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Editorial  
 

Norval Rasmussen  

I  
 have enjoyed putting this issue together.  

Just when I thought I knew my area well, 

my eyes are opened with the amazing items 

submitted in this issue.  I hope you enjoy them as 

much as I did.  

 

FCPS Membership:  

 

The October issue contains the secretary's report.  

I am sorry to say that we have a list of 34 mem-

bers delinquent with dues.  Look at the list.  If 

you are on it send your dues to Jeff Ward.  If you 

see a name you know, take a step towards them 

and encourage them to remain with us.  I have 

added Treasurer Wardõs contact information to 

the masthead.   

 

Corrections:  

 

I missed some new issues of France in earlier 

journals this year.  I included them in this issueõs 

listings.     

 

Journal Style:  

 

Looking for consistency issue to issue I am devot-

ing the early pages of the issue to education and 

information.  The last pages will contain society 

news.  Advertising will return to the back cover.  

This column will probably move to the society sec-

tion next issue.  Feedback is always eagerly solic-

ited.   

 

 

 

 

 

Column Closer:  

 

In 1941 Tunisia overprinted and revalued four 

stamps from the 1939 general issue.  They were 

sold in complete sets at twice the facial value.  

The National   Emergency fund benefitted from 

the overpayment.  This cover sent from Sedjenane 

to Bizerte used all four stamps to overpay the reg-

istered single letter rate of three francs.  Se-

djenane is a small town in the Bizerte Depart-

ment halfway between Tabarka and Bizerte.   

 

Please look through your items for similar pieces.  

 

Have a nice day,  

 

Norval Rasmussen  

Editor  
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Philately & International Mail Order Fraud  

Professor A. Victor Segno and the  

French American Colonies  
 

Edward Grabowski  

A 
t last yearõs FCPS San Diego meeting I 

presented a talk entitled ôPhilately & In-

ternational Mail Order Fraudõ, a new ar-

ea of collecting that I am currently developing. I 

have published a number of introductory articles 

on this topic, 1,2,3,4 but nothing in our Philatelist, 

and thought that now might be a good time to in-

troduce members to Professor Segno and my new 

collecting area, plus elicit their help in obtaining 

new material.  

 

This story began way back in the late 1980õs at 

Guy Dillawayõs booth at a BALPEX Show. At that 

time I had been collecting the Group Type for 

about ten years, and was always on the lookout 

for new material. Guy normally had something of 

interest for my collection, so I made it a point to 

stop at his booth as soon as I arrived at the show. 

This show proved no exception, and ended up 

opening a Pandoraõs Box the likes of which that I 

could not imagine! While going through Guyõs 

stock of French Colonies covers, I came across two 

covers from Saint Pierre & Miquelon shown in 

Figure 1 and Figure 2. Each is franked at a prop-

er 50c overseas registered rate with different 

Group Type combinations, and posted to the same 

addressee in Los Angeles, California ð one Profes-

sor A. Victor Segno. While not exceptional covers, 

I was delighted to add both to my fledging Group 

Type collection. The first was posted on October 

26, 1905 and the second on March 31, 1906. Once 

at home, I added both covers to my newly institut-

ed Q&A data base program which I had initiated 

in lieu of 3 x 5 index cards. I am still using it, de-

spite the fact that it runs at the DOS level.  

 

I immediately began to wonder who Professor Se-

gno was and why would he be receiving registered 

letters from the remote and small French Colony 

of Saint Pierre & Miquelon? I thought he might 

have been an ornithologist or a botanist, profes-

sions that lent themselves to large amounts of in-

ternational correspondence at the turn of the 20 th  

century. Attempts to locate him at various Cali-

fornia universities during this period failed to 

turn up any useful information. As time proceed-

Figure 1. Cover from Saint Pierre, Saint Pierre & Mi-

quelon in 1905 to Professor Segno. 

Figure 2. Second cover from Saint Pierre in 1906.  
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ed, I noted that I was gathering a number of other 

Group Type covers from remote colonial locations 

addressed to the Professor, but I still could not 

find out anything about him.  

 

Finally the web was beginning to come into every-

day use, and I started to use it to gather infor-

mation on a variety of philatelic questions. Early 

attempts to find web information on Professor Se-

gno failed, but I persisted. Eventually I had two 

web hits almost simultaneously. One was on the 

web site of the Echo Park Historical Society which 

deals with this unusual section of Los Angles lo-

cated next to todayõs Dodger Stadium. The second 

was to an article in the Los Angeles Times by Lar-

ry Harnisch, a features writer for this paper, who 

makes it a point to write about interesting and off

-beat Angelinos. Professor Segno was a self -

proclaimed mentalist, who claimed to have devel-

oped and then wrote books about the New Science 

of Mentalism beginning around 1900. He was the 

founder of the American Institute of Mentalism 

and the Segno Success Club, and charged $10 per 

year for membership in the Club. That is about 

equivalent to $200 per year in todayõs dollars. 

Twice a day Professor Segno would send his Suc-

cess Waves from LA to members around the 

world. He claimed that membersõ lives would im-

prove in the areas of health, wealth, influence, 

love, ambition, success, etc. under his guidance. 

An ad showing the Professor sending one of his 

Success Waves is shown in Figure 3. Does this 

sound and look like plain nonsense? In 1903 Pro-

fessor Segno had more than 12,000 members of 

his Success Club living all over the world, and 

more than thirty employees at the American In-

stitute of Mentalism in Echo Park working to 

maintain his business. According to the Postmas-

ter of LA, Professor Segno was the largest private 

mailer in LA sending more than 6000 -7000 letters 

and cards per day, and receiving thousands of in-

coming letters each day.  

 

Shown in Figure 4a is one half of the picture half 

of a duplex advertising postcard that the Profes-

sor sent out to perspective clients showing the 

American Institute of Mentalism and the Segno-

gram Publishing Company which were part of his 

building complex in Echo Park. He used the pub-

lishing company to publish more than six books 

relating to his various scams, and to publish all of 

the advertising and correspondence relating to the 

same. Shown in Figure 4b is the other half of the 

picture side of the card showing the gardens asso-

Figure 3. Professor Segno projecting one of his Success Waves 
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ciated with his property, which Professor Segno 

appropriately called Inspiration Point. The re-

verse of this card is shown in Figure 5a illustrat-

ing the philately and the simple ad he used for 

introducing the Success Club. This duplex card 

was sent at a special 1c third class rate for mate-

rial that had no time value and could be delivered 

on a when space was available schedule. A close 

up of the Segno ad is shown in Figure 5b. A photo 

of the Professor when he was around thirty years 

of age is shown in Figure 6.  

 

How successful was Professor Segno with this 

scam? I have already noted the number of mem-

bers in the Success Club in 1903. Today I have 

more than one -hundred and forty Segno covers 

from the USA, Canada, the Caribbean area, Cen-

tral and South America; all of the major European 

countries and their colonies; and the Middle East. 

My earliest cover is from 1905 and the latest is 

from 1937. Professor Segno died in 1940 at 70 

years of age. He knew how to advertise his scam 

locally and foreign languages were not a problem. 

A German ad from the Berlin branch of the busi-

ness, founded in 1912, is shown in Figure 7. Look-

ing at the key in the ad, one should note that the 

German word for SUCCESS  is ERFOLG . While 

he was attending to the operation of this branch 

of the business, his wife, Annie Dell Segno, took 

over operations in LA. The German branch was 

Figure 4a. Duplex postcard half showing the American 

Institute of Mentalism and the Segnogram Publishing 

Company. 

Figure 4b. Duplex postcard half showing the garden 

area titled Inspiration Point.  

Figure 5. Advertising and mailing side of the Segno advertising postcard.  
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terminated in 1915 due to World War I, and the 

LA Times ran the headline Mars Destroys Suc-

cess Waves  above an article announcing his re-

turn to the US as a failure. The LA Times did not 

think highly about the Professor and his scam. 

But his success and Success Club continued on. 

Given the complex he built, the number of mem-

bers of the Success Club and the longevity of the 

overall operation, I would conclude that the Pro-

fessor was quite successful in this endeavor.  

 

There is little outgoing mail from the Segno enter-

prise available today, as most of it was going to 

non-philatelists and was not saved. I believe that 

his foreign incoming mail was saved and sold to 

the philatelic trade. The same is probably not true 

with the incoming US mail, as the frankings were 

generally too common to be of philatelic interest 

at these times. Thus, US mail to Segno is quite 

difficult to find. Many of the letters to Professor 

Segno bear a typed address indicating his staff 

included self -addressed envelopes for the use of 

his clients and potential clients with the outgoing 

mail.  

 

So what do the letters from Saint Pierre & Mique-

lon shown in Figures 1 and 2 indicate? Since they 

were registered they probably contained some 

form of monetary vehicle, and registration was 

used as a means to assure their delivery. In fact, 

some of the preaddressed envelopes contain an 

instruction line on the flap suggesting registration 

if the envelope contained money or a payment ve-

hicle. It is clear from other evidence that the Se-

gno enterprise accepted almost every form of pay-

ment including cash and stamps, even if they 

were of foreign origin. Clearly two people in Saint 

Pierre were sending the equivalent of $10 to the 

Professor for a yearõs membership in the Success 

Club, despite its remoteness and language barri-

er. 

 

So letõs take a walk through the available postal 

history of Segno covers from the remainder of the 

French Americas starting with Guadeloupe, my 

favorite colony. It will be an unusual journey. 

Shown in Figure 8 is a letter from Lamentin, Gua-

deloupe at the registered 50c rate on a pread-

dressed envelope to the American Institute of 

Mentalism at Inspiration Point in the Echo Park 

section of Los Angeles. It was posted on June 5, 

1913, has transits via Pointe -a-Pitre and New 

York and an arrival in Los Angeles. For me, this 

is a most special cover. It is the first Segno cover 

to enter my collection during the month of June 

1983 (thank you Q&A Data Base!), long before I 

knew anything about the Professor and his Amer-

ican Inst itute of Mentalism. I  only recognized i t  as 

a Segno item after I made the first two web hits. 

Figure 5a. Close-up of 

Segno ad. 
Figure 6. Professor A. Victor 

Segno at approximately age 

30. 

Figure 7. Success Club Ad from the Berlin branch - 

Hidden Secrets of the Soulõs Power Explained to the 

World  
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It was purchased from Robert G. Stone, aka Bob, 

who many of you know was the Editor of the FCP 

for more than twenty years, a leader in our Socie-

ty, a formidable scholar and collector and a men-

tor to many of us. It was Bob, his lectures and his 

writings that started me on the path of collecting 

Guadeloupe, which ultimately led to the Grand 

Prix dõHoneur at Washington 2006. Clearly, some-

one in the small village of Lamentin, Guadeloupe 

was paying their $10 for membership in the Suc-

cess Club and eagerly awaiting the arrival of 

those Success Waves from Los Angeles. The sec-

ond cover from Guadeloupe is comparable (Figure 

9). It is from the small village of Petit Bourg on 

April 26, 1913, and bears transits similar to the 

previous cover. It too is franked at the 50c over-

seas registered rate, but now with two 25c Group 

Types. It is interesting to note that both letters 

are from small villages in Guadeloupe, not the 

principal towns of Pointe -a-Pitre or Basse -Terre. 

This is a typical observation that obtains through-

out the Segno collection. Professor Segno had the 

ability to appeal to people in the smaller villages, 

and somehow he got the Success Club message to 

them despite the lack of radio, TV or the web, or 

the use of English for that matter. Professor Se-

gno was a master at advertising.  

 

Moving to the colony of Martinique the first two 

covers are from the principal commercial center of 

Fort -de-France. (Figure 10 and Figure 11) The 

first was posted on July 27, 1906 and the second 

on September 10, 1907. Both are at the 50c regis-

tered overseas rate and undoubtedly carried some 

monetary vehicle for payment of Success Club 

dues. The first is simply franked with a pair of the 

25c Group Type, while the second is franked with 

an unusual combination of 3 x 5c stamps, from 

the 1900 printing in yellow green, and the 35c 

stamp. The latter is a much more interesting 

franking. Both bear the CHARGEMENTS regis-

try datestamps used in Fort -de France. The first 

employed one of the pre -typed envelopes, and on 

the second the address was applied by hand.  

 

 

Figure 8. Lamentin, Guadeloupe - June 1913.  

Figure 9. Petit Bourg, Guadeloupe - April 1913.  

Figure 10. Fort -de-France, Martinique - July 1906.  
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The earliest Segno cover from Martinique is 

shown in Figure 12. It was posted in the small vil-

lage of Lorrain on October 21, 1905, and is 

franked at the 50c registered rate with an unusu-

al combination of the 5c and 3 x 15c Group Types 

from the 1900 issue of these stamps. From the 

small village of Saint Esprit Figure 13 shows a 

letter posted on October 10, 1906, and also 

franked at the 50c registered overseas rate. This 

example bears two unusual features. Since the 

50c stamp of not in its proper place, the instruc-

tions from the Segno firm: USE THIS ENVE-

LOPE IN WRITING US. STAMP HERE  can be 

readily seen. Also the sender made a request for a 

return receipt as indicated by the blue chamfered 

AR  handstamp. Both of these letters undoubtedly 

contained dues for Success Club membership. Fi-

nally from the small village of Sainte Marie Fig-

ure 14 illustrates the simple 25c overseas rate, 

properly placed in the stamp instruction box, post-

ed on October 24, 1907. This may have contained 

Success Club dues, or simply a request for further 

information on membership in the Success Club.  

 

The last French colony in the Americas is French 

Guiana, and Segno material can be found from 

this colony too. The philatelically most exception-

al cover in this article is undoubtedly that from 

the tiny village of Oyapock, French Guyana post-

ed at the simple 25c overseas rate on March 16, 

1911, and shown in Figure 15. It transited via 

Figure 11. Fort -de-France, Martinique - September 

1907. 

Figure 12. Lorrain, Martinique October - 1905. 

Figure 13. Saint Esprit, Martinique - October 1906. Figure 14. Sainte Marie, Martinique - October 1907. 
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Cayenne, but does not bear a Los Angeles arrival. 

I am aware on only three Group Type covers from 

this village, and I was happy to add this one to the 

collection during this month. Special thanks to 

member Alain Millet for making it available to 

me. 

 

The cover shown in Figure 16 was posted from 

Saint Laurent du Maroni, French Guyana on De-

cember 2, 1913 by a local merchant, again at the 

50c registered overseas rate suggesting payment 

for Success Club membership. The rate was pre-

paid by an unusual combination of a 1912 Group 

Type overprint and two Anteater issues, and 

shows nice use of a local registry label and that a 

return receipt was requested for this letter. Final-

ly from Cayenne, French Guyana Figure 17 illus-

trates a simple overseas letter posted on October 

23, 1915 and franked with a 25c Gold Digger is-

sue. Since World War I was ongoing at this time, 

the letter was censored by local military authori-

ties before forwarding into the mails, most proba-

bly via a British transit to the USA.  

 

The survival rate for covers is generally accepted 

as being very low, so it seems reasonable to con-

clude that Professor Segno and his Success Club 

did a profitable business in the French Americas. 

The fact that he could build his complex in Echo 

Park, most probably between 1906 and 1909, sug-

gests that he had considerable money. Why were 

so many people easily duped by this scam? The 

answer probably resides in basic human nature, 

and is beyond the scope of this article. However, I 

would ask the readers of this article to contact me 

(edjjg@alum.mit.edu) if they come across covers or 

ephemera that they think might be of interest to 

me and my collection. To date, I have a dozen and 

a half fellow philatelists on the lookout for my in-

terests.  

 

Does anyone else share my interests in Professor 

Segno? Larry Harnisch, the features writer of the 

LA Times, certainly does. He has done a number 

of Times articles on Professor Segno. Shown in 

Figure 18 is the title page from Professor Segnoõs 

Figure 15. Oyapock, French Guiana - March 1911.  

Figure 16. Saint Laurent du Maroni, French Guiana - 

December 1913. 

Figure 17. Cayenne, French Guiana - October 1915. 
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booklet entitled How To Be Happy Thoõ Mar-

ried , one of his many publications, which is part 

of Larryõs collection of Segno ephemera. In addi-

tion to Larry, there is Philip Deslippe, a graduate 

student in American History at UC Santa Barba-

ra. Philip is studying people like Professor Segno 

and their times. We had a Segno get together at a 

recent SESCAL, and I would like to share a photo 

(Figure 19) which we had taken outside of a res-

taurant near LAX at which we ate. It shows Phil-

ip, Larry and yours truly posed under a model of a 

Spitfire ð and who is that piloting the plane?  

 

Earlier I noted that some sort of Pandoraõs Box 

had been opened by those first two Dillaway co-

vers. As of this writing, I have now uncovered 

three other scam artists who used the internation-

al mails to defraud the public at the turn of the 

20th  century. Such has occurred essentially by 

chance discoveries while looking for Segno covers. 

Certain covers just have an aura about them, and 

the web is a marvelous vehicle to rapidly locate 

obscure information. I first started seeing covers 

from the New York Institute of Science of Roches-

ter, NY. This organization was created by E. Vir-

gil Neal and Charles C. Clark, and sold a home 

study course in hypnotism and magnetism. Appli-

cation of their teachings to your life brought all 

Figure 18. Segno booklet How To Be Happy Thoõ 

Married from the Harnisch collection. Segno divorced 

his wife, Annie Dell Segno, in 1911 and married one 

of the Success Club secretaries. 

Figure 19. Segno 

Success Club 

Class of 2012: 

Philip Deslippe, 

Larry Harnisch 

and Ed 

Grabowski plus 

Professor Segno. 

 


