Elsewhere: U.S.P.S — Smiles, Frowns, Upside Downs

The United States Postal Service has published online a detailed glossary of postal terms [A–G, H–P, Q–Z]. Many of these terms are dry and technical (“Auxiliary Service Facility” or “Remote Encoding Center”), but a few are noteworthy — including the very splendid distinctions between “accidental deviations from the uniform alignment of envelopes” — Smiles, Frowns, and Upside Downs. 

Balloon | A huge sack or pouch of mail. Basket | A canvas container used for hauling and distributing all mail classes. (Also called cart, gondola, gurney, or hamper.) Bulkie | A regular-size envelope that contains an object making the mailpiece nonmachinable (such as a pen, film roll, or thermometer). Bum | A bundle of empty sacks or pouches. Chunk | A small parcel. Commingle | To integrate dissimilar mail (such as subscriber and nonsubscriber copies, machinable and irregular parcels) into the same mailing. Deadhead | A vehicle that travels without mail. To retrace part of a route without delivering mail, such as along a street with houses on one side only. Dead Mail | Mail that is undeliverable as addressed and cannot be returned to the sender (usually because there is no return address on the piece). Depredation | The term used by the Inspection Service for robbery or pilfering of funds from the mail. Dump Up | To empty sacks and pouches on a worktable or other sorting surface (such as a dumping table). Elbow and Eyeball | To open and examine the interior of a presumably empty sack to ensure that it does not contain mail trapped inside. Face | The side of a mailpiece with the delivery address. Also to arrange mail in a uniform orientation; that is, with the delivery address facing forward and the postage stamp, meter stamp, or permit imprint positioned in the upper right corner. Hit | To postmark mail with a hand-stamped cancellation. Jog | To hit or shake a handful of mailpieces against a hard surface to align their edges. Killer Bars | The parallel lines that extend to the right of the circular postmark for canceling the postage stamp so that it cannot be reused. The lines are part of most standard machine and hand-stamped cancellations. 

Lawn Crossing | The practice of taking a shortcut across the customer’s lawn during delivery; it is permitted unless it is hazardous or the customer objects. Nixie | A mailpiece that cannot be sorted or delivered because of an incorrect, illegible, or insufficient delivery address. A nixie clerk specializes in handling this mail. Rebuts | (French) Undeliverable or refused international mail being returned to sender. Retrace | The part of a rural route traversed twice by the rural carrier. To travel past the part of the route already served. Riffle | Mail prepared so that 10 or more contiguous mailpieces are addressed to the same ZIP Code destination. Also, to check that mail is in ZIP Code sequence by thumbing quickly through the top of a tray of mail or along the side of a bundle of mail. (Mail that is easy to riffle is called rif.) Sacs Vides | (French) Empty foreign mail equipment, literally “empty sacks.” Saratoga | A deep canvas and leather satchel used for mail collection. Shake out | To empty mail from sacks and pouches. Skin Sack | A sack or pouch containing a small amount of mail. Smiles, Frowns, and Upside Downs | The accidental deviations from the uniform alignment of envelopes on a facer-canceler or letter sorting machine. When the back of the envelope faces the machine or operator, it is either a smile (flap makes a V) or a frown (flap is inverted); when the address side faces the machine but is inverted, the envelope is called an upside down. Strap Out | To bundle letters and flats with straps or rubber bands, keeping them in delivery sequence. Tap | To gather mail from a collection box. Tour of Duty | A USPS employee’s scheduled duty hours during a workday or workweek. (Also called shift or trick.) Valentine | A test card that delivery supervisors leave in collection boxes to ensure that mail is pulled on schedule. 

