



































September, 1929

sleuths in the dead-letter office. One of
them picked up the letter, glanced at the
address, saw that it originated in Italy,
recalled that there was a big Italian settle-
ment called North Square in Boston,
scribbled Boston on the face of the envelope,
and sent it on its way. Eventually the letter
was delivered to the addressee.

If the writer gives the hard-reader half a
chance—if he will give the Nixie men just a
little clew to what he is guessing at, the
hard-reader seventy-five times out of a
hundred will do the rest. He knows that,

when a letter is addressed to John Smith,

Kerry Patch, U. S. A., the addressee lives
in that section of St. Louis, Missouri, called
Kerry Patch. South of the Slot means but
one city—San Francisco; Gas House Dis-
trict, means New York City; the Loop,
Chicago. But, when the sender of a letter
drops it into the mail box with nothing on it
but a postage stamp—and thousands of
them do every month!—the only hope that
letter has of escaping destruction is that the
writer has written his name and address on
whatever is enclosed.

T THE end of the last fiscal year Uncle
Sam found that 1,010,866 letters con-
taining money or other valuables had gone
to the “operating table” in the dead-letter
office. In these letters were $113,066.18 in
money, $5,184,311.56 in drafts, checks,

money orders, et cetra, and $29,644.81 worth

of postage stamps, or a total of $5,327,022.55.
Practically all of the drafts, checks, and
money orders were returned to the sender,
or forwarded to the addressee. Money
orders always are returned to the person
who sent them even when the addressee’s
name is found inside the letters. This is
done because in many cases the addressee,
not receiving the money when expected,
lodges a complaint either with the govern-
ment or with the sender, and while the letter
has been going through the dead-letter
office routine another order may have been
issued.

The postal authorities are able to return
only about 6o per cent. of the money in-
closed in dead letters or found loose in the
mails. Last year, for instance, after every
effort was made to find the senders or
addressess of letters containing money,
Uncle Sam profited in the sum of $40,870.75,
‘the amount left over out of the $113,066
inclosed in dead-letter mail.

The sums inclosed in these letters range

all the way from five cents
to $500. Seven out of ten of
them are pathetic. Some are
tragic; some have their
comic sides. Letters from
mothers to their sons and
daughters predominate. The
average sum found in the
“mother” missives is $2.
One signed Mother and Dad
contained a twenty-five-
cent piece and a hint of
tragedy. Obviously it was
in answer to a plea for as-
sistance sent by a wayward son who had
gone to New York from his .home in the
Woest. Mother and Dad commiserated with
him over his ill-luck in the Eastern metropo-
lis, beseeched him not to carry out his threat
of ending it all in the East River, and re-
lated how glad they were to forego the
satisfaction of “supper” in order that they
might send him the enclosed quarter.

Their sacrifice had been in vain. In their
haste to come to the lad’s assistance the
parents had neglected to place his street
address on the letter, simply addressing it
to him at New York City. Had the boy
called for mail at the general-delivery win-
dow he would have received the letter and
the quarter which might have tided him over
a critical day or night. . .

“Dearest Girl” didn’t receive a birthday
greeting and a dollar which ““Mother” sent
because Mather neglected to designate a
post-office on the envelope. .

Lots of “conscience” money finds its way
to the dead-letter office. This is quite
understandable. Sometimes it takes five or
ten years for remorse to attack the con-
science of a man or woman who has stolen
from an employer, a friend or a business
concern. In that length of time almost
anything can happen such as death, ren‘1‘ova.l,
or complete disappearance. And “con-
science” letters, of course, never contain
the sender’s name or address. When the
time comes to make restitution the person
making it merely puts the money in an
envelope and sends it to his victim’s last-
known address. . .

What postal. authorities believe were a
series of conscience letters were rqcewed at
the New York post-office tlge first six mgnths
of 1928. Every week during that period a
registered letter containing a five dollar bill,
was received at the main pos_t-otf:ce ad-
dressed to a woman who had died in 1927.

In registering these letters the sender gave
a fictitious name and a fictitious address,
making it impossible for the postal au-
thorities to notify him of the addressee’s
demise.

As there seemed no end to the letters,
William Gutgsell, Superintendent of the
Inquiry Department of the New York post-
office, eventually decided to put a stop to
them by notifying the sender ““in person ”’
Examination of the cancellation stamps re-
vealed that the letters were mailed at the
Grand Central station every Saturday noon.
Mr. Gutgsell put watchers near the registry
wicket in the big railway terminal with
instructions to ask the sender to come to the
main post-office if and when he registered
his next letter.

These watchers watched in vain, however,
for the next letter that came was mailed
at the Wall Street station. The following
week Mr. Gutgsell had watchers at both
stations and they were rewarded by catch-
ing their man just as he was mailing the
twenty-fifth letter of the series. He offered
no objection to accompanying them to the
main post-office, but once there he main-
tained a sullen silence regarding the letters.
It was explained to him that the woman to
whom he had been sending five dollars a
week for six months had died almost a year
before the first letter of the series had been
received. Naturally, the postal authorities
thought he would offer some explanation
of why he had been sending these letters
anonymously, but he didn’t.

WHEN told that the woman was dead
he merely nodded, saying, “So she’s
dead, eh? Well—thank you. Good-day,”
and walked out, taking with him the twenty-
five letters and the $125.

Anybody that knows anything about the
effect post-Volstead liquor has on the memo-
ry of those of us who still like a highball at
nightfall will sympathize with the chap who
is responsible for one of the unsolved mys-
teries of the dead-letter office.

It was while this gentleman was making
whoopee in a mid-Western city that his
sense of caution came up for air and as-
serted itself. Taking from his pocket a
fistful of crumpled bills which totalled a
considerable sum he wrapped them up in a
sheet of paper on which he had written to
himself, complimenting himself upon his
foresight in sending to himself in New York
the inclosed bills. Placing bills and letter
in an envelope he wrote his name on the
envelope and sent it to General Delivery,
New York. There it remained for the usual
length of time—thirty days—after which
it was sent to the dead-letter office where
it still is waiting for him to call. .

I purposely refrain from naming the city
from which this letter was sent, and the
amount inclosed, fearing there .rfught be a
rush of claimants, because mailing money
to oneself seems to be a form of sport in-
dulged by a great many After Volstead
drinkers. But, if these lines come under the
eye of the right person, he will know (maybe)

























































































































































































































