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Adventures of a 4c Stamp

Orbital post offices probably will be here some day, but
right now the Post Office is developing more immediate ways to
achieve its goal of one-day mail service anywhere in the U. S.

By ALLEN LONG

» THEY ARE talking about satellite post
offices to orbit the earth and give swift mail
service from here to yon. But that is blue-
sky stuff—although dreams often come true
sooner than expected. Much more urgent
at the moment is finding immediate ways to
improve our earth-bound postal system. It
has been estimated that in a generation’s
time, the entire U. S. labor force will be
unable to cope with the flow of America’s
letters and packages by using today’s meth-
ods.

Today’s methods are essentially the same
as in Ben Franklin’s day. Each of the 60
billion letters and packages mailed in the
U. S. is processed largely by hand. Han-
dling by automatic machines now appears
to offer the most hope for meeting the tidal
wave of mail that grows by about 2 billion
pieces a year.

The day may be near when post office
workers will think of their shop as a “plant”
rather than an “office.”

Briefly, here is what will likely happen to
a letter in the immediate future: It will be
collected from the corner red-and-blue mail-
box and carried back to the post office. It
may be swept high into the rafters by a
conveyor system which holds it there await-
ing its turn at the equipment below. Then
it may be dumped along with parcels, hotel
keys, wallets, and baby chickens—even the
family kitten once was “mailed” by a tod-
dler—onto a conveyor belt that feeds a
culling machine.

Mechanical Hands

Mechanical linkages will skim off the
letter and dispatch it to facing, canceling,
and distributing machines. Here other me-
chanical “hands” may flip it around so that
the stamp faces the proper direction for
canceling. Then a machine which figura-
tively squints an eye at the typewritten ad-
dress on the letter will decide which mail
sack should receive it. A conveyor will
carry it to the proper point, then drop it
In another few minutes, the letter may be
on its way out of town.

Arriving at its destination, the letter may
run through other machines to be fed auto-
matically to the proper delivery sack. Then
friendly hands, missing so far, now will
put the letter in the front-door mailbox.

All this may sound as futuristic as the
satellite post office. But that is not so. The
post office, with help of private industry,
already has moved a great distance toward
its dreamed-of 24-hour mail service in the
U. S.

The Department installed in Detroit in

December, 1956, its first electronically con-
trolled “Mail Flo” conveyor system. This
shuttles mail to and from sorting areas,
eliminzting hand-trucking. Side conveyors
feed mail to sorting clerks, then take letters
to proper dispatching points. The system
worked so well that other installations were
announced late last year for post offices in
New York, Boston, Washington, Chicago,
Los Angeles, and Ogden, Utah. All told,
there are 11 such systems now in use.

The Department already is using a ma-
chine for facing mail and canceling stamps
at the rate of 15,000 an hour. And develop-
mental work is approaching a climax on
equipment that culls, faces and cancels mail
in an integrated operation. This machine
will handle 30,000 letters an hour.

Rabinow Engineering Company, Takoma
Park, Md., working with the Post Office De-
partment and the National Bureau of

AUTOMATIC MAIL HANDLER—
This prototype can bandle 36,000 let-
ters an hour. The little wheel assem-
blies carry letters. Each of the 12
wheels on each rod can be shifted
into ome of two positions, giving a
total of 4,096 possible combinations.
As the conveyor moves, each set of
12 wheels rolls over tracks. When
correct destination is reached, all
wheels drop into depressions and the
letter falls into correct pocket. The
prototype was developed for the Post
Office by Rabinow Engineering Com-
pany and Natiom:‘li Bureau of Stand-
ards.
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Standards in Washington, has developed
a prototype machine to handle and distrib-
ute 36,000 letters an hour into as many
categories as needed. Right now, the “think-
ing” operation is handled by a man. Each
letter is presented so he can see the ad-
dress. He punches a group of keys which
imprint a code on the back of the envelope.
The machine does the rest.

President Jacob Rabinow said it took
three years to develop the machine. It has
a memory for 200,000 to 300,000 individual
addresses in Washington, D. C., where it is
now being tried out.

Machines now are being developed, he
said, which can read typewritten addresses,
and get letters on their way to proper mail
sacks in about one-tenth of a second.

Most machines of this sort scan the
letter the way a television beam scans the
screen. The light and dark signals are
stored in patterns, and the machine says to
itself: “This looks a little like an ‘a’ and
a ‘b’” Then the machine studies the char-
acter to decide whether it is more like an
“a” or a “b”.

The day is coming, experts predict, when
machines may even be able to read hand-
writing. There will always be some sort of
a reject gadget for letters with addresses
too illegible to be machine-read.

Cooperative Projects

The Post Office Department has various
projects under way with industry. In addi-
tion to Rabinow Engineering Company,
private companies associated with the De-
partment on various projects include Amer-
ican Machine & Foundry Company, New
York City, and Emerson Research Labora-
tories, Silver Spring, Md., to develop ma-
chines that cull, face, and cancel 30,000 an
hour in a single coordinated operation;
Burroughs Corporation, Detroit, and Pitney
Bowes Inc., Stamford, Conn., for keyboard-
operated sorters; Intelligent Machines Re-
search Corporation, Alexandria, Va., for
machines that read typewritten addresses;
Jervis B. Webb Company, Detroit, and Aero-
jet-General Corporation, Azusa, Calif., for
parcel post sorting systems; Electric Ven-
dors, Inc., Minneapolis, for a jukebox-like
machine to sell postal supplies; and Food
Machinery and Chemical Corporation, San
Jose, Calif., for machines to handle rolled
newspapers, flat magazines, etc.

And in February, the Post Office Depart-
ment signed a contract with Intelex Systems,
a subsidiary of International Telephone and
Telegraph Corporation, for a “turnkey” post
office—the first to be fully mechanized.
When completed, the employees will simply
“turn the key, walk in, and start moving
the mails,” said Edson O. Sessions, deputy
postmaster general.

This is scheduled for Providence, R. 1.,
and is expected to speed deliveries of all
classes of mail to 14 nearby communities.

The plant will have central electronic con-
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trol of all activities in the office. Machines
will sort parcels and letters, and synchro-
nized conveyors will bring mail into the
plant, shuttle it among processing machines,
then carry it out.

The post office will be situated strategi-
cally next to railroad facilities only five
minutes from downtown Providence and 20
minutes from the airport.

Many automated post offices can be ex-
pected in the future. But at the moment,
Post Office Department officials believe the
first ones will have to be used where mail
flow hits at least 200,000 pieces a day.

Figures are not available to indicate
whether automated post offices would be
feasible in towns of 20,000 population. It is
not the population that counts, but mail
volume.

In general it is thought post office auto-
mation will not portend any big changes
in what can be mailed. Automatic machines
are being designed to handle letters up to
Y-inch thick, six inches high and 14 long.
For offsized letters, thank-you notes and
greeting cards, which the machines might
be unable to handle, the post officc may
ultimately have to charge special postage
to compensate for hand-processing.

You can see what the Post Office Depart-
ment is up against: Postmaster General
Arthur E. Summerfield told Congress at
1959 budget hearings that the Department
handled 509 billion pieces of mail in 1953.
But by 1958, the volume reached 61.4 billion,
an increase of 10 billion pieces in five years.
This year, mail volume is expected to set a
63.5-billion-piece record. This would be a
24.7%, increase over 1953, and handling this
;/fil.oume will require 562,000 man-years’
abor.

Mail Costs Rise

Postal rates already have been jacked up
several times in recent years, yet post office
books are still colored with red ink. The
Post Office Department estimates it will cost
$53.85 to handle each 1,000 pieces of mail
in 1959. If each piece carried four cents
of postage, the Department’s revenue would
be $40. Therefore, it would lose $13.85 on
each 1,000 pieces it handled.

The Post Office gets four cents an ounce
only on firstclass mail, and there is a huge
bulk of other mailed material which is
handled at lower rates.

Unless something is done, the Depart-
ment may find itself running headlong into
a situation both physically and economically
impossible.

The day is coming when automatic ma-
chines will likely handle a sizable hunk of
the total mail volume. Officials believe
automation is its most currently promising
salvation. In addition to speedier, cheaper
mail handling, the purpose of automatic
mail-handling machines is not to replace
men but rather to cut down on the number
of new employees that will have to be hired
in the future.

And the new costcutting, mail-speeding
machines being developed hold thrilling
roller coaster-like adventures in store for
your stamps in the very near future.
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“I'M MAKING
MORE THAN

*1000aMonth

HAVEN'T TOUCHED BOTTOM YET!”

—reports Charles Kama, Texas, one of
many who are “cleaning up’’ with orders
for PRESTO. Science’s New Midget Mir-
acle Fire Extinguisher. So can YOU!
Amazing new kind of fire extinguisher. Tiny
“‘Presto’’ does job of bulky exting: t
cost 4 time much, are 8 times 3
: Ends fires fast as 2 seconds. Never corrodes
) Guaranteed for 20 years! Over 3 million
sold! Sells for only $4.95.
Show it to civil defense workers, owners of
2 homes, cars, boats, farms, ete., :unl\m stores
for re-sale—make good income. F {err reports $20 a day.
Wm. Wydallis $15.20 an hour. FREE Sales Kit. No obligation.
MERLITE INDUSTRIES, Dept.P-127U

., 114 East 32 St., New York 16, N.Y.
zrnsa:?:I?meL! Co., Ltdf 371 Dowd St., Montreal 1,P.Q.

C. KAMA

NEW! ...co-
Mobile

Laboratory

} For science
teacher
demonstrations
in different
locations, any
_vantage point.
=l Moves
quickly.
Equipped
with gas,
electric and
yater services,
support rods
2 and pegboard
A \ Goiis: SEEST display panel.
: Roomy stor-

age area. In attrac-

tive colors, large Formica
top. Write for full details.
[:B"c“ EACH $29500
® Cenco, the leading manufacturer

of instruments for laboratories

CENTRAL SCIENTIFIC CO.

1718-V Irving Park Road * Chicago 13, lilinois
Branches and Warehouses—Mountainside, N. J.
Boston « Birmingham . SantaClara - Los Angeles - Tulsa
Houston . Toronto . Montreal « Vancouver . Ottawa
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40 and 80 Power Ross 3” Stellarscope @ $1 ol
. Extra :
o A ““must do’’ project in educational science for all students. H
Thousands have been delighted with this Stellarscope. -
1) Teaches the ‘“‘optiecs’”’ of the Newtonian instrument, i.e., ‘‘instrumental optics.” =
2) By ‘“‘actually seeing the position and appearance of important astronomical g3
bodies, the Moon, Planets, Double Stars, Nebulae, etc., it teaches ‘‘Observa- 3
g H
( Jui » definition. A real fine scientific instrument
I S GRINDING! ALL MIRRORS ALUMINIZED,
Al A POLISHED
Guaranteed, sl clear up to 200 power. No fuzz, no
distortion W only 6 1bs
Remember, the Ross Stellarscope includes the tube and ALI parts necessary to
complete the instrument, not only the lenses and mirrors. You assemble a tele

Special Combination Price: Ross 3” Stellarscope
only $33.00 Exp. Collect.
FREE. Full instructions, illustrated completely with photographs, included.
Send for your telescope NO Remit with order Include postage No C.0.D
;o Catalog $1.00—None free.
Ross Quadipod not HARRY Ross Scientific ¢« Lab Apparatus
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It's Simple to Assemble, Test and Use the

your two hands swdriver

using ve \‘vx;q“\ the € s
plus Quadipod (Knocked-down) :

61 Reade St., N.Y. 7, N. Y.

LINGUAPHONE

MAKES IT EASY TO LISTEN and LEARN to

SPANISH (Aforeans" * FRENCH
GERMAN - ITALIAN - JAPANESE
MODERN GREEK - ICELANDIC

Any of 34 languages available at home

Only LINGUAPHONE, The World's Standard Con-
versational Method, brings 8 to 12 outstanding
native language teachers Into your home on fine re-
cordings. It’s like living In another land. You listen.
You hear native men and women converse about
up-to-date, every-day matters. You Understand. You
SPEAK. Exciting Business,
Here and Abroad. Linguaphone Is used around the
world by schools, governments, business firms. Over
a milllon home-study students of all ages.

Stop Wishing—Start Talking! Send for FREE

Book and Detalls of FREE TRIAL. Linguaphone
Institute, T-31-039 Radio City, New York 20, N. Y.

Travel Opportunities

RECORD YOUR OBSERVATIONS
with a UNITRON

PHOTOMICROGRAPHY SET!

An inexpensive
accessory that
duplicates the
performances of
costly apparatus.
For every type
of microscopy
and photography.
Easy to operate.
Allows continu-
ous observation
while camera is in
even during
Ad-
the

place,
time exposures.
justable to fit

camera of your
choice (35mm., #120,
# 127, motion pic-
ture, etc.). A valu-
able aid for teaching

or learning. $3995 e

FREE 10-DAY
Postpaid

UNITRON

Model ACA
INSTRUMENT DIVISION of UNITED SCIENTIFIC CO.
204-206 MILK STREET « BOSTON 9, MASS.

I Please rush to me, UNITRON's Microscope Catalog. :
| Name — —
P Company— R ——

Street e i ]
boeiy— stae ]
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