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On acquiring the machine issued shilling Postal Order shown below, I started my usual search into 
who, when, where, why and how. 
 

 
These appear to be easily answered by reading the ink on the paper. The who is the Post office, the 
when is the 5th August 1952, and the where is Frederick Street in Edinburgh. That it’s a machine 
issued postal order from one of the five locations trying the new machines goes some way towards the 
why and the how is answered by the few surviving photographs of the machines in action, which have 
appeared in the pages of PON over the years(1,2). 
 
The last two questions however, are open to further scrutiny. For an experiment that lasted several 
years, why were there only a few locations using the machines? It would become obvious quite 
quickly if this new technology was a success, with machines being rolled out to many other, if not all 
post offices. There are several obvious advantages in having values printed on demand at the point of 
sale. The centralised printing of the blank POs with just the serial number becomes much simpler with 
no need to track and supply the demands of each denomination. The machine doing the printing can 
also automatically totalise the issued value and received poundage, almost eliminating the need for 
stock taking of the PO drawer(3). The downside must be in the practicalities of using the machine. The 
teller sets the date at beginning of the day and then for each customer the value in shillings and pence, 
activates the printing mechanism and out slides the PO. It is unlikely that this could be achieved more 
quickly than reaching into a drawer, pulling out the required book of preprinted POs, affixing any 
penny stamps and date stamping by hand. 
 
The format of the machine issued POs also meant that they had to be sorted separately from the 
preprinted orders(2). If the perforations in the machine issued orders are indicative of the serial 
number, then there is nothing on them to allow automatic sorting by value or even a simple first 
sorting by colour. There is also the printing mechanism itself, which has to be reliable, and high 
quality. We now take much printing technology for granted with laser, ink jet, and bubble jet printers 
which have no moving parts beyond the paper feed. The machine issued POs are printed mechanically 
using letterpress and inked pads. If something goes wrong during the setting or printing process, this 
will lead to significant issues of resetting and accounting. It is clear from the above illustration that 
the poundage printing has slipped and is between three half pence and two pence. Depending on how 
this registered in the totaliser, there is a potential for a ½d error at the end of the day. Less 
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significantly, and despite the large locating perforations at each end of the PO, the printing of the 
denomination is not well aligned relative to the preprinted boxes and text.  
 
Once the customer has requested the Postal Order, the first part of the operation involves setting the 
required value in shillings and pence using the knobs at each end of the machine. In doing this, the 
machine automatically sets the poundage. The design for mechanism for doing this has been found in 
the UK Patent Office(4). The sections below give some of the description from the Patent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This introduction sets the scene for the main 
invention and variations that are described in 
the subsequent pages. 

The possibility of misuse of the machine has 
been thought about and whilst still being easy to 
use, the proposed machine can be broken in half 
and the mechanism put away for safekeeping. 
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There is then a very long section describing in 
every detail how the mechanism works. The 
detailed drawings cover every aspect of the 
mechanical construction and operation. The 
device is a masterpiece of mechanical 
engineering, with shafts, cams, feelers and gear 
mechanisms all working together to produce the 
correct printing on the Postal Order as well as 
the correct poundage to be printed on another 
part of the order. 

The main part of the printing mechanism is 
shown below (significantly reduced) 
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The Patent then goes on to describe how the 
blank forms are fed, the type is inked and the  
Postal Order printed. 

The next section describes the process of 
removing the freshly printed Postal Order from 
the machine 

As is typical with Patents, the design may not 
have been implemented in exactly this manner. 
Other embodiments or options are also 
considered, some of which are taken up and 
others fall by the wayside during the practical 
construction of the device. 
 
In this case the printed parallel lines that fill up 
the space either side of the printed values are 
considered, along with the option for a motor 
drive and manual drive of the mechanism.  

A final drawing shows how the machine issued 
Postal Order with its printed value and 
poundage was expected to look. 
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It is interesting to note that the date shown on the Postal Order illustrated in the Patent is a week after 
the Patent was filed. The GB patent was granted on 30th July 1952, probably having been pushed 
through in order to cover the device before the hardware was released to the Post Offices after the 
trials at Romford. 
 
In order to gain coverage abroad, the same Patent was filed at the US Patent Office in February 
1951(5), though was not granted until May 1956, which suggests that a machine of this type was not 
used in the US. 
 
Almost all of the complexity of the machine arises from the printing of irregular poundage rates 
through the range of denominations available. This is achieved using a mechanism that has very many 
moving parts and close tolerances. With this in mind, it is not surprising that problems might occur 
during the operation, such as misaligned printing. This also raises another point of practicalities; the 
user will have to be trained, not only in how to make the settings, but also to spot when something is 
going wrong. When the machine stops working, the teller will still need a drawer of preprinted Postal 
Orders to provide the service. 
 
The mechanism described here only covers the printing of the denomination and the poundage and the 
form feed for the blank Postal Order. This consists of over 200 components. When the parts for 
printing the date and name of the issuing post office are considered, along with the totalisers, this 
becomes a very complex and certainly expensive piece of machinery.  
 
A further subtle issue is that the poundage rates are set by cams which mean that if the poundage 
changes across the range or just one change point is moved, the machine will have to have one or 
more new cams fitted. Looking at the mechanism, this would require considerable mechanical skill. 
 
The practicalities of use; training, day to day operation, servicing and repair, separate sorting from 
normal Postal Orders, combined with the cost and complexity of manufacture make it surprising that 
the experiment lasted as long as it did. A further speculation on the end of the machine issued Postal 
Orders is that the experiment was continued until the last batch of blanks (ZE prefix) was exhausted. 
To keep in line with the Elizabeth II new issues, would have required a new design for the machine 
issued blanks.  
 
Whilst much of the above discussion is speculative it may go some way to providing a  reason why 
only a very small number of machines were ever made and used in just a few Post Offices. 
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As each machine will have its own characteristics, such as flaws in the printing type, if enough 
machine issued Postal Orders could be brought together for study, it might be possible to work out the 
total number of machines used and the number of Postal Orders issued by each machine before 
failure. Looking at the number of known surviving machine issued Postal Orders, this is probably not 
possible(6-9). However, the Post Office had meticulous accounting procedures, so the data probably 
exists somewhere in an archive. 
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