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One of my thematic collecting areas is patents: the history of patents and of patents
for inventions, notable inventors and inventions, people who have worked, even
if for a short time, in Patent Offices, and so on. In recent years, I have tended to

specialise on the overlap between patents and philately, so I have an interest in, for example,
Congreve’s 1820 patent for compound colour printing, and Charles Whiting’s acquisition
of his patent around 1825. That’s when I discovered perfins. Most philatelists will have
come across perfins whilst browsing for new acquisitions or reading philatelic magazines.
According to Wikipedia, the name “perfin” refers to a stamp that has had initials or a name
perforated within it; this is not quite accurate as a definition, because a perfin could also
be any kind of symbol or image perforated into a stamp, not just letters or words. “Perfin”
is a contraction of perforated initials or of perforated insignia. Many philatelists collect
perfins, and the UK has a thriving society for such collectors, the Perfin Society, which
has its own website (www.perfinsoc.org.uk) and which, like so many philatelic societies,
produces a magazine, has meetings and runs auctions. It was founded in 1957 and has
about 300 members. Although its emphasis is on the UK and Commonwealth, it also
covers (and has members in) other countries. Great Britain was the first country to permit
perfins, in 1868, followed quickly by many other countries. Though first applied to just
stamps, the philatelic  use of perfins later spread to prepaid postcards, and other types of
postal stationery in the years that followed. Some perfins are very common and sell for a
few pence; others sell for hundreds of pounds, as we shall see. They are not seen nowadays
because they have been largely replaced by meter marks.

Why were perfins developed? They were an anti-fraud measure. These were the days
where all medium- and large- sized companies had a dedicated post room, which organised
both outgoing and incoming mail. Clearly, such post rooms needed a stock of stamps, no
doubt of various denominations, to operate. The danger was that post room staff could
and did purloin from these stamp stocks for one, or both of two reasons. Firstly, they could
use the stamps for their own private correspondence, and thereby save themselves the cost
of buying stamps. Secondly, they could exchange unused stamps for cash, as unused
stamps had become a type of small change. Indeed, in the UK, unused postage stamps
could be officially redeemed for cash at any post office. To reduce this problem of theft,
stamp-issuing authorities, beginning with the UK, permitted the use of perfins. Stealing
postage stamps which had a perfin and trying to sell them to a post office or any third
party quickly became impossible. Figure 1 shows a half penny (GB  SG49) used stamp
with a perfin spelling the word “Fox”. Most perfins comprised initials or other symbols
relating to the company that had them added. The Perfin Society has tried to translate as
many of such abbreviations into the full name of the organisation responsible for them as
possible. Another anti-fraud measure introduced at about the same time (I am not sure
exactly when) was the use of underprints, again a popular philatelic collecting area.

Let me now introduce you to the man who first benefited from the Post Office
permission for perfins, Joseph Sloper. Figure 2 shows an image of him. Sloper was born



Fig I: GB ½d with FOX
perfin

Fig 2: Joseph Sloper, reproduced with
permission from
www.collection.sciencemuseum.org.uk

Fig 3: Earliest
perfin patent

Fig 4: Potential uses for the invention



in 1812 and died in 1890. He was a moderately prolific inventor, with five British patents
and one US patent to his name. The first of his patents, nothing to do with perfins, was
issued in 1857. His earliest perfin patent (number 1985 of 1858) was his second patent;
this gave him a UK monopoly on all perfins using his equipment until 1872 (the
maximum lifetime for patents was 14 years in those days). His perfin patent (Figure 3)
has the interesting title” Indelibly Crossing or Marking Bankers’ Cheques, etc.”. The
patent specification states that the purpose of punching holes in the documents is to

“prevent erasures and fraudulent dealings”. Why is this title interesting? Because it makes
no mention of postage stamps (which were, of course, well established in 1858, the date
he got the patent). The text of the patent specification mentions the use of his invention
on railways tickets, bank notes, share certificates, turnpike tickets, pawnbrokers’ tickets,
and even personal linen! (See Figure 4, where Sloper described potential uses for his
invention.) However, there is no mention of postage stamps in either the patent’s text
or title, even though perfins in stamps became common once the Post Office had
approved their use, so there was clearly a pent-up demand for them. Not that it matters
to Sloper’s monopoly, but it seems he did not initially think his invention would be
needed or used on stamps. The fact that stamps were not mentioned in his original patent
seems odd when we see that the official history of his company (see below) noted that
in February 1868 he was lobbying the Postmaster General to authorise perfins. This
makes me think he gradually, over a period of ten years, became convinced that his
invention was particularly appropriate for postage stamps. He clearly recognised the
importance of his perforating method to stamp production when he obtained a US patent
(155,340, issued in 1874, and shown in Figure 5) entitled “Improvement in perforating
stamps”, which not merely only discussed stamps, but also noted that what is created
by the perforations could be letters, words or images. Incidentally, he obtained a second
relevant UK patent, 3,740 of 1872, on perforating paper (Figure 6). This, as for the US
patent, specifically states that his invention can be used to create perforated letters,
numbers and/or images, though it does not mention its use on postage stamps.  His 1872
UK patent may well have reasserted his dominance of the perfin business very soon
after his 1858 patent had expired.

So, by the time the use of perfins on postage stamps had received an official stamp
(sorry!) of approval, Sloper’s initial patent did not have many more years to run – four
to be precise (1868 – 1872). Nonetheless, by the time Sloper’s two patent monopolies
had finally, around 1888, expired, his company had established such a dominance that
it remained the most important UK manufacturer of perfin-creating parts for many years.
In 1878, Sloper set up a company called Sloper’s Patent Perforating Machines, but this
changed to J. Sloper & Co. Ltd. shortly afterwards. His company issued its own perfins
on “stamps”  in various colours with the perfin “J S”, and later “J S Co” as part of its
marketing efforts, no doubt liberally distributed to target organisations; examples can
be seen in Figure 7.

The importance of patents to the company he founded is made clear in a small booklet
issued by the company in 1958, to celebrate its centenary (Figure 8).  This official history
notes that Sloper founded his first company in 1858, but I do not know what it was
called. Nelson (see references) noted that the company was still active in 1967 but
probably folded soon after that, no doubt killed off by the popularity of  meter marks.
The official history notes that the Postmaster General issued a general instruction
approving the use of perfins in March 1868, followed by a remarkable announcement
dated March 1869 specifically recommending Sloper’s company, using the following



Fig 5: US Patent 1874

Fig 6: UK patent on perforating paper

Fig 7: Examples of Sloper’s own
company perfins



Fig 8: Company booklet 1958

Figs 9 - 10: Patents as
published in the company’s

official history



words: “Mr. Sloper, of Walbrook House, Walbrook, who has devised the machine,
would no doubt afford you information on the subject [of perfins]”. The history continues
with further extracts from later letters dated 1871-1876 addressed to Mr Sloper offering
support and encouragement for the use of his equipment by organisations. The history
also quotes from an 1894 letter from a group of large city firms to the Postmaster General,
stating that they strongly supported the use of Sloper equipment, having been shown it
by Mr. Percy Sloper (presumably Joseph Sloper’s son) of J. Sloper & Co., of  20 King
William Street, London E.C. The history concludes with a list of companies who at the
time the history was written used the Sloper system; this list includes many of what you
would call the great and the good; to my mind, the most interesting client was De La
Rue.

The importance of patents to the company is made clear by the two large
reproductions of the key Sloper patents - his 1858 original patent, and his later 3740 of
1872 (incorrectly described as 1871) in the company’s official history (Figures 9-10).
These were the patent documents held by the company, and readers will note the fact
that the patent documents issued to the patent owner are  much fancier than the copies
of patent documents obtainable by the public (for examples of these, see Figures three
and six).

I did say that perfins can be very expensive for philatelists. I give you Figure 11 to
ponder over.     �
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Fig 11:  A well-known dealer has (or had) this Sloper item for sale on his website


