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Typing the Safety Network Overprints (Scott 79-E26) 

A summary of research by (in alphabetical order): Richard Drews, Jan Hofmeyr, James Lee 

In the article that follows, Richard Drews, Jim Lee, and I argue that the current approach to 
describing the safety network overprints (Scott 79-E26) is both flawed and confusing. We suggest 
a new method based on a more scientific description of the wave-like patterns used for 
overprinting. By this method, we show that there are probably only three types of overprint, not 
four; and that the Scott catalogue is in need of a complete overhaul.  

We recognize, however, that this is a work in progress. And so we welcome evidence-based 
criticisms and additions. In particular, we’d like to invite interested collectors to collaborate with 
us as we try to rebuild the Scott catalogue descriptions. Our ultimate aim is to create a complete, 
visual catalogue of SNO types, colors, and shades. 

We are currently preparing scans of our inventory for the USPCS website. We would greatly 
appreciate it if fellow collectors would scan copies of their holdings and send them to us for 
inclusion in the visual record. Obviously, all submissions will be acknowledged. 

Please send correspondence and scans to Jan Hofmeyr : Jannie@intellectionsoftware.com. Scans 
should be sent as JPEGs with a resolution of 300 dpi.  
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Introduction 

When Clarence Brazer first catalogued the safety network overprints (the Brazer 83E-C – see the 
scans from Brazer in figure 1) he noted just two kinds:  

— a ‘ONE’ overprinted vertically on a pair of the 1861 3c on India with portions of the 
adjoining stamps on each side; 

— three types of wave-pattern overprint in different colors on different shades of the 1861 3c 
stamp, both perf and imperf on stamp paper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the first of two later addenda (page 243), Brazer added what he described as a block of six 
stamps inscribed ‘J. Sangster Pat. 190376, Jan 6. 1877’. He also tightened the description of the 
wave-pattern overprints and noted additional colors and shades in both the perf and imperf 
formats. In the second addendum he added more wave-pattern colors and shades (pages 274/5). A 
careful reading of Brazer suggests that he believed that there were only three types of the wave-
pattern overprint. 

The Scott catalogue added a fourth item: a miniature sheet of 12 stamps in black, partially 
overprinted in orange with the word ‘VEINTE’. It also added a fourth type of wave-pattern 
overprint, though it failed to illustrate or describe it.2  

Pulling this together, we can summarize the current state of conventional thinking about these 
essays as follows: there are four main variations of the network essay. The first is a roughly 
printed impression of the 1861 3c on India paper, partially overprinted by vertical rows of the 
word ‘ONE’. The second is a block of six described as the ‘Sangster Patent…’. The third is the 
wave-pattern overprint on imperf and perf stamps of which there are thought to be four types. And 
the fourth is the miniature sheet of 12 partially overprinted by the word ‘VEINTE’. 

The authors have long-noted what appear to be anomalies in these descriptions. We therefore 
pooled our resources to establish the character of these essays with greater accuracy. This article 
sets out the results of our research. In the addendum we suggest a new approach to cataloguing. 

Brazer 83E-Cb Brazer 83E-Cc Brazer 83E-Cd 

Figure 1: The safety network overprints as illustrated in Brazer 

Type ‘Cb’ consists of large, vertically oriented waves. One wave is very clearly offset by 
about 50%. Type ‘Cc’ is an indistinct looking ‘mesh’. Type ‘Cd’ consists of smaller, 
vertical waves. The offset in this case is about 20%. 

a. Top margin impression of the 1861 3c stamp on India 
paper, overprinted by vertical rows of the word ‘ONE’. The 
stamps are rose-pink and the overprint is a deep orange 
yellow. 

b. Perf and imperf impression of the 1861 3c stamp on 
stamp paper overprinted by vertical wave-based patterns. 
Both the stamps and the overprints are in various shades 
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Reconstructing a more complete picture of the Experiments 

Richard and Jan own two halves of the first essay mentioned above (see figure 2). It forms a mini-
sheet with four rows but only one clearly printed column. There are large margins above and 
below the first and fourth rows; and two columns of under-inked stamps on either side of the one 

clearly printed column. The sheet has been cut cleanly 
across the top, right hand, and bottom margins. The 
left hand margin has been created by a relatively clean 
tear. The stamps in the left and right columns are part 
albino because of the under-inking and their edges 
have been trimmed in cutting the sheet. 

What can we tell from this reconstruction? 

The item combines intaglio and surface printing in 
two inks to produce a network overprint. It conforms 
to Gibson’s patent 41,118 of 1864. It seems to have 
been produced as a miniature sheet, but we can’t be 
sure of its dimensions because of the truncation of the 
left and right columns. The overprint only covers the 
middle column. The fact that the marginal columns 
have been so carelessly produced (under-inked, cut 
into, no complete overprint), suggests that the essay is 
a very rough trial of the idea of a surface printed 
overprint. Although we can’t be sure of the 
chronology, the fact that it’s printed on India paper 
without much quality control suggests that it is earlier 
than the other items. 

Let’s now consider the so-called ‘Sangster patent’. 
Not having seen it, we don’t know what to make of 
the block of 6 designated as the Sangster patent. For 
one thing, it’s hard to understand why the N.B.N.C. 
would have used the 1861 3c to test a patent 
registered in 1877. For another, the Sangster patent 
isn’t for a classic network overprint. Its defining 
characteristic is that one of the printing materials (he 
doesn’t call it an ‘ink’) should be completely invisible 
but water-soluble. This material is used to print a 
pattern on the stamp. The proper design is then 
printed over the pattern so that the design would wash 
away if attempts were made to wash away the cancel. 

Sangster’s patent is reminiscent of the Loewenberg 
(42,207) and Wyckoff (53,722) patents for printing 

stamps on coated paper. In fact, Sangster echoes Loewenberg by mentioning starch as one of the 
materials from which the under-printed material could be made. Our hypothesis then, is that this 
item may be a conventional safety network overprint that’s been misattributed to Sangster by an 
early collector. Alternatively, it may be a true representation of the Sangster patent, but should not 
be catalogued with the SNOs. 

Turning now to the wave-pattern overprints: these are either imperf and ungummed, or perfed and 
gummed. This suggests a natural progression from basic tests using plates of the 1861 3c  that 
were imperf and ungummed, to properly perfed and gummed stamps. Clearly, whatever 
experiments preceded the production of these essays, the idea of a network overprint was deemed 
successful enough to warrant the progression to proper, small-scale tests. 

Figure 2: The characteristics of the 
‘ONE’ overprint 

A rough miniature sheet. The central column is 
complete. The left and right columns are under-
inked, causing impressions that are part albino. 
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An important question is: how many of each type and 
shade of wave-pattern essay are there and how were they 
produced? The discovery of the ‘VEINTE’ sheet of 
twelve provides evidence for an answer – they were 
produced in miniature sheets of twelve (see figure 3). 
This conclusion is reinforced when one analyses the 
prevalence of marginal copies. In an analysis in the early 
1980s that long preceded this article, Richard Drews, 
James Lee, and William Herzog pooled their collections 
to establish that roughly 83% of all copies of these 
stamps are marginal. This is consistent with miniature 
sheets of 12. 

How many Wave-pattern Types are there? 

We begin our analysis by going back to the source, 
namely, the illustrations that Brazer used (figure 1). 
They are left-margin examples. 

Type ‘Cb’ clearly consists of a large vertical wave. 
Going by both the margin and the area inside the 
vignette of Washington, the wave has been stacked, but 
in a slightly irregular way. On the far left there’s an 
additional wave that’s completely out of alignment. It 
doesn’t appear to be repeated. 

Type ‘Cc’ is best described as a ‘mesh’. Although the 
basic form still looks wave-like, the waves are closely 
packed to give a very irregular appearance. 

Type ‘Cd’ is again, a vertical wave. The wave is smaller than type ‘Cb’ and successive waves 
appear to have been somewhat irregularly stacked. Going by the far left margin, the key to the 
creation of this more complex pattern, is, once again, alignment. In this case, the second wave-
stack is about 20% out of alignment with the first. 

We can improve on this informal description by recognizing that the wave patterns have formal 
characteristics; and then by measuring and describing those characteristics. Four are relevant: the 
wavelength, the amplitude, the distance that separates each wave in a stack, and the degree to 
which stacks have been offset when overlaid upon each other. This leads to the discovery that the 
basic patterns are quite simple and regular (see figure 4). 

Type 1: uses one vertical wave to make the pattern. The wave has both a wavelength and an 
amplitude of about 3.32 mm. It is stacked; and the distance between waves in the stack is about 
1.66 mm. A second, identical stack is laid slightly below and to the right of the first. 

Type 2: also uses just one vertical wave. Like type 1, the wavelength is about 3.32 mm; but the 
amplitude is half that of type 1 (i.e. about 1.66 mm). The wave is stacked and the distance between 
waves is about 0.83 mm. Again there are two stacks. The second is about 1.0 mm below and 0.41 
mm to the right of the first. 

Type 3: again, just one wave, but this time there are three stacks. Two are vertically oriented; and 
the third is horizontal. The wavelength is again 3.32 mm, but the amplitude is only about 0.83 
mm. The distance between each wave in the vertical stacks is about 0.83 mm. Waves in the 
horizontal stack occur twice as frequently. As with the first two types, the vertical stacks are out of 
alignment. The horizontal stack then cuts across the two vertical stacks – and that’s what forms the 
very irregular looking mesh. 

Figure 3: The ‘Veinte’ Overprint 

The miniature sheet on stamp paper. The 
overprint only completely covers the 
bottom three right-hand stamps.  
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In figure 5 we show abstractions of the SNO patterns so that they can easily be seen; and precisely 
described. 

Why the Confusion about the number of Types? 

The Scott catalogue lists fur types of wave-pattern overprint, but without illustrating or describing 
them. Why the confusion? In figure 4 we’ve deliberately shown left and right margin examples of 
the first two types. The left margin example of type 1 includes an additional wave (picked out in 
red). We’ve picked it out in red. It is almost completely unaligned with the remaining waves. 
Similarly with type 2: in this case, it’s the right margin example that contains the extra wave. 
Again, we’ve picked it out in red.  

These marginal waves cause left and right margin stamps of types 1 and 2 respectively, to look as 
if they represent additional types. In figure 6 however, we show that this is not the case. In both 

Type 3: the mesh. Vertical waves (wavelength = 3.32 mm, amplitude = 0.83 mm) 
stacked on top of each other (distance between waves = 0.83 mm). Two stacks. The 
second is about 0.5 mm below the first. A third stack crosses the other two at 90

0
. 

Figure 4: Formal illustrations of the three types using magnified scans 

   
      

 

   

   
   

 
 

 
   

    
  

 

   

    

     

    

     
     

      

  

 

 

Type 1: the large wave format. Vertical waves (wavelength = 3.32 mm, amplitude = 
3.32 mm) stacked on top of each other (distance between waves = 1.66 mm). There are 
two identical stacks. The second is slightly below the first. 

Type 2: the medium wave format. Vertical waves (wavelength = 3.32 mm, amplitude 
= 1.66 mm) stacked on top of each other (distance between waves = 0.83 mm). Two 
stacks. The second is about 1.0 mm below the first and 0.41 mm across to the right. 
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cases, the marginal waves occur only in the margin and only once. They are never repeated in the 
body of the stamp or in the adjacent stamps. When it comes to the bodies of the stamps therefore, 
there are only two wave formats – one large (type 1) and one medium (type 2). 

 

Can we be certain? 

Not 100%. However, we’ve pooled our copies of the essays and confirmed our analysis across 84 
stamps. The additional waves occur only in the left margin of type 1 and the right margin of type 
2. Naturally, our conclusions are based on the examples we’ve seen. It is possible that there may 

Figure 5: A precise description of each type 
of SNO 

Amplitude 1.66 mm 

  

  

   

Wavelength 
3.32 mm 

Distance 0.83 mm 
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Amplitude 
0.83 mm 

  

  

   

Wavelength 
3.32 mm 

Distance 
1.66 mm 

         

Amplitude 3.32 mm 

Type 1: wave stack on the left, pattern on the right. The wave and stack have the 
characteristics shown. The pattern is formed by laying a second, identical stack over 
the first, slightly below it and about 0.83 cm to the right. 

Type 2: wave stack on the left, pattern on the right. The amplitude and distance are 
half that of type 1. The pattern is formed by laying a second, identical stack over the 
first, about 1.0 mm below and 0.41 mm to the right. 

Type 3: made of two wave stacks, one vertical and one horizontal. Waves occur twice 
as frequently in the horizontal stack. The pattern is formed by laying a second vertical 
stack over the first, about 0.5 mm below and to the right. The horizontal stack then 
crosses the two vertical stacks at 90

0
 to make the mesh. 

Type 1: Large wave 

Type 2: Medium wave 

Type 3: Mesh 
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be additional types. But the onus is on collectors to find and prove their existence against our 
systematic description of what we believe to be just three types. 

 
Conclusion: Suggestions for the Scott catalogue 

It is exceptionally difficult to clean up the current Scott catalogue listing. The 2016 edition lists 
four types (A – D) and purports to illustrate three (B, C, D). However, we have the listing copies 
for Types B and D; and both are examples of what we call ‘the medium wave’ (i.e. Type 2). The 
catalogue therefor presents four types, but only illustrates two (while purporting to illustrate 
three). 

The obvious question is: against the backdrop of this confusion, how certain can we be about the 
attribution of stamp color and overprint shade to type? The answer is ‘not very’. 

Brazer’s listing is a better basis for fixing the catalogue, but he uses a very different nomenclature 
for his colors and shades. Although there is some consistency between the two (for instance, 
Brazer’s ‘Red Brown’ and ‘blue black’ are Scott’s ‘Rose Red’ and ‘gray blue’); there isn’t enough 
to fix the problem by recourse to Brazer. 

In our view therefore, there is only one solution; and that’s to restart from scratch. Based on our 
research and our pooled collections (Richard Drews, Jan Hofmeyr, James Lee), we conclude by 
proposing a new listing for the Scott catalogue. 

Let’s begin though, by revisiting the Brazer catalogue. 

i). The Brazer Catalogue 

Brazer’s listing of these essays is on pages: 57-58, 242-243, and 274-275. On pages 57-58 he 
notes and illustrates three types: a big wave imperf (83E-Cb), a perfed mesh (83E-Cc), and a 
medium wave imperf (83E-Cd). On subsequent pages, he adds formats, colors, and shades; and 
reorganizes the types. The best way to understand the evolution of his thinking, is to start with his 
final revision on pages 274-5: 

83E-Cb: a big wave imperf (p 274) – introduced as 83E-Cb on p 57 
83E-Cc: a big wave perf 12 (p 274) – introduced as 83E-Cba on p 242 

83E-Cd: a medium wave imperf (p 275) – introduced as 83E-Cd on p 57 
83E-Ce: a medium wave perf 12 (p275) – introduced as 83E-Cda on p 243 

83E-Cf: a mesh imperf  which is introduced for the first time on p 275 
83E-Cg: a mesh perf 12 (p 275) – introduced as 83E-Cc on p 57, but bumped to last 

This organization of the formats and types is consistent with our discoveries and makes logical 
sense. 

ii). Our suggestions for revisions to the Scott Catalogue 

     
 

 
 

 
  

Black dotted lines pick up the core pattern. Red dotted lines show the additional 
wave in each margin. A horizontal dotted line runs from the apex of each wave 
through the body of the stamp to show that it isn’t repeated.   

 
 Figure 6: Proof that the marginal waves are unique 
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We base our suggestions on the new typology that we’ve introduced, but lean in the direction of 
the Scott rather than the Brazer nomenclature for colors and shades since it dominates auction 
descriptions. The essays we list below can be considered validated. In other words, they’re based 
on the copies in our holdings. 

We’ve then included a section for what we’re calling un-validated colors and shades. We’re 
certain that additional colors and shades exist, but neither Brazer nor Scott provide a basis for 
ascribing them to types. We hope that collectors will pool and compare their holdings with what 
we’ve suggested. By doing so, we hope to achieve a single, consistent, and more complete view of 
what should be catalogued. As things stand, we have some reservations as to whether all the color 
and shade varieties currently listed, actually exist. We suspect that there may be a number of 
instances where stamps from a single sheet have been incorrectly described across Scott’s four 
spurious types. 

Note that we leave out the so-called ‘Sangster Patent’ block of six because it is an anomaly. We 
suggest that the catalogue draw attention to its existence, but note that it may be a misattribution 
by an early collector. Obviously, we would welcome sight of this piece to confirm (or disprove) 
our hypothesis 

Here then, our proposed new listing: 

‘79-E26 a. Vert. pair on India, overprint die 54 x 71 mm or more, small ONE repeated in 41 vert. 
lines per 4 mm, rose pink, overprint deep orange yellow. Two pieces are known, namely, a top and 
bottom margin piece from what appears to be one original miniature sheet.’ 

‘79-E26 b: 65TC3, ‘VEINTE’ overprint in miniature sheet of 12, perf 12 black, overprint orange.’ 

Our suggestions for the remaining wave-type overprints, follow. 

‘3c 1861 printed in various colors on miniature sheets of 12 with safety ovpts (Apparently only 
one sheet printed of each color combination except two Type 3 combinations known both perf. 
and imperf.).’ 

‘d. Type 1 – big wave 
Imperf Dull violet, overprinted tan 
  Rose red, overprinted gray blue 
  Green, overprinted olive tan 
  Yellow brown, overprinted tan 
Perf 12 Dull violet, overprinted tan 
  Dull violet, overprinted gray blue 
  Rose red, overprinted gray blue 
  Green, overprinted tan 
  Brown red, overprinted yellow brown 

Unvalidated: Imperf Rose red, overprinted pale tan 
 Pale rose red, overprinted pale tan 
Perf 12 Dull violet, overprinted gray blue 
 Dull red, overprinted gray blue 
 Dark red, overprinted gray blue 
 Dark green, overprinted pale tan 
 Blue green, overprinted tan 

‘e. Type 2 – medium wave 
Imperf Dull violet, overprinted gray blue 
  Rose red, overprinted gray 
  Ultramarine, overprinted tan 
  Pale yellow brown, overprinted yellow brown 
perf 12 Dull violet, overprinted dull blue 
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  Dull violet, overprinted gray blue 
  Dull violet, overprinted gray green 
  Rose red, overprinted gray 
  Dark Green, overprinted gray blue 

Unvalidated: Imperf Dull violet, overprinted tan 
 Dull violet, overprinted pale green 
 Red violet, overprinted dull violet 
 Dark green, overprinted gray blue 
Perf 12 Light red brown, overprinted pale brown 
 Dark green, overprinted dull blue 

‘f. Type 3 – mesh 
Imperf Dull violet, overprinted pale gray green 
  Rose red, overprinted gray 
  Rose red, overprinted tan 
  Light red brown, overprinted light brown 
Perf 12 Dull violet, overprinted very light gray 
  Rose red, overprinted gray 
  Rose red, overprinted olive gray 
  Rose red, overprinted tan 
  Dark dull red brown, overprinted light brown 
  Dark green, overprinted light gray 

Unvalidated: Imperf Green, overprinted gray tan 
Perf 12 Dull violet, overprinted tan 
 

 
Endnotes 

1. Clarence W. Brazer, Essays for US Adhesive Postage Stamps (Quaterman 
Publications, Lawrence, Mass., 1977) pg. 58. 

2. Scott Specialized Catalogue of United States Stamps and Covers (2015), Amos 
Media, Sidney, Ohio, pg. 817. 

3. We used a conventional ruler under strong magnification to establish the measures. 
Their accuracy could therefore be improved at the micro- level. Although improved 
precision will not change the ratios (the N.B.N.C. adopted a simple system of halved 
dimensions and offsets to create the patterns), we welcome additional research.  

 


