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Jacob Perkins, from a bust in the possession of

4111116-11*. Perkins, Bacon & Co.

(Reprinted from a Melville Handbook.)

PERKINS
PRINTER of the PENNY BLACK
JACOB
(Note: The following article is reprinted from the May 1978

issue of the British publication The Philatelic Magazine, cour-
tesy of Kenneth Chapman, editor. It is the last work from the
pen of the late F. Marcus Arman, formerly curator of Britain's
National Postal Museum. Philatelists as well as syngraphists
are concerned with the work of Jacob Perkins, since he pioneered
intaglio printing methods for both stamps and paper money.
BRM)

by F. Marcus Arman

THE production of spurious bank notes is a most pro-
fitable business, than which few enterprises yield better
dividends. The snag is that one has to be careful not to be
caught, for judges take a serious view of forgers and
forgery. A century ago such offences were punishable by
death. It was the prevalence of bank note forgery in New
England shortly after the Declaration of Independence
which led Jacob Perkins of Newburyport, Massachusetts,
to seek ways of defeating the forgers. To that end he
became a security printer and after years of experiments
succeeded so well that when in 1819 the English banks
were seriously embarrassed by counterfeiters, Jacob and
his American partners emigrated from America to Eng-
land and set up in business as bank note printer. Twenty-
one years later Perkins' firm, then trading in London
under the name of Perkins, Bacon & Petch —and both
Bacon and Petch were also American citizens, printed the
world's first postage stamps, the famous "Penny Black"
of 1840, regarded by philatelists as the "Old Master".

How all this came about is a fantastic story. It might
never have happened if the villains of the eastern sea-
board of the United States had not been matched in their

villainy by the rogues of England. For it was this factor
alone which led Jacob Perkins and his American as-
sociates to emigrate to Britain at a time when the flow of
emigrants was almost entirely in the opposite direction.
In those early days of the 19th century, England, Ireland,
and Europe generally were exporting people across the
Atlantic at an alarming rate. The whole affair becomes
the more remarkable when one recalls that the former
British American colonies, now sturdily independent and
united, were still in what we should describe today as
"the emergent nation" class. Nevertheless, it was be-
cause Jacob Perkins had invented and mastered technical
processes unknown in Old England that he and his as-
sociates found scope for their experience in London.

The occasions which gave rise to the fraudulent manu-
facture of bank notes in the United States and in England
were, of course, very different. Inevitably, when a former
colonial territory achieves independence by force of arms,
the financial chaos which follows the breakdown of the
earlier monetary system will persist until an alternative
currency is provided by Government: and every new
currency must win for itself a reputation for trustworth-
iness. The gap between the Declaration of Independence
in 1776 and the founding of the U.S. Mint in Philadelphia
in 1792, naturally forced people to resort to barter.
"Foreign" paper money and specie had ceased to circu-
late and the few bank notes issued by private banks were
so poorly printed that any competent engraver could
copy them. In consequence, people looked suspiciously at
paper money and trade suffered accordingly. The spate of
forgery in Britain which greatly embarrassed the Eng-
lish, Irish and Scottish banks similarly arose because a
flood of paper money was needed to replace the gold coin-
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age which the Government had decreed must be with-
drawn and conserved to finance the wars against Napo-
leon. To enable trade to continue, "stop gap" bank notes
were printed on a lavish scale and, inevitably, quality suf-
fered and the forgers had a field day.
Absolute sameness essential

On both sides of the Atlantic the problem was, in essen-
tials, the same. It being an axiom of security printing
that every impression taken of a particular document
must be the same as every other impression of the same
document, Perkins recognized that he was up against a
problem of mass-production plus absolute sameness: for
without absolute sameness no tests of genuineness could
be applied to suspect notes. The prevailing method of
printing security documents from engraved copper plates
bedeviled the whole business for, copper being a soft
metal, only a limited number of impressions could be
printed without the plate becoming worn, so that the re-
cutting of the incised lines was essential. Since engraving
is so meticulous a craft, even a highly skilled workman
cannot precisely duplicate his own work let alone that of
another craftsman. A spurious bank note therefore, when
compared with a genuine one, can be identified: but once
variations are admitted the way is open to the forgers.

From 1803 onwards Perkins began to print notes from
a multiplicity of complex dies, each of which interlocked
precisely with its neighbors when assembled as a single
plate. As many as 64 separate dies were used for one note
and each of these dies carried an elaborate motive which
was part of the total design. Any failure of these multiple
die impressions to line up precisely was immediately de-
tectable. As a further precaution, Jacob produced a
"check plate" which, when laid across a suspect note, en-
abled one to see at a glance whether every line of the
printed impression was precisely correct. Within a year
Perkins further improved his process by hardening the
steel dies and plates, which made possible long runs of
identical documents. He wrote a booklet on stereotype
steel printing plates in 1806 giving details of his experi-
ments with security printing up to that time. All this en-
deavour was a success for in 1809 the State legislature
passed the Massachusetts Banking Act which enforced
the use of Perkins processes for the printing of all bank
notes in the State.

This legislative enactment virtually gave Jacob Per-
kins' firm — he had taken his brother Abraham into part-
nership — a monopoly for the printing of bank notes in
the State of Massachusetts. Affairs of business he left to
Abranam while he turned to other inventive interests,
which included further improvements in printing tech-
nology. About this time Jacob began a business asso-
ciation with his friend, the engraver Gideon Fairman,
who had served as a Colonel in the Light Infantry Corps
of the Washington Grays. Fairman's ability as a master
craftsman teamed well with Perkins' skill as an engineer.
In 1810 the two men published a series of copybooks for
learning penmanship, under the title, "Perkins's and
Fairman's Running Hand." These small eight-page book-
lets, some three inches high, were printed from steel
plates hardened by Perkins' patent process, and are
believed to be the first plate-printed books produced in
the United States. The only known specimen is held by

the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester, Mass.
At Perkins' suggestion, Fairman moved to Philadelphia
to promote interest in steel engraving in the city, where
he bought an interest in the established book-plate en-
graving firm of Murray and Draper.

Printing from engraved plates, as distinct from mov-
able type, has been a separate trade for almost three hun-
dred years. The essence of plate printing is that the en-
graver, using a sharp tool, marks the surface of a polished
metal plate. The printer then forces ink into those
"incised" scratches and then wipes the surface of the
plate clean, leaving ink in the incisions. Damp paper is
then laid on the plate and, under pressure, the ink is
transferred from the lines incised into the plate, on to the
surface of the paper. It is the process used to this day for
fine art prints and for security documents of all kinds. In-
evitably, therefore, the printing of bank notes and book il-
lustrations of quality was basically one and the same
thing.
Master die introduced

Plainly, Jacob had gone a long way towards the print-
ing of inimitable bank notes: his multiple dies in hardened
steel were a vast improvement on the copper plates pre-
viously in use but, even so steel plates eventually showed
signs of wear. He set to work, therefore, to develop a way
of transferring the engraving on a master die to the ser-
vice of as many printing plates as were required. He fore-
saw that if he could do this the problem of mass-produc-
ing an almost limitless number of identical prints of
security documents would be solved.

Two patents were taken out in 1813. The first was for
his Roller Transfer Press which transferred the image
from a hardened master die to a soft steel roller which
was subsequently hardened. This hardened roller was
then used to imprint the master die image on a printing
plate which, in its turn, was similarly hardened. As a by-
product of this ingenious idea the second patent that year
was for a roller device for shaping spoons from strips of
sheet silver. The action was much the same. Having ef-
fected a partnership in Fairman, Murray and Draper's
business in Philadelphia, Jacob commuted between Phila-
delphia and Newburyport. In conjunction with Murray,
further patents were obtained for a circular matrix
printing press and for a press for printing copper and
steel engravings. The establishment of the Second
National Bank of the United States being in the offing,
Perkins and his associates were anxious to get the
valuable contract to print its paper currency. However,
the establishment of the bank was delayed, but by the
summer of 1816 Jacob succeeded in having his plates ac-
cepted by the Federal Government for printing all the
notes of the new National Bank.

By this time Perkins was 50 years old and with his new
contract and the established business in Newburyport
managed by his brother Abraham, he should have been
comfortably off. Unfortunately, the Second National
Bank ran into financial difficulties which nullified any
permanent gain from the contract he had worked so hard
to get. Moreover, his affairs in Newburyport were in so
parlous a state that he had to sell most of his patent
rights and other interests. Other people reaped the
rewards of his diligence.
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Jacob comes to London
Meanwhile, his London agent, an American citizen

named Dyer, became increasingly aware of the potential
market in London for his skill as a security printer. Forti-
fied by the Bank of England's offer of a large cash prize
for a forgery-proof printing process, and after discussion
with Charles Bagot, the British Minister in Washington,
Jacob decided to seek his fortunes again in Old England.
Accompanied, therefore, by Gideon Fairman and a staff
of engravers and workmen, plus all the necessary
machinery and equipment, he set sail on May 31st,1819,
for Liverpool, England, whence the party went by coach
to London, the machinery following by coastal packet
boat.

One of the best known engravers in London, Charles
Heath, joined the new plate printing house which was
known under the title, "Perkins, Fairman & Heath". The
English, Scottish, and Irish provincial banks soon had
their notes printed by Perkin's inimitable process about
which he submitted a lengthy memorandum to the
Society of Arts and which was printed in the Society's
transactions. But the prize offered by the Bank of Eng-
land eluded him and that bank continued to print its own
notes, as it does to this day. However, what with the
printing from steel plates (hardened by Perkins' Patent
Process) of book illustrations, many of which reached him
through the engraver Charles Heath, who operated exten-
sively as an entrepreneur in the illustrated book trade,
plus the provincial bank note printing, the firm kept
busy. When George Murray died in Philadelphia, Fair-
man returned to the States to take his place in the re-
constituted bank note printing firm of Fairman, Draper,
Underwood and Co. His place in London was taken by
Joshua Butters Bacon, Perkins' son-in-law, who thereaf-
ter was the manager and kept the business together. An-
other American, H. P. Petch, was to join the partnership
later.

Perkins' financial interest in the London-based, flour-
ishing plate and bank note printing business was gradual-
ly eroded. He was forever conducting his engineering ex-
periments and by the time he retired in 1836 in his 70th
year he had few resources to sustain him in his old age.
Three years later when the British Government had re-
luctantly agreed to adopt Rowland Hill's plans for the re-
form of the nation's postal services it was Perkins'
inimitable printing process which won for his old firm,
then known as Perkins, Bacon and Petch, the contract for
printing the world's first adhesive postage stamps. If
Jacob played any part in the postage stamps story it was
in a purely advisory capacity. Be that as it may, the pro-
cess was his, and those first stamps in all the world re-
mained unchanged in essentials for thirty-nine years: the
only major difference was that the penny black changed
its color to red in 1841. All this, of course was long before
Perkins' death, which occurred in his 83rd year. The poor
man had outlived his days of useful inventiveness.

Despite Perkins' involvement in security printing the
real passion of his life was machinery. One suspects that
the printing press fascinated him only because it was a
functional piece of mechanism offering scope for his in-
ventive genius. Financial matters did not interest him
except in so far as they enabled him to go on with his
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work as an engineer-inventor. Again and again when he
had established a profitable business and his future
seemed assured, he sold his interest and concentrated on
further research and development work of his own
choosing. Between 1795 and 1838 he filed no less than 40
patents, 21 of them in the United States and 19 in Lon-
don.

It was George Washington himself who, in 1795, signed
the U.S. patent granted to Perkins for his Nail Making
Machine which stepped up the production of a possible
2,000 or so hand-forged tacks a day to a daily output of
some 200,000 nails. It was an achievement of great social
significance, for the demand for cheap nails in those
pioneering days was enormous. Perkins ought to have
made a fortune but he fell out with his partners because
he spent so much of the firm's time and resources im-
proving his machines rather than concentrating on pro-
duction and profits. This pattern was repeated again and
again in the course of his long life. In like circumstances
he lost his flourishing business as a fire engine manufac-
turer in Newburyport and his interest in printing bank
notes for the banks of New England. Finally, having es-
tablished himself with his American partners as a top
level security and plate printer in London, he mortgaged
that interest to finance his numerous experiments with
steam power and, in his old age, became dependent on
others.
Death, aged 83

Very little is known of Perkins after he retired from
business. He went in 1848 to live with his son Angier
March Perkins and daughter-in-law Julia in their house in
Regent Square. It seems likely that by then he was en-
feebled and house-bound. Angier recorded: "I have to
attend diligently to business in order to meet the heavy
calls for the support of my father, mother, sisters and
sisters' children as well as my own family." Jacob died on
July 30th, 1849, and was buried at Kensal Green,
London. He was 83 years of age.

While no fortune-maker, Perkins left a heritage of
achievements which few can equal. The security printing
firm he founded in London in 1819 became a limited com-
pany in 1887 under the direction of James Dunbar Heath,
a grandson of his old associate, Charles Heath, and was
later merged with W. W. Sprague & Company, now part
of the International Metal Box Company. His son
Angier's London-based business developed from central
heating systems into making bakers' ovens, the produc-
tion of refrigeration plants and a multitude of engineering
enterprises, many of which exploited and developed old
Jacob's ideas. Angler's son, Loftus, and his sons further
developed the business which was amalgamated with
Joseph Baker Sons & Company and is now the
multinational engineering firm, Baker, Perkins Holdings
of Peterborough with American, Canadian, and other
branches overseas.

And it all began with an obscure gold-smith's appren-
tice from Massachusetts who found in every mechanical
problem an irresistable challenge, the surmounting of
which mattered far more to him than success as a money
maker The reverberations of his achievements continue
to this day and for Jacob Perkins' contributions to our
civilization we should all be thankful.
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