
SYNOPSIS  
 
NICARAGUAN RAILWAY TICKET-BASED PROVISIONAL STAMPS & USES   
 
INTRODUCTION & PURPOSE 
 
Arguably the most misunderstood postal issues in Nicaraguan philately are the 1911-1912 
railway ticket-based provisionals. The listings in all general stamp catalogs and the Maxwell 
specialized Nicaragua stamp handbook are wrong in many regards (sequence and timing of issue, 
forgeries, issues never released, etc.). The “coupon myth” has permeated all of the listings. Until 
the die proof records of the manufacturer, Waterlow & Sons Ltd. became public in 1985, the 
mislabeling as coupons was unchallenged. The “coupon myth” likely arose by analogy to the 
Guatemalan rail bond provisional issue of 1886 – special stamps applied to rail bond coupon 
sheets. The Waterlow die book listing for 1900 of  “Nicaragua Rly Ticket 1st Class” and 
“Nicaragua Rly Ticket 2nd Class” is unambiguous. A photocopy of the listing and the only 
known die proofs are shown on page 2 of the exhibit. The “1” on the blue tickets and the “2” on 
the red tickets stand for 1st and 2nd class service, respectively. The wording on these stamps 
“FERRO-CARRIL DE NICARAGUA” means Railway of Nicaragua.  
 
Other major shortcomings in all catalog listings are due to the loss of most archival material in 
Nicaragua and to the prior lack of a critical mass of stamps and ticket / fiscal / postal / telegraph 
uses to put together the full picture of this complicated issue. The purpose of this exhibit is to 
correct catalog inaccuracies in the sequence and description of these issues and to demonstrate 
how the stamps were used on foreign and domestic mail. The material for this exhibit was 
gathered over 20 years from several living and deceased collectors and from philatelic estate and 
internet auctions. It includes all of the material from two other individuals’ much smaller 
exhibits. The great majority of postal uses known are shown in this exhibit (over 100 appear 
here). In addition to the presentation in this exhibit, the current exhibitor has begun formal 
publication of the findings in the philatelic journal of the Nicaragua Study Group (Nicarao, Vol. 
20, No. 3, p. 4-10, July 2011; Vol. 21, No. 2, p. 7-13, April 2012; Vol. 21, No. 4, p. 3-10, 
October 2012; and Vol. 22, No. 3, p. 3-5, July 2013). Interactions to correct catalog and 
handbook listings are ongoing. 
 
 
DESIGN OF THE EXHIBIT  & TREATMENT  
 
The railway ticket-based provisional issues can only be understood by describing the historical 
context and by illustrating the evolutionary sequence of their production and use. Nicaragua was 
bankrupt and in the middle of a civil war in 1911. The definitive stamps dated 1911 were being 
held for nonpayment. By mid-1911, the postal authorities had exhausted their supplies of 
obsolete definitive and fiscal issues overprinted for postal and telegraph uses. 
 
Millions of 1st and 2nd class railway tickets were produced for Nicaragua by Waterlow in 1890 – 
they had never been gummed and they were used on the railway in ways not documented in any 
surviving archive. Although the Nicaraguan railway was completed in 1886, no specific 
information about the use of any railway tickets is documented and most of the actual tickets 
known to have survived are shown on page 3 of this exhibit. 
 
Circa 1904, most if not all of these railway tickets had been overprinted “Timbre Fiscal, Value 
5c or 10c” on blue 2nd class or red 1st class tickets, respectively. A subset of these fiscals were 



further overprinted for use in the Bluefields and Cape Gracias a Dios (“Cabo”) Districts of the 
Department of Zelaya, which had a different, silver-based currency. Used railway ticket-based 
fiscal provisional stamps prepared for Bluefields are fairly common. Very few examples on 
fiscal paper have survived, just four postally used examples on piece are known, and only four 
covers with postal uses of these Bluefields fiscals are known. Three of these postally used covers 
and all four uses on piece are in this exhibit. And examples of the various Bluefields- and Cabo-
overprinted, railway ticket-based fiscal provisionals, which can be dated by reference to other 
overprinted issues used in Zelaya, are shown on pages 14 & 16. 
 
It has been stated repeatedly that the railway tickets were surcharged for fiscal use with two 
different styles of type in order to distinguish the silver from the paper peso currencies, i.e. for 
fiscal use in Zelaya or in the rest of the country, respectively. The supposition is that the 
TIMBRE FISCAL / 5 CENTS. and 10 CENTS. versus Timbre Fiscal / 5 Ctvs. and 10 Ctvs. 
wordings and distinctively different styles of type used for the surcharges were chosen so that the 
fiscals could be sent to and used in these very different (currency) parts of the country, and thus 
the revenues could be collected and accounted for in the two currencies. There is no direct 
evidence in favor of this postulate, and the fact that “B / Dpto. Zelaya” and “C” (for the district 
of Cabo) overprints were added to all four kinds of fiscal provisionals contradicts this oft-
repeated assertion (since these two approaches to indicate which fiscal stamps were for use in 
Zelaya would obviously be redundant). 
 
By mid-1911, the shortages of postal and telegraph stamps created a crisis and the postal 
authorities turned to the last remaining large source of postal “paper” – railway ticket-based 
fiscal provisionals. A surviving decree authorized the overprinting of two million of these fiscals 
to produce the initial postal and telegraph provisional issues. But when the local authorities made 
trial printings of postal overprints over the fiscal overprints already there, the postal information 
on the more plentiful blue 2nd class ticket-based fiscals was nearly impossible to read. So a 
decision was made to apply the 2 centavos(c), 5c, and 10c postal overprints on the un-gummed 
backs of these blue fiscal provisionals. Although the postal overprint would have been more 
easily seen on the fronts of the red 1st class ticket-based fiscals, there were not enough of this 
color to satisfy all of the needs, so the 15c postal overprints were also (likely for the sake of 
consistency) added on the backs.  
 
Since the stamps had no gum, and since the postal overprints on the back had no “stamp” design 
visible, it was decreed that these 1st postal provisionals were to be only partially attached to 
correspondence so their veracity could be confirmed by inspection. This mandate was interpreted 
variously and over time it was virtually ignored. The only three covers known where folded 
stamps were cancelled on cover, which represents one interpretation of this mandate, are shown 
in this exhibit. Many covers have missing or reapplied stamps. These 1st provisional stamps and 
covers are the most common of the railway ticket-based postal provisionals; 88 of the 104 
covers, post cards, and wrappers in this exhibit have 1st provisional stamp uses.  
 
The initial issue of 10c and 15c telegraph stamps were produced from the same stocks of blue 2nd 
class railway ticket-based fiscals by similarly overprinting on the backs. Telegraph stamps for 
use in the Bluefields District of the Department of Zelaya had a “B” added in the overprint 
setting. Used 1st provisional telegraph stamps are common. The two covers with the only known 
postal uses of railway ticket-based telegraph provisionals are in this exhibit.  
 
By October/November of 1911, there were shortages of some of the postal values, plus official 
stamps were needed. Additional trial printings with a new 5c postal setting printed with red ink 



on the fronts of blue 2nd class ticket-based fiscals were found to be unsatisfactory (3rd postal 
provisional issue). And another trial printing with a new postal setting (5c and 10c values) was 
also done on the backs of red 1st class ticket-based fiscals (4th postal provisional issue).  No 
unambiguous postal use of a 3rd or 4th postal provisional stamp is known and it is doubtful 
whether either of these issues was released to the public. The difficulties experienced with postal 
use of the 1st provisional issue likely led the postal authorities to abandon any attempt to repeat 
these same approaches with the 3rd and 4th postal issues. 
 
Given that the experience of using stamps with postal overprinting on the backs had been 
deemed unsatisfactory, only the remaining stocks of red 1st class railway ticket-based 
provisionals – including material initially set aside as “printer’s waste” – were used to produce 
limited numbers of stamps for additional, smaller postal, official and the 2nd telegraph issues. 
During the last week of 1911, payment was arranged for the release of the embargoed stocks of 
1911 definitives, so the railway ticket-based postal and telegraph provisionals were withdrawn. 
The railway ticket-based official provisionals were still needed and were used throughout 1912; 
12 of the 15 official uses that have survived are shown in this exhibit. 
 
It is very likely that the original railway tickets were printed in sheets of 120 (12x10) and before 
the fiscal provisionals were overprinted each of the sheets was torn into six 20-stamp panes (4x5) 
that fit the crude printing press available in Nicaragua. Selvage is almost always completely 
absent. Although different colors of ink were sometimes used, relatively decent type quality and 
care in preparing the settings characterize the fiscal overprints. But the type quality and care 
taken when printing the 1st provisionals resulted in hundreds of major and minor varieties being 
produced. The orientation of the 20-stamp panes in the printing press (up or down in relation to 
the original tickets), on both the front and backs, was not carefully controlled, so the number of 
combinations is immense. Whenever available, 20-stamp panes are used in this exhibit to 
illustrate the positions of major and minor type varieties and to elucidate the origins of normal 
versus inverted overprint combinations, front and backs, found on individual stamps. 
 
There was often confusion about the actual postal rates during the second half of 1912. There is 
no archival information known defining the actual postal rates during this period, and the issue is 
further obscured by shortages of the correct denominations of stamps and permissive or careless 
postal clerks. Based on studies of surviving correspondence, the domestic and foreign rates 
before December 17 (10c and 35c, respectively) were based on a 15 gram (g) weight step. 
Beginning on that date, the domestic (15c) and foreign (50c) postal rates were based on a 20g 
weight step. The registration (20c) and acknowledgement of receipt (35c) fees were also 
increased on December 17th (to 30c and 50c, respectively); postcards went from 10c to 15c. 
There is very little information about the rates for unsealed, printed papers, or wrappers during 
this period.  
 
The fact that all postal (including official) and telegraph overprints occur on fiscal provisional 
stamps, that some 3rd official issue stamps, which themselves were created from 1st postal 
provisionals, were later converted for general postal use (6th postal issue), and that the 2nd 
telegraph issue was created by overprinting 1st postal provisional stamps clearly demonstrates the 
interconnectivity of these railway ticket-based issues. The inclusive approach employed to 
elucidate the complexities of these railway ticket-based provisional issues is justified since it 
provides the best way to thoroughly comprehend the subject. 






































