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Then there is the challenge of understand-
ing the cause of a variety and its true signif-
icance in the production process and in the 
story of the stamp(s). 

The one essential for EFO collectors is the 
EFO Collectors Club, as it is a gateway to infor-
mation and to the availability of material via its 
member auctions. More about that at the end of 
this piece.

There are many ways to collect EFOs: by 
stamp, by the part of the stamp affected (such as 
perforations, colors, overprints and surcharges), 
by country and by broad categories such as air 
mails or postal stationery.  

EFOs can be collected for their own sake, 
or as an adjunct to a country or topical collection. I’m in the 
first group, as any EFO, regardless of country, type or era is a 
welcome addition. But to keep things manageable, this arti-
cle will be limited to a range of U.S. back-of-the-book (BOB) 
material, the special-use stamps and other philatelic material 
that was not intended to be used as regular first- through 
fourth-class postage. The object will not be to show everything 
that exists; that is an impossibility.

Rather, a cross-section will be presented, using interesting 
and attractive varieties that are not often seen. Since I can’t 

resist showing at least one cover, Figure 
1 is undoubtedly a philatelic use as the 

26¢ paid by the stamps (including a “high flier” Jenny) over-
pays the airmail rate from the Virgin Islands to Denver, Colo., 
in 1929 – 11 years after the 24¢ Jenny was issued.

Airmail from the U.S. Virgin Islands was at this time 10¢ 
per half-ounce. There is no indication that the letter exceeded 
that weight. As issued, the 24¢ stamp was intended to pay 
for airmail transport, plus immediate (special) delivery upon 
receipt in the delivery city; special delivery postage in 1929 
was 10¢. Though paid for, there is no marking to indicate such 
service was given. 

Inset in Figure 1 is an eye-popping color misregistra-
tion that actually has a name. It is known in the hobby as a 

“grounded plane,” as the wheels of the plane are into the 
“C” of “CENTS.” So far as I am aware, there have been 
only three 100-stamp panes of true “grounded planes” 
discovered (there are other, less-major shifts), and some of 
the planes have the wheels even lower than this example. 

An error is shown in Figure 2, but it is a curious error. 
The stamps are the Orville and Wilbur Wright pair, Scott 
C91-C92, of 1978. It is known with the intaglio black and 
blue missing (C92b), the black only missing (C92c) and 
with the four lithographed colors omitted (C92d). The first 
vertical pair of the block in Figure 2 is completely missing 
the intaglio black, and much of the blue is gone also, but 
not all. See the lower-right corners of both stamps. 

Philately@Large John M. Hotchner

After many months of looking at covers, how about we take a break and devote a column or two to stamps and other philatelic 
material? Printing varieties, often called Errors, Freaks and Oddities (EFOs), are a challenge from several perspectives. 

Acquisition is often a problem, due to limited quantities, cost and inability to find what one is looking for. The difficulty of 
knowing what exists is a problem, as only errors are listed in catalogs. The wealth of freak and oddity material has no central data 
point, and creating one seems like a near impossibility, though it has been done for some individual stamps. 

BOB EFOs

Figure 1 (above right).

Figure 2 (below).
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The second vertical 
pair is nearly normal, 
but the blue text is 
affected at upper left. The third verti-
cal row is normal. Next to the block in 
Figure 2 is a color misregistered pair, 
with the intaglio colors shifted up and 
the litho colors where they belong. These 
are considered freaks.

The 1971 block shown in Figure 3 
illustrates a major phosphorescent tagging ghost. From 1963, 

when the tagging 
of stamps began 
(for the purpose of 
facilitating auto-
mated facing of mail 
going through the 
canceling process), 

so-called “ghost” prints are relatively common. That is, they 
are often seen as doubled plate numbers. They are anything but 
common when seen within stamp designs.

What happened here is that the tagging cylinder picked 
up part of the still-wet offset red and blue colors of a sheet of 
200 (four post office panes) that was fed into the press askew, 
and “printed” it on the next sheet put through the sheet-fed 
press. The sheet should have been rejected but was included 

with “good work.” It is the largest such example 
reported to date; but not an error deserving of 
catalog listing. So it has only moderate value.

A different airmail variety is shown by the 
40¢ Mazzei strip in Figure 4. It reminds me of the 
cartoon images of people who are thought to have 
nothing between their ears; clearly not applying 
to Mazzei, who was a friend and collaborator of 
Thomas Jefferson.

The Bureau of Engraving and Printing diag-
nosed this as an instance of “ink starvation,” 
which means that there was a lack of ink being 
supplied from the fountain to the printing plate 
for light blue (plate No. 39464). In this case, an air 
bubble developed in the light blue ink fountain. It 
transferred to the plate, and was drawn across the 
plate by the doctor blade that removed excess ink 
from the light blue plate after it had been inked. 

Figure 3 (above).

Figure 4 (right).

Figure 5 (above and right).
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The flaw was found on 
several examples at a post 
office in the Midwest. All are 
in positions 1-6 of the lower-
right pane or 39461-62-63-64-
65-66, and each differs slightly 
from the others. 

First Issue U.S. revenues were 
produced starting in 1862 under the 
great pressure of the government’s 

need for money to prosecute the Civil War. The contrac-
tor that was printing and perforating stamps was told to 
release anything usable, including what would otherwise 
have been destroyed as waste. Double, diagonal and even 
multiple (triple or more) perforations are fairly common. 
Some of the double perforations are genuine. Virtually all 
of the diagonals are fakes because a clever dealer later in the 
century added perforations to normal stamps to satisfy a 
market for varieties. Mostly, the add-on fake perfs were to 
single stamps off documents, so the ones generally accepted 
as genuine these days are contemporaneous uses on docu-
ment and those found in large multiples, as seen in Figure 
5. Almost always, the genuine extraneous perforations run a 
very close parallel to the initial ones and gauge correctly.

The 1959 postage due set was an innovation in that the 
basic design was printed, and then values from 1/2¢ to $5 were 
added using rubberized letterpress mats. The mats, which 
printed from raised surfaces, could be damaged, and there are 
dozens of instances of broken letters or numbers. However, the 
“Missing D” flaw seen here in Figure 6 must have happened 
near the end of the production run, as very few have been 
reported. It should be noted that the “D” is not completely 
missing. While it is absent to the naked eye, review under 30x 
magnification shows a very few black specks.

The rubberized mats apparently did not have the same 
level of rigidity as a printing plate. This contributes to 
another variety unique to this issue: so-called double and 
triple impressions, as seen in the Figure 7 block. The first 
vertical pair has two additional impressions of “4 CENTS” 
on each stamp. The second and third pairs have a single 
additional impression. Vertical pairs 4-6 have an additional 
impression right on top of the original impression. Vertical 
pairs 7-10 are normal. 

Figure 6 (above).

Figure 7 (top).

Figure 8 (above).

Figure 9 (right).
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Tempting as it is to hope that 
these are triple and double prints 
– which would entitle them to a 
catalog listing, these are what is 
known as a “kiss print.” It may 
help to think of this as probably 
being caused by a stutter as the mat 
hits the paper when the press was 
being started or stopped. In this 
case, judging by the center pairs, it 
would also appear that ink solvent 
was involved. 

Oddities are a somewhat 
squishy category – it includes 
anything unusual related to the 
design, among other things. So 
the two signed plate blocks in 
Figure 8 are a nice addition to 
a collection. The one on the left 
is signed by Robert S. Bancroft, 
a career letter carrier from the 
Washington, D.C., post office. He 
served as the real-life model for 
the composite drawing on the 15¢ 
certified mail stamp.   

This is unusual, as living people 
are not supposed to be portrayed 
on U.S. stamps. The USPS interprets this to mean living people may not be “honored,” but can be used as models, or can be 
shown incidental to a subject being honored. An example of the latter would be the 1945 Iwo Jima commemorative showing the 
men who raised the flag on Mt. Suribachi.

Figure 10 (above).

Figure 11 (top right).

Figure 12 (center right).

Figure 13 (bottom right).
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On the right in Figure 8 is a plate block signed by designers 
and engravers of the certified mail stamp. 

Oddities can also include “odd stuff ” that might not even 
be stamps, but still qualify as postal products. Since we are 
thinking certified mail, Figure 9 shows two receipt forms; one 
from 1955 and the other from 1971. Both have mismatches 
between the number on the form and the number on the tag to 
be pasted on the envelope. 

Test, or dummy, stamps have a long and honorable history 
in U.S. philately. There is even a section on them in the Scott 
Specialized Catalogue of United States Stamps and Covers. In 
1961, the gray “For Testing Purposes Only” (FTPO) stamps in 
Figure 10 were first produced by 432-subject coil plates. Their 
object was for testing of coil dispensing machines. Since they 
had no face value, they were not controlled items (accountable 
paper), and many were plucked out of post office garbage cans 
by collectors. 

In 1966, FTPO samples were needed to test booklet-dis-
pensing machines. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing 
could have made up new plates for booklet-format FTPOs, 
but found it easier to format booklet panes from the coil 
webs already available. Perforating and cutting of the dummy 
booklet panes could not possibly line up correctly with the 
coil format of the stamps, so we have what looks like misper-
forated FTPO stamps – but they were purposely created in 
this form. 

Revaluing postal stationery has sometimes resulted in 
unexpected varieties. The USPS anticipated a rate increase 
in 1978 by having 16¢ envelopes printed. But the increase 
approved was to only 15¢. What to do with all those millions 
of 16¢ envelopes? Print a revaluation notice next to the 16¢ 
indicia. 

Some envelopes got though the process without the reval-
uation print, as shown in Figure 11. Others have the print 
upside down in the lower-left corner as shown in Figure 12. 
And, of course, the creative among us used the 16¢ envelopes 
during a later rate period at full value by pasting additional 
stamps over the revaluation print, as shown in Figure 13.

In the next issue of ASC&D we’ll look at another group of 
BOB EFOs.

In the meantime, if you pick up EFOs when you see them, 
consider the EFO Collectors Club. It produces a lively quar-
terly journal in color. Each issue has a member auction. It also 
has an excellent website at www.efocc.org. Join via the website, 
or write to EFOCC Secretary Scott Shaulis, PO Box 549, 
Murrysville PA 15668-0549. +

Comments are welcome, as are reports of interest-
ing similar material, either as letters to the editor or to 
the author. John Hotchner may be contacted via email at 
jmhstamp@verizon.net, or by mail at PO Box 1125, Falls 
Church VA 22041-0125.
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