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Perkins, Bacon and Perforations

PIN  PERFORATIONS

Perkins, Bacon were slow to accept that the perforation of their stamps was an important fea-
ture.  The stamps of Great Britain had been perforated as a standard since October 1853 in 
respect of most Revenue stamps and since early 1854 in respect of all Postage stamps.

The Henry Archer patent for a comb perforation machine was owned by the Inland Revenue.
The Archer machine itself had been a failure but the firm of David Napier & Co had supplied 
the Inland Revenue with a number of most efficient comb perforators.  The Inland Revenue 
had agreed that a number of overseas administrations could also be supplied by Napier but 
consistently refused permission to any British based printer, including Perkins, Bacon.

In 1858, Perkins, Bacon had experimented with a rotary perforation or rouletting machine 
made by Bemrose of Derby but this was not successful, although similar machines were used 
very successfully over long periods within the USA.

Nevertheless they were under pressure from several Colonies to supply perforated stamps and, 
in June 1859, they had to resort to perforating a supply of stamps for Trinidad 
and a small order for Barbados by means of pin perforation.  This involved us-
ing a metal rule and a wheel and was an extremely laborious process.  In the 
letter attached to the delivery to Barbados the company wrote “In the present 
instance it took 14 days to apply that operation to the stamps, each sheet requiring 23 
careful operations, and we are ashamed of the price we have to charge to pay ourselves 
for doing it.”

There are two different gauges of pin wheels, measuring a gauge of 12½ and 13½ - 14.  Very 
rarely a compound of the two is found.  These are the first officially perforated stamps of the 
British Empire.

Pin perf. 12½

Pin perf. 13½ - 14

Pair enlarged to show the small cross cuts that are the identifying feature of the pin perforation

Pin perf. 13½ - 14
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Perkins, Bacon and Perforations contd/.

“A” MACHINE - LINE PERFORATIONS-FROM 1860

Perkins, Bacon’s first operational perforating machine, the so-called “A” machine, was pur-
chased from James Griffiths in June 1860 and, for the next 20 years or so, it was operated by 

the admirable Miss Stewart with remarkable accuracy.  Her perforating records 
form part of the Perkins, Bacon Archives and we thus have a clear insight into 
the perforating work done by Perkins, Bacon over a very long period.  The A ma-
chine was a line perforator with a gauge of 14 - 16 (although the Gibbons cata-
logues identify these differently from country to country, despite there being 
only the single machine).  Almost certainly the first stamps to be perforated were 
the stamps of Trinidad and Queensland, although there are gaps in the perforat-
ing records of the very earliest period.

The perforating pins wore quickly and the early clean cut perforations deteriorated through an 
intermediate stage to the familiar rough per-
forations seen on the stamps of most Colo-
nies.  Comparison of delivery dates against 
the quality of perforations allows an accu-
rate picture to be constructed of the state of 
the A machine at any given period.

In June 1872 the A machine underwent ma-
jor refurbishment, with many of the work-
ing parts being replaced and a new plate, 
guide and top plate being fitted.  This
changed the character of the subsequent
perforations considerably.

1860
“A” machine

Clean cut
perf. 14-16

1861 to 1871 - Rough perf 14-16 by the “A” machine

“A” machine - refurbished state
Used from late 1872
Pins make very small holes

February 1874
wmk. Large Star sideways

Line perf. 15 - Intermediate

December 1879
wmk. Small Star upright

Line perf. 15 - Rough
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Perkins, Bacon and Perforations contd/.

“B” MACHINE - LINE PERFORATIONS-FROM 1862

The “B” machine was acquired by Perkins, Bacon from John Francis, Islington in May 1862 
and was again a line perforator, with a gauge of 11 - 12.  The length of the arm was shorter 
than that of the A machine and therefore could not fully perforate the tall 240 set sheets.  It 
was therefore generally reserved for those stamps produced in smaller sheet sizes.  Apart from 
a few experimental uses for Antigua, Bahamas and Grenada, the Colonies for which this ma-
chine was used were Barbados, St. Vincent and Turks Islands.

1862 to 1882 - Perf. 11-12 by the “B” machine

“B” machine compound with the “A” machine

1862 to 1882 - Perf. 11-12 by the “B” machine

Proof
only
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Perkins, Bacon and Perforations contd/.

SOMERSET HOUSE– NAPIER COMB PERFORATIONS- COLONIAL USE FROM 1859

All postage stamps and most revenue stamps issued by Great Britain, whether printed by Per-
kins, Bacon or De La Rue, were perforated by the Napier comb perforators at Somerset House 
up until the summer of 1880, when De La Rue purchased the Napier machines from the 
Inland Revenue.  Somerset House also perforated a significant proportion of the colonial work 
printed by De La Rue.  However, Perkins, Bacon only had occasional access to these comb per-
forators for their colonial work, at times when their normal resources were stretched beyond 
their ability to cope

The requests by Perkins, Bacon for Somerset House to perforate their sheets often caused 
problems.  The accuracy of the placing of individual images 
upon the printing plates is much more critical when the finished 
sheets are being perforated by a comb perforator rather than a 
line perforator.  This was a recurring area of complaint when it 
came to the perforating of the Perkins, Bacon stamps of Great 
Britain.  Use of wetted paper and generally smaller Colonial
plate sizes all made for difficulties when it came to perforations.

The following Perkins, Bacon colonial printings were perforated at Somerset House:-

Natal 1859 1d, 3d 1861 3d
Western Australia 1861 1d, 2d, 4d
Queensland 1861 1d, 2d
Liannos Post 1865 5p, 20p, 40p
Barbados 1873 3d, 5/- 1874 ½d, 1d
Grenada 1875 1d, Revenue 1d to £1 1879 Revenue 1d, 2d, 4d, 2/-

OTHER PERKINS, BACON PERFORATIONS

For the April 1881 postage issues of Grenada and the last issue of Grenada Revenue stamps 
(values between 1d and £1) Perkins, Bacon resorted to a new perforator about which very little 
is known.  This is the only known use; it produced intermediate to rough perforations gauging 
14¼ with small holes and is distinct from any other.  From Miss Stewart’s records it is certain 
that she did the perforating of these stamps, but using which machine is uncertain.

Somerset House
Comb perf. 14

1881 - Perkins, Bacon mystery machine - Line perf. 14¼
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January 1862
Crown Colony contracts move to De La Rue

Relations between the Crown Agents and Perkins, Bacon had often been strained.  Perkins, 
Bacon may have been wonderful craftsmen, producing beautiful siderographic images but 
their commercial efficiency was not of a similar quality.  The Perkins, Bacon Archives contain 
numerous frustrated letters complaining about late delivery, poor quality, and wrong deliver-
ies.  Eventually, for those Colonies for which they had authority, the Crown Agents required 
Perkins, Bacon to surrender the dies and plates, which were then passed to De La Rue.

Thus, in January 1862, the Crown Agents contracts for Bahamas, Cape of Good Hope, Cey-
lon, Mauritius (although no printings were subsequently made from the Perkins, Bacon
plates), Natal, St. Helena, St. Lucia, Trinidad and Western Australia moved to De La Rue.
Perkins, Bacon were left with those contracts which had been awarded directly by the Colony.
These were Barbados, Grenada, St. Vincent and, later, Antigua and Turks Islands.

The signs are that De La Rue were not particularly organised for the arrival of all the addi-
tional Perkins, Bacon plates.  These were plates made for a printing process that they did not 
favour and many were of non-standard sheet sizes and formats.  De La Rue did their best over 
the years to persuade individual Colonies to adopt stamps printed by their favoured letterpress 
method.  However, most chose for many years to retain their familiar designs.

Appendix B identifies the chronology of the production of plates and stamps by Perkins, Ba-
con, as well as showing the date when production was transferred to the Colony or to De La 
Rue.
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FRAME 36 NO WATERMARK- IMPERF., PERF. 11½ - 12, PERF. 11 & PERF. 13 - 1862/63
Most of these early De La Rue printings are scarce, especially in fine condition.  The large 
holes of the 1862-63 issues of Bahamas and Trinidad produced by the 11½-12 line perforator 
are instantly recognisable.  The line perf. 11 machine seems to have been used as a quality 
check to remedy missing rows of perforations and its use is rare.  The Ceylon 10d value pro-
vides the only example of a stamp printed by Perkins, Bacon and perforated by De La Rue.

The first printings by De La Rue were on unwatermarked paper.  These early issues are very 
distinctive; the colours are generally unlike later issues and the quality of the printing is nor-
mally rather blurred.  Perforating obviously presented a problem to De La Rue, most of whose 
other production at that time would have been perforated at Somerset House on the Napier 
comb perforators.

The whole nature of De La Rue’s production process and sheet format and sizes had been 
built around compatibility with these comb perforators.  For the less accurately laid down Per-
kins, Bacon plates in unusual sizes, they had to resort to line perforators and in the first year 
three separate line perforating machines were in use.  Print runs were small and create one of 
the most rarely seen and interesting periods of any of De La Rue’s Colonial work.

Some, such as the triangular issues of the Cape of Good Hope were not perforated, as were, 
rather unexpectedly, the first 1d and 4d values of St. Helena.  The St. Helena were printed in 
sheets of 240 in 20 rows of 12 stamps and the reason for their being left imperforate remains a 
mystery.

Line perf. 11 at left and line perf. 11½-12

1862-63
Line perf. 11½-12

1863
Line perf. 13
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FRAMES 37 TO 39 CROWN CC WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 12½ -FROM 1863
FRAMES 40 TO 41 CROWN CC WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 14 -FROM 1876 

The main attraction to this period is the wonderful variety of colours which comes from 
the increased use of aniline dies from Germany.  An interesting feature of the Crown 
CC paper period is how often it was printed on the reverse side of the paper, producing 
the watermark reversed varieties.  The paper was designed for letterpress printing and it 
seems that for line engraved printing it printed better on the “wrong” side.

According to the De La Rue records, the new dandy roll for the Crown CC paper was proba-
bly invoiced in August 1862.  The format of the dandy roll produced 3 sheets each of 240 
units divided into 4 panes of 60.  The charge for this large piece of equipment was £95, includ-
ing its own case.  From the analysis of the printing records it appears that no stamps were 
printed on this new paper until early 1863.  However, having moved from unwatermarked pa-
per to the Crown CC paper, all subsequent De La Rue printings from Perkins, Bacon plates 
were on Crown CC paper, until 1881/82 when the new Crown CA paper was introduced.

By late 1863, for those stamps not perforated at Somerset House, De La Rue were using a stan-
dard perforation that was to last them for the next dozen years.  It was a line perforator which 
gave a gauge of 12½ and was used across all Colonies until 1876 when, in the interests of stan-
dardisation, the gauge was changed to 14, again a line perforator.  Some of the most varied 
and attractive shades come from this period, when the availability of aniline dies began to have 
a significant effect on ink technology.

The Perkins, Bacon plates for Ceylon taken over by De La Rue presented special problems as 
the design was larger than the normal and the plates were made up of 240 subjects in a single 
pane.  The plate was larger than could be comfortably accommodated by the Crown CC pa-
per.  The invoices at the time show an intriguing solution in that De La Rue were printing 
from only part of the plate, since the units per sheet were identified as 228 (19 rows of 12) and 
sometimes 216 (18 rows 12).  This was not a satisfactory long term solution and De La Rue 
commissioned a special pair of new watermark moulds, which were invoiced on 27th October 
1866.  Each mould was for two sheets of paper of 240 units each sheet.  The later Ceylon pa-
per was therefore hand made in moulds rather than being machine made using a dandy roll.

A conundrum concerns the stamps printed by De La Rue for St. Helena.  Here the question is 
why these were not printed on the new special “Ceylon” paper.  There was only a single plate, 
for the 6d value, and all other values were achieved by printing the 6d in different colours and 
surcharging with a new value.  The design were the same larger size and the plate was the same 
240 set as the Ceylon plate but was never, it seems, printed on the special Ceylon paper, as 
shown from certain printing invoices, where the practice was continued of printing from only 
part of the plate.

1863 - Line perf. 12½
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CONTD/.

FRAMES 37 TO 39 CROWN CC WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 12½ -FROM 1863
FRAMES 40 TO 41 CROWN CC WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 14 -FROM 1876 

This period shows the increased use of chemical dyes, which produce a spectacular range of 
bright (aniline) colours.

Wmk. Crown CC
Line perf. 14

Wmk. Crown CC
Line perf. 12½
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FRAMES 42 TO 45 CROWN CA WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 14 & COMB PERF. 14 -FROM 1882
CROWN CA WATERMARK- LINE PERF. 12 -OCCASIONAL FROM 1882
De La Rue as a company were ruthless in driving for greater efficiency in all they did.  By 
the time that the Crown CA paper came into use, the standardisation meant that greater 
uniformity was the rule in terms of colour and perforations.

Before about April 1882 the Crown CC watermark paper for all the colonial contracts had 
been ordered directly by De La Rue from the paper mill and charged for in their overall price.
The agreement with the mill was that all surplus paper was to be pulped.  However, it became 
apparent that the pulping was not being done and, in mid-1881, the Crown Agents took over 
the ordering of the paper and the supplying of it to the printers, for which De La Rue reduced 
their overall printing prices.

As part of this change in procedure, the Crown Agents ordered a change to paper which was 
in future to be watermarked Crown CA.  De La Rue had written to the Crown Agents on 22nd

March 1881 explaining that Messrs. Turner & Co., the papermakers of Roughway Mills, had 
identified that the original dandy roll made in 1862 was becoming worn out.  It was suggested 
that a new dandy roll should be made and that it should be slightly larger than the previous 
one.  The new dandy roll produced Crown CA watermarked paper and was designed to pro-
duce 4 sheets each of 240 units divided into 4 panes of 60.  The charge for this was £105, in-
cluding its own case.  The invoice for its supply was dated 29th June 1881.  From 1882 on-
wards the great majority of De La Rue colonial contracts used this paper.

Wmk. Crown CA
Line perf. 12

Wmk. Crown CA
Line perf. 14

Wmk. Crown CA
Comb perf. 14


