to them at a later date. Well, we also know that the Postal Clerk was backdating these for any crew member or friends who asked. Therefore the cachet maker would have been able to get his requirements using the pre-printed covers with nice new Project Mercury stamps. Remembering that the cachet is not a simple rubber stamp but requires proper printing equipment, it doesn't make sense, even if he had some blank covers postmarked on board, to again set up the printing equipment for a dozen or two covers when he would already have been able to get an adequate supply of pre-printed covers with the appropriate postmark. This leads to the conclusion that ALL such covers dated 20th are backdated, irrespective of the attached stamps. This overturns the conventional belief, and means that covers such as in figure 1 are backdated. The fact that such covers exist with stamps other than Project Mercury stamps indicates that the postal clerk run out of Project Mercury stamps and started using whatever was on hand, including using them on backdated covers. Therefore, the type of stamp used cannot be used as proof that a cover is not backdated.

A further argument arises over the number of such covers that exist. While the number of such covers (figure 1) is small, it is significantly greatly than covers from the other Secondary Recovery Ships. As there was no reason to send extra covers for postmarking to the Noa, this is a further indication that these covers were backdated. 

Now, what about the cover in figure 4. It is a plain cover with a 4c non-Mercury stamp and thus matches the description of a legitimate cover in the previously quoted report, "[Also, legitimate] covers do exist postmarked on Feb. 20, 1962 on the USS Noa with a 4¢ definitive issue U.S. stamp". But was it postmarked on 20? As mentioned above the 4c stamp is not proof.  Neither is the fact that it doesn’t have a cachet. There are backdated covers (with Project Mercury) stamps that don’t have the ships picture and capsule cachet (figure 7), and therefore it is entirely possible that some covers with no cachet were also backdated.
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Figure 4 – Possibly backdated

To further investigate the situation we need to consider the cover in Figure 5. It shows a cover postmarked with a USS Noa postmark including a PM time designation. There is evidence that this cover was actually postmarked on board the Noa on 20th
. However, this cover raises a further question. The previously mentioned report noted that legitimate covers used a 4c definitive stamp, while the cover in question uses a 7c airmail stamp. The explanation may be that the report writer just assumed that 4c stamps were used since the Project Mercury stamp was 4c and didn't consider the possible use of stamps with a different value, especially a 7c stamp to cover the airmail rate. It is now necessary to consider various possible sequence of events. For the cover in figure 4 to be legitimate the following sequence of events would be required. First, the postal clerk on the USS Noa would have used a postmarker without a time designation. Then, deciding that time was important, he added the time to the postmarker. Then, having reached port he removed the time from the postmarker. Possible but a little convoluted. The alternative of using the postmarker with a PM time designation initially and then removing the time designation while still at sea, which was subsequently used when port was reached, makes even less sense. Having set a PM time on the postmarker, there seems little reason to remove it before the ship reaches port. If there were two postmarkers, and a visual comparison of scans of the various postmarks shows no obvious differences, the situation is a little more complex. However, one would have to assume that while at sea various crew members came to the Postal Clerk in their spare time and he used whatever postmarker was handy and that the covers later used by our cachet maker where all done at the same time with the same postmarker. Quite possible. However, then when he got to port and crew members came to him in the same way he decided to only use the one postmarker, the one without a time designation. This is of course possible but adds an unnecessary complication. The simplest and most likely sequence of events is that the postal clerk realised that the time when the Noa recovered the MA-6 capsule was significant and set the time designation. All subsequent covers postmarked on that day had the PM time designation. After reaching port, he postmarked 1500 covers for 23. Since time was no longer significant, he didn’t bother to set the time on the postmarker. When he then backdated 300 covers, he just changed the date and didn’t bother with the time. This is a much simpler and more logical sequence of events. This would also explain why there are so few covers with the PM designation and so many more with no time designation and with non-Mercury stamps. Therefore, if the cover if figure 5 was postmarked on 20, covers with a PM time designation would be the only covers guaranteed to be legitimately postmarked on the day of recovery! Thus, on the balance of probabilities, the cover in figure 4 was backdated. At best, its origin is impossible to verify.

Finally, is it possible that the cover in figure 5 is the rarest of all the Primary Ship Covers?
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Figure 5 – A legitimate cover

The Conclusion

Therefore, unless further evidence comes to light, I believe the following is the situation:

1) Approximately 1500 covers were postmarked legitimately on 23rd.

2) Approximately 300 covers, most with Project Mercury 4c stamps but some with other stamps, were backdated.

3) All the covers with the ships picture and capsule cachet and postmarked 20th are backdated.

4) All other covers with a standard US definite stamp and a 20th postmark without a PM time designation are possibly/probably backdated.

5) The only covers that can be considered legitimate have a 20th postmark with a PM time designation.

6) Twenty-Four covers exist with a red ink cancel (Figure 6).
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ASTRONAUT JOHN GLENN LANDED IN THE
ATLANTIC OCEAN AT 2:43 PM. AND WAS
RECOVERED BY THE DESTROYER U.S.5.NOA (DD-84)
AT 3:05 PM. SAFE AND SOUND.




Figure 6 - While not a cover, this cancelled envelope stuffer illustrates the red postmark
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Figure 7 – A backdate cover with a different cachet







� Correspondence with Ed  . Unfortunately he was unable to remember the details 





