
BY CHARLES EPTING

A Unique Time Reflected by the 
City’s Structures, Events, and Philately

NEW YORK CITY 
IN THE 1930s

New York City during the 1930s 
was a time and a place like no 
other. The sorrows of the Great 

Depression mixed with hopes for a better 
future, creating a paradoxical society. As 
countless families waited in breadlines, 
new skyscrapers were sprouting from the 
ground at an unprecedented rate. Amid 
widespread unemployment, the great 
World’s Fair of 1939–1940 served as a dis-
traction from the woes of everyday life. 
Rarely in history have such highs and lows 
mixed, and the resulting culture was dis-
tinctly unique.

What was happening in the great city 
is presented here through a series of “snap-

shots,” if you will. Philatelic items often re-
flect history at large, and here is a special 
selection of stamps, covers, and ephemera 
that offer a brief glimpse of what it was like 
to have lived 80 years ago.

This article is by no means definitive — 
obviously it would take entire volumes to 
accurately portray life in New York City in 
the 1930s — but it is my hope to capture 
the zeitgeist of a bygone era, one of un-
heralded successes and crushing defeats. 
Compared to recent American history, the 
1930s stand out as one of the most idiosyn-
cratic decades; perhaps these discrete piec-
es of philatelic history can help to paint a 
picture of what it was like.
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The New Deal years, marked by Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt’s first term in office (1933–
37), saw more than the construction of new 
post offices across the nation. Budgetary re-
strictions during the Great Depression forced 
the closure of a great number of post offices, 
many of which were memorialized with “last-
day” covers. The City Hall Post Office, dubbed 
“Mullett’s Monstrosity” by many New Yorkers 
due to the unpopular design by architect Al-
fred B. Mullett, was constructed between 1869 
and 1880 and served the city for more than a 
half-century before being demolished and con-
verted into a public park. The Hudson Termi-
nal Building managed to avoid a similar fate, 
although service at the building’s post office 
was terminated October 2, 1937 — just two 
days before the opening of City Hall Post Of-
fice. The building itself was eventually demol-
ished in 1972. These two covers demonstrate 
the fact that even the New Deal was not a per-
fect remedy for the ailing city. Similar last-day 
covers can be found from around the country 
— in fact, they are almost as common as first-
day covers from new post offices constructed 
under Roosevelt’s administration.

When Postmaster General James A. Farley dedicates the new Federal Office Building at Church and Vesey 
Streets tomorrow morning he will still a clamor heard around lower New York for the last forty years and 
various groups concerned with civic improvement may rest happy, their long struggle virtually ended. The 
ceremony will have threefold significance. The esthetic section of the civic workers will be brought close to their 
objective, which is to demolish the time-stained old Post Office Building into a memory of old New York and 
dress up City Hall again in the simple grandeur of its colonial landscape, circa 1812.

— New York Times, October 3, 1937“

“
The Works Progress Administration 

spent $156,459,132 in this city in the fis-
cal year ended June 30, Lieut. Col. Bre-
hon B. Somervell, local administrator, 
announced yesterday. This brought to 
$599,671,445 the sum spent by WPA here 
since the Federal relief agency was orga-
nized on Aug. 1, 1935. Of the outlay in the 
last fiscal year $127,289,678 was for pay-
roll and $29,169,454 for materials, equip-
ment, rentals and supplies. The city and 
State, as sponsors of projects conducted 
with relief labor, contributed $12,157,544 
to the cost of materials.

— New York Times, August 2, 1938

Last-day covers from City Hall Post Office and the 
Hudson Terminal Post Office Station.

This cover — perhaps philatelic in nature — is possibly 
unique. Mailed from one Works Progress Administration 
office in New York City to another, it bears an extremely 
rare WPA cinderella tied to cover by a machine cancel; as 

the envelope was used for government business, postage was 
unnecessary. While cinderellas promoting other New Deal 
agencies (such as the National Recovery Administration) are 
quite common, very few were produced for the WPA. One 

A cover sent in 1936 from one New York City office of the Works Progress 
Administration to another. At the time the cover was sent, a WPA grant 
funded part of the “Geologic Catalogue” project, which was sponsored by 
the American Museum of Natural History. It employed about 130 workers on 
the eighth and part of the seventh floor at 45 W. 18th St.
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“
For one hour and forty minutes today, King George VI and Queen Elizabeth will see thousands of their 

own subjects and inspect, by tractor, train and foot, the exhibits of Great Britain and a large part of their 
empire, at the New York World’s Fair. Only India and the Union of South Africa will not be represented. 
In addition to the crowds which will see the sovereigns on their tour of the Fair, more than 2,000 persons, 
specially invited to five of the seven pavilions the royal party will visit, will have a close-up view of them.

— New York Herald Tribune, June 10, 1939

of the most prominent New Deal agencies, the WPA was 
responsible for countless relief projects in the city — murals 
were painted, plays were staged, buildings were construct-
ed, and art galleries were installed.

Between 1935 and the outbreak of World War II, mil-
lions of dollars were spent across the city — not only to cre-
ate jobs but also to improve ailing infrastructure. Among 
the more notable projects surviving today include LaGuar-
dia Airport and the Prospect Park Zoo. The WPA’s work in 
New York also was memorialized in Tim Robbins’ movie 
Cradle Will Rock (1999), which depicts a production by the 
Federal Theater Project.

A close-up of the WPA label affixed to the 1936 cover.

One of the most exciting events to 
take place in New York during the Great 
Depression came in June 1939, when 
King George VI and his wife, Queen 
Elizabeth, paid a visit to New York, de-
touring from their royal tour of Cana-
da. On June 9, the royal couple visited 
the World’s Fair in Queens, while the 
following day they dined with President 
Roosevelt at his Hyde Park home. 

To celebrate this historic visit, the 
U.S. Post Office Department authorized 
a special cancellation reading “Royal 
Train R.P.O. / U.S.A.” (with both June 
8 and 9 dates). Although mail bearing 
the cancelation was not actually carried 
aboard the Royal Train, covers such as 
this one provide a fun (and relatively 
common) snapshot of one of the biggest 
pop news stories of the decade.

Countless stamp collectors across 
the nation mailed in self-addressed 
stamped envelopes to the U.S. Post Of-
fice Department.

Ironically, the royal couple was ini-
tially critical of the World’s Fair, feel-
ing that the way it was advertised was 
gaudy and trivial. Fortunately, their 
opinions changed when they visited the 
self-proclaimed “World of Tomorrow.”

The king and queen of England greet well-wishers 
during their 1939 visit to New York City. Courtesy 
the FDR Presidential Library and Museum.

A cover postmarked June 9, 1939 that helped mark the visit of 
England’s royal couple to New York City and the World’s Fair 
that year. The cover likely was not actually carried on the train 
used by the king and queen.
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“
In 1939, the Eaton Paper Company 

commissioned the American Banknote 
Company to print a set of 10 cinderellas 
depicting various views of New York City 
as an advertising promotion at the World’s 
Fair.

Cinderellas look like valid postage or 
revenue stamps, but are just labels. The 
stamps were engraved, so they are very sim-
ilar in appearance to official United States 
postage stamps (as well as the stamps the 
American Banknote Co. produced for nu-
merous nations worldwide).

The scenes on the stamps include Co-
lumbia University, the New York Public Li-
brary, and the Brooklyn Bridge — all places 
that are still synonymous with New York 
City to this day.

Other subjects show the Little Church 
Around the Corner, formally known as the 
Church of the Transfiguration; the Pennsyl-
vania Railroad Broadway Limited; Central 
Park in a scene set in the month of April; 
the United States Liner Manhattan with the 
Statue of Liberty; an airplane flying over 
downtown New York; the George Washing-
ton Bridge; and New York as seen from the 
air.

The set was distributed within boxes of 
Eaton’s products, and served as an adver-
tisement for the company’s participation at 
the fair. Among the most celebrated of all 
American cinderellas because of their stun-
ning designs, the Eaton Paper Co. series 
depicts New York City better than actual 
American postage stamps ever has.

Fortunately for collectors, they are still 
common and affordable. Rarer than the 
mint set, however, are examples used as 
postage on cover — very few examples are 
known, and most of them are not contem-
poraneous with the fair.

After spending his entire day on the Fair grounds yes-
terday, Mayor La Guardia voiced an enthusiastic pre-
diction that the World’s Fair would be an outstanding 
success. “This is my sincere, honest reaction,” the Mayor 
said. “The complete picture of the Fair, the layout of its 
attractions and the manner of its presentation surpass 
anything ever presented at any place, anywhere in the 
world. I have said that to Grover A. Whalen, president of 
the Fair Corporation, as well as to the directors and en-
gineers of the Fair. I am certainly proud of their achieve-
ment.”

— New York Times, May 1, 1939

The Eaton Paper Company commissioned the 
American Banknote Company to produce these 10 
exquisitely engraved cinderellas depicting various 
views of New York City in conjunction with the 1939 
World’s Fair. Among the topics are the New York 
Public Library, the Pennsylvania Railroad and the 
Little Church Around the Corner, formally known 
as the Church of the Transfiguration. The Episcopal 
Church structure at 48 E. 29th St. first opened in 
1849 and has an early English neo-Gothic structure 
with towers and a Chinese-looking lynchgate.
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“
October 28 will be a red-letter day on the calendars of those whose business it is to wreck buildings. It 

falls on Monday, and at daybreak an army of wreckers will descend on the New York World’s Fair in high 
glee and savagely proceed to tear it apart, exhibit from exhibit, attraction from attraction, Perisphere from 
Trylon. They will accomplish their job of destruction with axes, sledges, crowbars, acetylene torches, steam 
shovels, skull crackers and, if need be, dynamite.  

— New York Herald Tribune, October 20, 1940

Collecting commemorative covers from 
the 1939–40 World’s Fair is a discipline of its 
own. In addition to the aforementioned Royal 
Train R.P.O., there exists a wealth of covers for 
every conceivable event. From the opening of 
the fair to the closing of the fair and everything 
in between, any excuse was used to create a 
commemorative cancellation or cachet.

A pictorial cancellation depicts the fair’s 
two most prominent structures — the Trylon 
and Perisphere, which were considered mod-
els of extreme Art Deco architecture and fully 
embodied the event’s “World of Tomorrow” 
theme. Many covers are franked with the stamp 
the Post Office Department issued in 1939, also 
depicting these two striking buildings.

Unfortunately, the Trylon and Perisphere were construct-
ed as temporary structures only, and once the fair closed in 
1940 they were razed, with the material eventually being used 
to support the war effort.

The Unisphere, constructed for the 1964–65 World’s Fair 
and depicted on a 1964 postage stamp and stamped envelope, 
now stands on the exact site where the Perisphere was once 
located.

A last-day cover from the 1939–40 World’s Fair, postmarked October 27, 1940.

In this movie publicity image, King Kong battles the air force 
while astride the top of the Empire State Building.

“
The ape will be seen hurling automobiles at New 

York’s Stock Exchange Building, tearing up sections of 
the Sixth Avenue elevated and making his last stand 
atop the tower of the Empire State Building. There this 
giant anthropoid, with a fragile young woman in its paw, 
fights a squadron of army pursuit planes remorselessly 
pumping bullets into its body. A futile but magnificent 
gesture on the ape’s part is when it plucks a plane out of 
the air and hurls it into the street far below. 

— New York Times, January 22, 1933
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In 1933, New York City welcomed 
one of its most famous — and largest 
— visitors. King Kong opened March 2 
at Radio City Music Hall and the RKO 
Roxy Theater, and instantly became a 
box office marvel.

One of the most technologically 
advanced movies to date, King Kong is 
still considered a masterpiece by crit-
ics and audiences alike. The film’s final 
sequence — Kong himself scaling the 
Empire State Building as he clutches the 
beautiful Ann Darrow (Fay Wray).

In 2006, Wray was featured as part 
of the “Canadians in Hollywood” series 

of stamps, which also included John 
Candy, Lorne Greene, and Mary Pick-
ford. In the background of the stamp, 
Kong is shown making his fatal climb 
while being buzzed by four Curtiss 
Helldiver biplanes. Upon his fall to 
earth, Robert Armstrong uttered the 
now-famous line, “Oh, no, it wasn’t 
the airplanes. It was beauty killed the 
beast.”

Although initially frustrated that 
she was continually typecast as a 
damsel-in-distress following King Kong, 
Wray eventually came to embrace the 
role and her place in cinematic history.

Canadian-born 
actress Fay Wray 
(1907–2004), 
who charmed the 
monstrous ape in 
the original King 
Kong (1933), was 
honored on a 
postage stamp by 
Canada in 2006, 
Scott 2153b.

“
The new Empire State Building, the world’s tallest structure, which has been erected at a cost of about 

$52,000,000 on the site of the old Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, Fifth Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street, was opened 
formally yesterday.

The chief executives of the nation, state and city took part in the ceremonies and added their tributes to 
the greetings that came from all over the world. President Hoover in Washington pressed a button at 11:30 
A.M. that switched on the lights within the building that rears its head 1,250 feet above the sidewalks.

— New York Times, May 2, 1931

The opulent, ornate Art Deco style 
so popular during the 1920s quickly 
gave way to a more unadorned, monu-
mental approach to building during 
the 1930s. The Celebrate the Century 
1930s pane of 15 stamps issued in 1998, 
features a stamp commemorating the 
completion of the Empire State Build-
ing in 1931. The tallest building in the 
world for nearly four decades, the Em-
pire State Building is the most iconic 
building in New York City — if not the 
world.

The Chrysler Building and Rock-
efeller Center, both of which are nearly 

as impressive, were also constructed 
around the same time and in the same 
style. One of Rockefeller Center’s iconic 
relief sculptures, titled Wisdom, was 
depicted on a 2003 $1 postage stamp, 
while the Chrysler Building was fea-
tured as part of the 1920s Celebrate the 
Century pane (representing “Art Deco” 
architecture). These three stamp issues 
demonstrate the enduring legacy of 
New York’s late-period Art Deco icons. 
Although the 1930s were a time largely 
defined by economic depression, the 
decade was a golden age for American 
architecture.

The Empire State Building on a 1998 
stamp, Scott 3185b; the Chrysler Building 
appears on a 1998 stamp, Scott 3184j; 
and the $1 Wisdom stamp of 2003, Scott 
3766, shows the Art Deco sculpture at 
Rockefeller Center which presents a 
modern personification, implying that 
Wisdom is transferred via sound and light. 

Picture postcard of the Chrysler Building marked postage due in 
1930 from New York City to Estonia.
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“
New York was home to a number of stamp 

and hobby shows during the 1930s, including the 
National Stamp Exhibition in 1934 and the Inter-
national Philatelic Exhibition in 1936. Cinderellas 
were released for many of these events, including 
the New York Hobby-Collectors Exhibition, held in 
April of 1934 at the RCA Building. Produced by the 
Reehl Litho Company, this set of “Philatelic Seals” 
was produced in four colors and depicts an airplane 
flying above the newly completed Rockefeller Cen-
ter. The building’s entryway relief sculptures make 
up the stamp’s frame. Perhaps the most interesting 
part of these cinderellas is the inclusion of the Na-
tional Recovery Administration’s “Blue Eagle” logo 
in the lower-left corner of the design, demonstrat-
ing the widespread proliferation of the NRA during 
its fleeting existence.

Exhibitions such as this one became much more 
popular during the presidency of Franklin Roos-
evelt; his own philatelic interests helped to elevate 
the hobby to new levels of popularity.

The numerous cinderellas released for such 
shows are often inexpensive in unused condition, 
and make a nice addition to a collection of 1930s 
commemorative stamps.

New York is to have another “national show” when 
hobby collectors from all parts of the country will display 
their hobby collections in the R.C.A. Building in Rock-
efeller Center, opening Wednesday, April 25, and con-
tinuing through April 30. Rare and valuable collections, 
many never publicly exhibited before, will be on view. 
The exhibits will include stamps, coins, antiques, models, 
Indian relics, rocks and minerals, old dime novels and 
westerns, autographs and documents, watches, firearms, 
old prints, laces and other objects.

— New York Herald Tribune, April 15, 1934

Set of four cinderella labels produced for the New York Hobby-
Collectors Exhibition in April 1934.

Cinderella labels for the National Stamp Exhibition of 1934 were sponsored by the New York 
American, printed by the American Banknote Company, and show Rockefeller Center. 

The line to get into the 1936 exhibition in New York City.
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On May 9, 1936, the famed airship Hindenburg arrived 
at Lakehurst, New Jersey on its first trip to the United States 
(Lakehurst would also be the site of its tragic crash a year lat-
er). On the maiden voyage across the Atlantic were a number 
of journalists, businessmen, and elite members of the Nazi 
party, all excited by the success of the voyage.

A few days later on May 12, the Hindenburg set off to 
return to Frankfurt; among its passengers this time was a 
journalist named Mary Day Winn. Winn later described her 
adventure in a short story called “Up Ship! Crossing on the 
Hindenburg,” which ran in This Week, a syndicated magazine 
that appeared in newspapers across the country. Winn, who 
drafted this postcard to her editor from aboard the flight, 
had this to say about the experience:

“One of the biggest thrills of the trip was gliding over 
New York City, following the line of Broadway. We could 
hear the horns and whistles, note that traffic had stopped in 
the streets, see the people massed in Times Square, and even 
read the clock in the Metropolitan tower — 12:13.”

Zeppelin flying over the Manhattan skyline.

“
Captain Ernst Lehmann wirelessed to the Radio-marine Corporation in New York this morning 

that he expected to cruise the giant airship Hindenburg over New York City at 5:30 o’clock this morn-
ing, New York daylight saving time. This would make the landing time at Lakehurst, N.J., about 7:30 
a.m. In reaching New York City twelve hours ahead of schedule the Hindenburg had made a steady
speed of seventy miles an hour or better during the early part of last night.

— New York Herald Tribune, May 9, 1936

A 1936 LZ 129 Hindenburg zeppelin cover addressed to New York 
City featuring two German airmail stamps and three postmarks from 
the ill-fated airship, which was destroyed in a fiery crash on May 6, 
1937 in Lakehurst, New Jersey. Courtesy of Cheryl Ganz.

APS SPECIALITY SOCIETIES

STAMPS.ORG/SPECIALTY-SOCIETIES

Those interested in Americana might be interested in 
checking out the United States Stamp Society, affiliate No. 
AF0150. Annual dues are $25, $55 outside the U.S. The soci-
ety promotes the study of all postage and revenue stamps 
and stamped paper of the U.S. and U.S. administered areas. 
It offers a monthly journal and handbooks. Contact: Execu-
tive Secretary, Box 6634, Katy, TX 77491; e-mail: 
execsecretary@usstamps.org; website: www.usstamps.org.
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The 1930s saw the proliferation of souvenir sheets in U.S. 
philately. In the decade prior, there had only been one; be-
tween 1933 and 1937, there were seven (not counting the 
infamous “Farley’s Follies”). Not everyone was happy with 
these new issues, which were viewed  by many as being in-
tended merely for collectors instead of regular postage needs. 
Despite this, many of the sheets sold very well and remain 
attractive collectibles today.

One such souvenir sheet is the Byrd Antarctic Expedition 
II sheet of six, which was first placed on sale at the National 

Stamp Exhibition in New York City on February 10, 1934. 
Repeating the design of a 3-cent stamp issued the year prior, 
the souvenir sheet is imperforate and features a border with 
information about the sheet. The fact that Admiral Richard 
Byrd’s Second Antarctic Expedition had no intrinsic con-
nection to the city of New York lends credence to the claim 
that this souvenir sheet — and others like it — were released 
simply as a source of revenue for the U.S. Post Office Depart-
ment (leading to the outrage shown in the newspaper quote 
above).

The imperforate Byrd Antarctic Expedition 
souvenir sheet, Scott 735, which commemorated 
the 1934 National Stamp Exhibition.

“
The Westchester (N.Y.) 

County Chapter of the Ameri-
can Philatelic Society recently 
passed a resolution condemning 
souvenir imperforate sheets, as 
also did the Hackensack (N.J.) 
Philatelic Society. Collectors 
are mainly interested in stamps 
prepared for regular postal pur-
poses and in commemoratives 
of worth-while events, such as 
the Maryland or Green Bay, but 
have little use for such stamps 
as the Byrd Expedition or re-
cent Graf Zeppelin issues, which 
seem to have a purely commer-
cial background. Nevertheless 
they are obliged to buy these 
stamps to have their collections 
complete. 

— New York Herald 
Tribune, October 21, 1934

“
The newest and tallest hotel in New York … Right 

in the heart of the midtown business district…Near the 
theatres, too! Tunnel to the Pennsylvania Terminal. Ev-
ery room has radio with controlled-volume loudspeaker, 
bath and shower, Servidor and circulating ice water… 
Also Tower Suites with sky terraces. Four popular-priced 
restaurants … and Bernie Cummins and his New York-
ers … who tunefully render the latest lyrics of Broadway. 
500 rooms are as low as $3.50 a day. 500 more are $4.00 
a day. Suites from $11.00 up. 

— Women’s Wear Daily, January 14, 1930

Street scene in the 1930s of the New Yorker Hotel. 
Image courtesy of the New Yorker Hotel by Wyndham.
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The American Philatelic Society and 
American Philatelic Research Library’s 
own Tiffany Dinner this month is being 
held in a veritable 1930s landmark. The 
aptly named New Yorker Hotel opened 
on January 2, 1930 as the city’s largest 
and most impressive.

Constructed in Art Deco style simi-
lar to the nearby Empire State Building, 
the $22.5 million hotel (more than $315 
million today) towered 43 stories and 
contained 2,500 rooms. Over the de-
cades, the New Yorker remained a center 
of the city’s social life, hosting concerts 
by Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey, and housing count-
less actors, athletes, politicians, and other celebrities. It was 
also at the New Yorker Hotel that famed scientist and inven-
tor Nikola Tesla died in 1943.

Following a period of decline in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
hotel became home to the Unification Church of the United 
States before a massive renovation project in the 1990s re-

stored the structure to its original importance.
Since 2014, the New Yorker has been a part of the Wyn-

dham Hotels chain. Today, the New Yorker Hotel serves as 
a tribute and a testament to the unique energy of New York 
City in the 1930s.

There is no more fitting location for the APS and APRL’s 
Tiffany Dinner.

Resources
FDR and the Post Office: A Young Boy’s Fascination; A World Leader’s Passion 

(2006), by Anthony P. Musso. Published by AuthorHouse.
Franklin D. Roosevelt: the Stamp-Collecting President (1999), by Brian C. Bauer. 

Published by Linn’s Stamp News.
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Stamps of the United States, 1933–45 (1993), Pub-

lished by Linn’s Stamp News.
Archives of The New York Times and New York Herald Tribune newspapers.

The Author
Charles Epting is a recent graduate of the American 

Philatelic Society’s Young Philatelic Leaders Fellowship. He 
is the author of five books, and his articles have appeared in 
The American Philatelist, First Days, American Stamp Dealer 
& Collector, and other philatelic publications. Epting has ex-
hibited 1930s postal history, and specializes in the commem-
orative issues of the Roosevelt administration. He is currently 
employed by H.R. Harmer, where he is involved in philately 
and marketing.

STAMP LIBRARY RESOURCES

HTTP://CATALOG.STAMPLIBRARY.ORG

The following are available from the American Philatelic 
Research Library:

Hindenburg: An Illustrated History, by Rick Archbold. 
Published by Madison Press Books, Toronto (c1994), 229 pp., 
illustrated (many in color.) Oversized. HE6238 .A669h.

LZ 129 Hindenburg — The Complete Story (1932), by John 
Duggan, Zeppelin Study Group. Distributed in the U.S. by Al-
bum Publishing Co., 2002. HE6238 .D866Lh.

Hindenburg Crash Mail: The Search Goes On, by Arthur 
Falk. By the author (c1976). 64 pp. HE6238 .F191h.

Farley’s Follies  (1979) by Ralph L. Sloat, Federalsburg, 
Maryland. Bureau Issues Association. (Printed by J.W. Stow-
ell Printing Co.) 108 pp. G3701 .C734 S634f 1979.
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Dinner photo taken at 
the Hotel Astor during 
the Third International 
Philatelic Exhibition 
held in May 1936.


