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Plate from “An Essay on the General Principles and Present Practice of Banking in England and Scotland”, 
T. Joplin, 6th edition, 1827.

The well known 1d Black background is quite likely to have been engraved in the USA prior to 1819.
It was reprinted for the book “The essays, proofs, colour trials & re-prints of the line-engraved postage 

stamps of Great Britain printed by Perkins, Bacon & Co.”,
Sir Edward Denny Bacon, KCVO, 1936

Perkins, Bacon stock background design for Bank Notes and Stamps
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Introduction

This display is a collection of items whose unifying feature is that they have a connection with 
Perkins, Bacon.  The story is the story of the printer and their work from 1819 to about 1890 
plus some later miscellaneous items such as printer’s samples, reprints and related forgeries.
The subject is a large one and much is missing, although I hope that much of interest will be 
found.

I came to the study of the stamps of Perkins, Bacon relatively recently, although I have col-
lected Queensland for 30 odd years.  It was when I was acting as peer review on the book 
Joshua Bacon, The Printer of Banknotes and the First Postage Stamps by David Rowse that I first be-
came fully aware of the story of the men who came from Philadelphia, USA in 1819 with the 
avowed aim of gaining the contract to print bank notes for the Bank of England.

The group who set sail in the ship Telegraph on 30th May 1819 did so with the knowledge 
that some preparation had already been made in terms of promoting their cause.   J. C. Dyer, 
an American who had lived in England since 1811, had been very active over some years in 
campaigning for the Bank of England to adopt the “Perkins Process” of security printing for its 
bank notes.  In the event, Perkins, Bacon were not awarded the Bank of England contract, but 
nevertheless Jacob Perkins and his son in law Joshua Bacon founded a firm that produced 
wonderful security printing work for banks and commercial firms, as well as having a major 
impact on the production of the first postage stamps for many of the British Colonies and sev-
eral foreign countries.  The foundation of this was the siderographic process of security print-
ing, by which detailed and complex designs could be transferred repeatedly from a steel die to 
a steel plate with no loss of detail.

The display traces the historical progression of the work of the firm.  It covers early bank note 
production and stamp production across many countries rather than focusing on a single 
country.  The progress is largely chronological.  However, the aesthetic quality is not always 
best when presented in totally chronological form and so the decision was made to be rather 
more flexible in order to give a more pleasing visual impact.  The chapter headings should be 
clear but each frame or page may include items from other chapters.  Included as Appendices 
are a number of tables, which I have found useful for myself when studying this subject, since 
they help to establish the chronology of printer, paper, perforation etc.

There are a number of names through which the company that we most usually call Perkins, 
Bacon evolved.  Throughout these notes it is referred to by the one name, even when not 
strictly correct for the timeframe being referred to.

The original engraving of the portrait of Queen Victoria after Alfred Edward Chalon
(the so-called “Coronation Robes” portrait).

Used for the 1853 1d of Nova Scotia and the 1855 values of New Zealand
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Siderography & The Spencer Geometric and Traversing Lathes

The process by which Perkins, Bacon manufactured engraved dies and plates that were used to 
produce stamps and bank notes has been described many times in philatelic publications 
based upon Perkins’ UK Patent No. 4400 of 1819.  Lines of the design intended to appear 
coloured on the bank note were cut in reverse into a soft steel die.  The die was then surface 
hardened and placed in a press where the design was taken up under several tons pressure by a 
soft steel transfer roller.  The resulting image on the roller was now ‘in relief’; the lines that 
would eventually hold ink were raised above the surface of the roller.  The transfer roller was 
then surface hardened and the image was rocked into the soft steel printing plate, which was 
then itself surface hardened.  This process of transferring images is known as Siderography or 
the Perkins Process.

For printing, ink was spread on to the finished plate.  The surface of the plate was then wiped 
clean, leaving ink only in the recessed lines.  Using the famous Perkins ‘D’ printing press, wet-
ted paper was then laid on to the inked plate and pressed firmly enough into the plate to 
transfer the ink from the recesses.  Areas which were not intended to carry colour were at the 
same level as the surface of the plate.  They therefore did not hold ink and appeared white in 
the final printed impression.

This explanation is over-simplified and the manufacturing process of the original printing 
plate is rather more complex than this.  The 6th edition of the book “An Essay on the General 
Principles and Present Practice of Banking in England and Scotland” by T. Joplin (1827) contains 
examples of the Perkins Process (see Frames 1 & 5), and gives more information.  In particular 
it emphasises the key security feature of the Perkins Process as being what was called “White 
Line Engraving” and it is this aspect that is missing in previous philatelic explanations of the 
Perkins’ siderographic process.  In white line engraving a geometric unprinted pattern is super-
imposed on top of the coloured geometric background.  These white line patterns are en-
graved at the transfer roller stage.  The relief image on the soft steel transfer roller is cut away 
to the depth of the surface of the roller.  When the roller is subsequently surface hardened 
and the image is rolled into the printing plate, these cut away parts are now at the same level 
as the surface of the printing plate.  They do not therefore hold any ink and appear as white 
lines superimposed on to the coloured geometric background design.

Specimen bank note dated circa 1820 advertising the siderographic process
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Contd/.

Siderography & The Spencer Geometric and Traversing Lathes

The secret to this process is the two lathes invented by Asa Spencer, one of the original group 
of Americans who arrived with Jacob Perkins from Philadelphia.  These lathes were originally 
patented by Spencer in the USA, although the details are lost following the destruction by fire 
of the US Patent Office.  The patents for these lathes were purchased off Spencer by Jacob Per-
kins prior to their coming to England and are identified in the Perkins’ patent No. 4400 of 
1819.  However, the importance of these lathes has been misunderstood and they have been 
confused with the Rose Engine.  The Geometric Lathe allowed the engraving of interlocking 
geometric patterns on any surface, including the curved surface of the transfer roller.  The 
Traversing Lathe did the same but was able to engrave straight lines or regular wave patterns 
which traverse the design horizontally or vertically.  It was the Spencer lathes that provided the 
white line engraving, the unique security feature of the Perkins Process.  The vertical borders 
of the 1d Black background clearly demonstrate the effect (see central strip of frontispiece).

Printer’s sample background design - used for the first stamps of Great Britain
The central oval was used the stamps of St. Vincent

Printer’s sample background design - used for certain values of New Brunswick, Nova Scotia & Newfoundland


