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Letterboxing Handout 1

Frequently Asked Questions

What is letterboxing?

Letterboxing is an activity that has been around for many, many years. It started in England around the 1850’s & then spread to the U.S. around the 1990’s. It is a nice blend of enjoying the outdoors, stamp collecting, puzzle solving, orienteering & fun. A letterbox can be almost any non-glass container that can hold at least a rubber ink stamp & some paper as a logbook.  It may also include a pen or pencil, a note about letterboxing & an inkpad.  A person uses clues to find a letterbox, and then they take an impression of the stamp that is in the letterbox & stamp it into their personal logbook. Then, they use their own ‘signature stamp’ & mark it in the logbook of the letterbox. 

Where are letterboxes hidden?

These containers have been hidden all over the world by other letterboxers. Mostly, the traditional boxes are in public parks, but they can also be in urban areas, along highways, or even on private property.  There are also ‘virtual letterboxes’ on the internet & “hitch-hikers” that will be discussed in a moment. 

Where do I get clues?

Once a box is placed, clues can be made available in a few different ways. The traditional way is strictly word of mouth. Before the internet, the only way to pass along clues was face to face, most likely in a pub setting. Another way is to place clues to a box inside a different box (more on this later). The most common way now, is to submit them to the letterboxing.org website by clicking on the link at the bottom of the home page. Once clues are posted, they show up on the letterboxing website at www.letterboxing.org. For more detail, see “clues” below. Clues can be really easy & straightforward, leading you right to the box. They might also be very cryptic, giving you some sort of a puzzle to solve, or they may give you very little info. Most are somewhere in between. Many require the use of a compass. See: www.learn-orienteering.org/old/ 

What do I need to get started?

1. A ‘signature’ stamp. This is the image you will leave behind in the logbooks of the letterboxes you find. You can go to the store, and find a rubber stamp that you like, or you can carve your own. How to carve is discussed on several websites. There are links to these sites on the talk list’s home page.

2. A logbook. Any unlined book will do, but I recommend a book that is small enough to easily carry, but big enough for the stamps to fit on. Most letterbox stamps are not bigger than 3”x5”, but a few are. I also recommend that you use a type of paper that will absorb ink well without smearing or showing through. A stiff backing on the book is a plus & will make it easier to get a good image transfer. 

3. An inkpad. Some letterboxes have inkpads in them, but don’t count on it. inkpad type is personal preference, but there are a few types of ink. Pigment inks are more like paint & take longer to dry, so your images may smear if you close your book too soon. I prefer the dye based pads, because they dry quickly. If you’re in doubt, ask someone at the store to show you which inks dry quickly and don’t require heat to set. Do get a raised pad for large stamps.

4. A compass. Many clues require you to read a compass. I recommend a Silva brand. You will need a compass that has a movable ring with the degrees marked on it. A clear base is a bonus, because you can set it on a map and see which way you need to go. Wal-Mart has them for under $10 There are several websites available about how to use them, but a few minutes with someone who knows is best. 

5. Bag, pack or pouch. You’ll need some way to carry your supplies. If you are going for the DSA letterboxing badge for your dog, your dog will be carrying the supplies. 

6. Clues. To get clues to boxes in your area, go to www.letterboxing.org and click on the big red book. Then click on your state & area. Some areas have more boxes than others. If you are unlucky enough to be in an area that doesn’t have many boxes, make your own. It is said that “if you plant them, they will come” meaning that if you place some boxes in your area, others will get interested in the activity & plant their own. In just one year, the Cincinnati Ohio area went from about 25 boxes to over 250 boxes! 

7. Name. Many letterboxers use a ‘code name’ when they sign in to letterboxes. This is not required. If you prefer, you can use your real name. The code name can be anything. Don’t worry that you might copy someone. The odds that you will pick the same name as someone else in your area is slim. For examples of ‘code names’, you can look at the messages archived on the letterboxing talk list or the list of members at www.groups.yahoo.com/group/letterbox-usa    

Are there rules?

The fun thing about letterboxing is that there are very few rules!  

· The biggest rule is to ‘leave no trace’. This means that when you go looking for a box, no one should be able to tell that you have passed through the area. If you find that a letterbox is placed in such a way that you have to trample a lot of vegetation or disturb the area, pass up the box & report it on the talk list. 

· Be sure to pick up your trash (& the trash of others when possible). 

· Always clean up after your dog. 

· Don’t harass wildlife. 

· Be careful… watch for steep drop offs, snakes, poison ivy, hunters, wild animals, traffic, etc. 

· There should be no digging involved in finding a letterbox, but you may need to pick up a rock or two.

· Be discrete when looking for & replacing boxes so that non-letterboxers don’t see where they are hidden.
· Have fun!! Even if you can’t find a box, the walk & views you saw to get to the hiding spot can be worth the trip!  

Note: In some areas, the public parks are banning or putting restrictions on letterboxing activities. They are doing this, because a few ‘bad apples’ have not respected the ‘leave no trace’ rule & they are a hazard to the endangered vegetation & off trail areas. Don’t be a ‘bad apple’, respect the area. If a box is placed during the Winter, the placer may not realize that fragile vegetation is in the area. Anyone locating a box that is in an area that does not respect the Leave No Trace rules or the park’s rules, please contact the placer &/or the talk list. We need to work WITH the parks, not against them.

Should I keep my stamps a secret?

This is up to you. Some people like the secretive nature of letterboxing & keep the stamps they have found to themselves. Others like to show off the stamps they have found. Some people don’t want their surprise spoiled by seeing what a stamp looks like prior to finding a box. Others prefer to know what the stamp looks like before they search for it. 

What is a ‘P’, ‘F’, ‘X’, and ‘E’?

When you look at messages posted to the talk list, you may notice these letters (followed by numbers) after people’s signatures. 
“P” stands for placements. This is the number of boxes the person has placed for others to find. 
“F” stands for finds. This is the number of boxes the person has found. 
“X” is for exchange. Whenever you attend a gathering or meet other letterboxers on the trail, you can ‘exchange’ your signature stamp images (not the actual stamps(). You will know other boxers by the ink on their fingers ( or you can ask them “Do you know what LBNA is?” (Letterboxing North America)  

“E” is for events. Events are organized gatherings of letterboxers. The number after the ‘E’ is the number of events the person has attended. How you count these items (or if you count them) is up to you. 
There are no rules. You can also count other things, like “A” attempts, “L” lizards, “HH” hitchhikers, - - or whatever you like to count (
Hitch hikers, Cuckoo Clues, Mystery Boxes, & Virtual boxes.

There are many types of boxes besides the ones hidden in containers for you to find. How (or if) you count these as finds is up to you.

· Hitchhikers: These are stamps that travel. Most have their own logbooks & are bagged or contained separately from the contents of the letterbox they are hiding in. If you find a letterbox that has an ‘extra’ stamp, check to see if it is a hitchhiker. If it is, you have the option of leaving it where you found it, or taking it with you & putting it in another letterbox. If you move it, contact the owner (or the list) to mention where it was found. Don’t give away where you placed it though (  Be sure it is stamped into the box where it was found and that you stamp it into the box where you place it. Also be sure that the stamp images from the letterboxes made it into the logbook of the hitchhiker.

· Cuckoo Clues: A Cuckoo Clue is a clue to another letterbox that moves from existing box to box by the last person who found it, with space on the clue for the finder to stamp their stamp and the stamp of the box it is traveling too. Similar to a hitchhiker, except that it is the clues that move, not the stamp. 

· Mystery Boxes: These boxes have very limited clues or very cryptic puzzles. They are generally difficult to solve, but once solved, the box can be easily found. 

· Virtual Boxes: These are listed on the website as well. Usually, they require you to solve clues & go to a specific location. Once you have visited the location, you let the clue keeper know & then you have to answer questions about the area. Once that is done correctly, the clue keeper will send you a stamp image. This makes the activity available to people who don’t have time to maintain a real ‘box’ or who are physically unable to get out & hide or look for boxes. Other virtual boxes just require internet research to solve clues. They are great for days when the weather is really bad.

· Postal Boxes: These are boxes that travel via the US postal system. They usually have a stamp and logbook as well as a list of addresses and people that want to receive it. To get on the lists for postal boxes, watch the talk list for announcements of new postal boxes and then send your info to the person that is starting the box. Don’t send your address to the mail talk list, you never know who might be perusing the list, since it’s open to the general public. 

Enjoy Letterboxing, but consider yourself warned, IT IS ADDICTING! (
