
Customs duty & excise tax stamps
on postal advertisingmaterial to Canada

T
his exhibit discusses the use of Canadian customs duty and excise tax stamps on incoming advertisingmail. Usually
such mail was sent as printed matter, but could be first class (letter) mail, or even airmail. Practically all the
information here comes from a series of three articles by Christopher D Ryan, [r1–3].

In 1879, Canada implemented customs duty on mail from abroad containing or consisting of advertising. Payment could
be made by a broker representing the sender, or by various other means. In 1914, Canada issued customs duty stamps to
be applied by the sender (typically a large firm) to the item. The other methods of prepayment could still be used.

From the 1930s on, more and more exemptions were applied (e.g., periodicals other than daily became exempt from 1936).
As a result, by the 1960s, customs stamps are rarely seen, disappearing by the 1980s.

During the period 1940–5, advertising periodicals (which by this time had mostly been exempted from customs duty)
were charged the Wartime Exchange Tariff (wet). Payment could be made with customs duty and excise tax stamps, in
combination.

A complete set of tables of the relevant customs andwet fees can be found in [r1–3]; so can the fine details (such as the
criteria for applicability of duties).

Issuance of customs duty stamps
First (unilingual) issue, 1, 2, 5¢, 1 August 1914; 10¢, October 1919:

Second (bilingual) issue, 2, 5¢, 1935; 1¢, 1936; 10¢, 1942:

Salient dates
1879, with revisions in 1897

• Customs duties on printed advertising material sent to Canada from abroad

1914, 1919

• First series of customs duty stamps issued (1, 2, 5, 10¢); General tariff (applied to u s, France) and British preferential
tariff (applied to Commonwealth and Empire) rates



1923

• Most favoured nation (m fn) tariff introduced

1 October 1930

• Minimum customs duty, 2¢ (increased from 1¢)

1935 on

• Exemptions reduced the classes of mail liable to customs duty; second series of customs duty stamps issued

1 January 1936

• u s moved from General Tariff to m fn status

1941–1945

• Wartime exchange tax (wet) introduced on all advertising material from abroad (essentially from u s); this was an
excise tax which could be paid with combinations of customs duty stamps and excise stamps

post-1945

• Customs duty stamps rarely seen used, as exemptions excluded almost everything

Relevant rates to Canada (covering 1920–65)
US printed matter rate to Canada
For newspapers and periodicals other than dailies, 1¢ per four ounces, 1 February 1908–31 December 1958.

For other printed matter:

1¢ per two ounces, 1 January 1875–31 March 1932;

11⁄2¢ per two ounces, 1 April 1932–31 October 1953;

2¢ for the first two ounces, and 1¢ for each additional two ounces, 1 November 1953–30 July 1958;

4¢ for the first two ounces, and 2¢ for each additional two ounces, 1 August 1958–30 June 1961;

3¢ for the first two ounces, and 11⁄2¢ for each additional two ounces, 1 July 1961–6 January 1963;

4¢ for the first two ounces, and 1¢ for each additional ounce, 7 January 1963–6 January 1968.

US letter (first class) rate to Canada
2¢ per ounce, 1 July 1919–30 August 1931;

3¢ per ounce, 1 September 1931–30 July 1958;

4¢ per ounce, 1 August 1958–6 January 1963;

5¢ per ounce, 7 January 1963–6 January 1968. [bw]

UK printed matter rates to Canada
Canadian magazine rate (for periodicals sent by Canadian packet), 1 d up to 6 ounces, 11⁄2 d up to two pounds, and 1⁄2 d for
each additional half-pound

Printed matter rate to u pu countries:
1⁄2 d per two ounces, 1 April 1879–30 April 1949;

11⁄2 d for first two ounces and 1⁄2 d for each additional two ounces (or reduced rate, for newspapers or pamphlets without
advertising, 1 d for the first two ounces and 1⁄2 d for each additional), 30 September 1950–30 September 1957. [b p s]

References
[bw] Anthony S Wawrukiewicz & Henry W Beecher, US international postal rates, 1872–1996, c ama Publishing (1996).

[b p s] Website of the Great Britain Philatelic Society, gbps.org.uk/information/rates/overseas/surface/printed-papers-
1875-1990.php

[r1–3] Christopher D Ryan, Canada's customs duty and war exchange tax on periodical publications and printed advertising matter,
part 1, Canadian Revenue Newsletter 35, April 2001; part 2, ibid, 36, June; part 3, ibid 37, August.
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Customs duty & excise tax stamps
on postal advertisingmaterial to Canada

C
anada introduced customs duty on incoming postal advertising material in 1879. In 1914, customs duty stamps
were issued, so that foreign senders could prepay individual items by applying them to the covers, although other
methods of payment were more commonly used. The criteria for liability to the duty varied in times (so much

so, that very few examples can be found dated in the 1960s or later). Charges depended on country of origin (basically,
whether covered under the General Tariff, Most Favoured Nation (m fn), or British Preferential Tariff), and weight, and
of course these varied in time.

Over the period 1940–5, an excise tax (wet) was introduced on incoming advertising periodicals (all known examples
are from the u s), which depended on a poorly defined value, not weight. Both excise tax and customs duty stamps (in
combination) could be used to prepay this.

Since most of this mail was sent by printed matter, there often is no indication of dates, either of mailing or receipt.
Combined with the byzantine rules and criteria, and convoluted rates' schemes, this sometimes makes analysis of these
fiscally-stamped covers difficult (or interesting, depending on your point of view).

We show a few examples from uk, one from Germany, and all the rest are from the u s. They are arranged in roughly
chronological order, analysing the rates, or using the rates to estimate the date.

While the vast majority of the items were sent at printed matter (postal) rates, we also show a couple sent as first class
(which were still liable to duty). There are also a couple of examples where we cannot be sure how the customs duty was
made up, but can only suggest probable constructions.

There is also a section on the Wartime exchange tax (wet), showing mixed uses of customs and excise stamps. And
there are the usual weirdos at the end. It is difficult to decide on what the highlights are, since either none of the covers
are highlights, or almost all of them are.

Customs duty stamp (as always, applied by sender) on front of first class cover from London to Winnipeg, 1931. Charged
the minimal duty of 2¢, in effect 1930–2. Mail from u s and most other places almost always had the customs duty stamp
on reverse.



From UK
Post card with return card attached, treated as printed matter.

London–VictoriaHarbour (Ont), 1926. uk printedmatter 1⁄2 d (Em-
pire post card ratewas 1 d) and 1¢ customs stamp (atmost 11⁄2 oz,
under the British Preferential Tariff, 1August 1914–30 Septem-
ber 1930).

Postage stamp is perforated B.



From UK
Sent as Empire first class (letter) rate

London toWinnipeg, January 1931. ukEmpire letter rate 11⁄2 d (up to an ounce), and 2¢ customs (under 21⁄4 oz—minimum—in
effect 1 October 1930–12 October 1932), on the front. Not sent as printed matter, because that would imply triple, and
thus more than four ounces, which would entail a higher customs duty charge. No backstamps. Winnipeg National
Revenue Branch 4 duty free handstamp.



From US

DC–Cookshire (Que), before 31 March 1932. u s printed matter rate 1¢ up to two ounces, in effect 1875–31 March 1932.
Customs 2¢, under the General Tariff, up to 21⁄4 oz. Montreal duty paid handstamp.



From Germany

Leipzig–North Sydney (NS), 1932. Germany printed matter 5 Pf (first weight, under 50 g), and 2¢ customs (minimum, up to
21⁄4¢, m fn, 1 October 1930–12 October 1932), uncancelled.



Alexander Hamilton Institute, page 1
This was a business school, open 1909 to the 1980s.

New York–Belleville (Ont), 1932. u s postage 11⁄2¢ (first two ounces) and customs 2¢, minimum, under 21⁄4 oz, m fn, 1 October
1930–12 October 1932. Enclosed several booklets.



Alexander Hamilton Institute, page 2



From US

Alexander Hamilton Institute (New York)–Winnipeg, <1935. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢ (first two ounces). and customs 2¢. Win-
nipeg duty free 1 handstamp.



From US

Alexander Hamilton Institute (New York)–Winnipeg, <1935. u s postage 11⁄2¢ and customs 2¢. Winnipeg duty free 4 handstamp.



From US

Alexander Hamilton Institute (New York)–Winnipeg, <1935. u s postage 11⁄2¢ and customs 2¢. Winnipeg duty free 3 handstamp.



From US

Johnstown (NY)–Montreal, May
1933–1935. u s double printed
matter rate 3¢ for 2+–4 oz,
andGeneral Tariff customs,
5¢, for 21⁄2–4 oz, in effect
25 May 1933–31 Decem-
ber 1935.



From US
Apparently using out-of-date customs rates. Since foreign companies may not have been immediately informed of rate
changes, this was bound to happen.

New Orleans to Calgary, December 1933. u s printed matter 3¢ (second weight 2+–4 oz) and 3¢ customs. There is no 3¢
customs rate under the General Tariff in effect at this time! The previous rate schedule (valid until May 1933) has 3¢ for
21⁄4–31⁄4 oz; this is consistent with double printed matter, 2+–4 oz. So the sender seems to have used the old rates, and the
Calgary office didn't object.

Calgary National Revenue Postal Branch 4 duty paid handstamp; day is inverted.



From US

Staten Island (NY)–Ottawa, 1932–1935. u s postage 11⁄2¢ (printed matter up to two ounces, beginning March 1932) and
customs 2¢, either up to 21⁄4 oz if on or before 24 May 1933 or up to 1 oz if after. The unilingual customs stamp was
superseded by the bilingual one in 1935, but companies could still have had them on hand for a while.



From US

Denver–Quebec, forwarded, ≥1936. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢ up to two ounces and 3¢ customs, m fn, 1+–21⁄4 oz (so 1+–2 oz),
in effect 1936–47. Quebec National Revenue Branch duty free handstamp.



From US

Denver (CO)–Quebec, forwarded, 1938. u s postage 11⁄2¢ (up to two ounces) and customs 3¢. See previous.



From US
Foreign firms could not be expected to keep up-to-date with the most recent customs duty changes. Here is another
example, from early 1937, where the best fit suggests they were using the fee schedule ending in 1935.

Milwaukee–Toronto, January 1937. u s printed matter rate
11⁄2¢ (up to two ounces), and Canadian customs, 4¢.

For the period 1 January 1936–31December 1947, 4¢ cus-
toms fee indicates a weight at least 21⁄2 ounces (and since
the firm itself applied both postage and customs stamps,
they would know the weight exceeds 2 oz, so would re-
quire 3¢ postage.

Instead, with the previous fee schedule, valid 25May 1933–
31 December 1935, 4¢ duty implies a weight of 1+–21⁄2 oz
(thus 1+–2 oz), consistent with postage.



From US

Washington–Kelfield (Sask), Moose Jaw customs office,
March 1938. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢ (up to two
ounces), andCanadian customs, 3¢,m fn, 1+–21⁄4 oz
(so 1+–2 oz).



From US

Lancaster (PA)–Cookshire
(Que), 1938. u s postage
11⁄2¢; 2¢ customs stamp
applied on reverse, and
1¢ postage stampon front,
make up 3¢ customs, as
in previous examples.

QuebecNational Revenue
Branch duty free hand-
stamp.



Cleveland (OH)–Hamilton, year?. u s postage 5¢; Canadian customs, 5¢. The u s stamp was issued 1922; the customs stamp,
1935.

Good fit: Commercial papers, at 11⁄2¢ per two ounces, but withminimum 5¢ (thus atmost six
ounces), in effect 1932–53. Customs fee of 5¢ indicates either 21⁄2+–4 oz (1933–31 December
1935, which would imply 1935 only), or 4+–51⁄2 oz (1 January 1936–1947), either of which is
consistent with postage.

Adequate fit: Triple printed matter with overpayment by 1⁄2¢, implying 4+–6 oz. The cus-
toms fee is consistent only with the 1 January 1936–1947 schedule.



From US

Chicago–Cookshire (Que), May 1940. u s printed matter up to two ounces, 11⁄2¢, and customs 2¢, up to an ounce (1936–47).
Montreal duty free handstamp.



From US

New York–Winnipeg, 1940?. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢ and customs 2¢, up to one ounce, as previous cover. Oval Winnipeg
duty free handstamp.



War exchange tax (WET)
Thewet, an excise tax, was in effect 25 June 1940–12 October 1945, on magazines, newspapers, and periodicals from the
u s. The fees were interpretted as 10% on the wholesale (subscription) cost, rounded to the nearest quarter-cent, and a
minimum of 1⁄4¢. Soon after this was initiated, it became acceptable to use either customs duty or excise tax stamps (or
both) to pay the excise tax. It could also be payable in cash for bulk mailings. There were many exemptions to this tax.

Customs duty charges on magazines and periodicals (but not other classes for which customs duty applied) from the
u s were revoked as of 1 January 1936. So customs and wet cannot be found on the same item. The minimum customs
charge in this period was 2¢—so if customs stamps totalled 1¢ or if there were an excise stamp, then the wet had been
paid (and there was no customs fee).

New York–Kitchener (Ont), post-1941 (slogan). u s printed matter 11⁄2¢; 1
4¢ excise stamp, paying minimumwet.



From US

New York–Kingston (Ont), January 1941. u s printed mat-
ter rate 11⁄2¢, and Canadian customs stamps totalling 3¢,
and 1⁄4¢ excise stamp (wet on ca 32¢ single copy sub-
scription). Purple Montreal duty-free machine cancel.



From US
Customs duty (not wet)

Chicago–Cookshire (Que), 1941. u s postage 11⁄2¢ (up to two ounces) and customs 2¢ (up to one ounce). Montreal duty paid
handstamp. Serving wily coyotes for twenty years.



From US

Madison (WI)–St Johns (Que), Montreal customs office, July 1941. u s postage 3¢ (double printed matter
rate, up to four ounces); customs stamp 1¢ and excise tax 3/4¢ (wet 13/4¢) on reverse.



From US

Chicago–Galt (Ont), 1942. u s printed matter rate 11⁄2¢,
and 1¢ customs stamp paying wet.



From US

Chicago–Guelph (Ont), 1943. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢ and excise 1⁄4¢ (minimumwet). Galt duty paid handstamp.



Chicago–St Laurent (Montreal), 1944. u s printed matter 41⁄2¢ (triple); customs stamp 1¢ paying wet.



From US

New York–Cookshire (Que), 1945. u s printed matter 11⁄2¢,
and uncancelled 1

4¢ excise stamp (wet).



Wrapper

Portland (Maine)–Cookshire (Que), 1940–5. u s special printedmatter rate
1¢ per four ounces, available to Canada for newspapers and non-daily
periodicals (1908–58), and uncancelled 1

4¢ excise stamp (wet).



From US

Altoona (PA)–Hochelaga (Montreal), 1940–5. u s postage 11⁄2¢; uncancelled 1¢ customs stamp applied on front, presumably
wet. Folded booklet.



From US
u s 2¢ documentary stamp erroneously applied (in place of Canadian customs stamp?). No stamps on back.

Omaha (NE)–Winnipeg, 1940. u s double printed matter 3¢.



Aerogramme from US

New York–Ottawa, post-1947. u s postage 10¢ and customs 1¢. Printed “Dear Doctor” letter shilling drugs, but sent air
mail. Air letter was in production 1947–58, so out ofwet period. Minimum customs fee was 2¢, so it looks like someone
just added a mint customs stamp to this letter. On the other hand, it was liable to customs duty.



Chicago–Quebec,Montreal customs office, May 1956. u s postage
4¢; Canadian customs stamps 3¢. Metered postage likely
second weight printed matter, (2 + 11⁄2)¢ (mistakenly be-
lieved to be 2¢ per ounce); customs 1+–3 oz (so 2–3 oz),
1949–79.



From US
First class (letter)

Princeton (MN)–East Saint John (NB), 1960. u s first
class 4¢ (up to one ounce), and 2¢ customs (up to one
ounce, 1949–79). Return address is given as Corn-
wall (Ont).



From Canada to Newfoundland
With Newfoundland customs duty stamp

Toronto–Bonavista (Nfld), 1921–1930. Originally franked 4¢ (double printed matter rate to all u pu countries, 1 October
1921–30 June 1930), RETURNED FOR POSTAGE 2¢ more and struck through, and 2¢ stamp added; Newfoundland customs
duty 1¢ stamp on reverse.

Newfoundland customs duty was 1¢ per ounce up to 15¢ per pound (John Walsh). Since this weighed more than 2 oz
(and presumably more than 4 oz), it should have been charged at least 3¢ (5¢) duty. So presumably, some customs duty
stamps are missing.


