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Philately & International Mail 
Order Fraud – Part I 

 

Helmut von Fehlen, MD, PhD, EEFMS 

Wein am Rhine, Deutschland 

Collectors Club – Feb 2017 

Akron Collectors Club – Apr 2017 
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Registered letter from Saint Pierre & Miquelon to Los Angeles Oct 1905 

Purchased from Guy Dillaway at BALPEX in the 1980’s 

I immediately began to wonder who was Prof. A. Victor Segno  

and what was his claim to fame to warrant a letter  

from this remote and tiny French Colony? 



The World Postal System in 1900 
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It was efficient 

It was reliable 

It was inexpensive  

 

and 

 

It offered, for the first time, 

the opportunity of mail order fraud 

on an international scale 
 
 



Recognizing the Potential for International 
Mail Order Fraud in the Early 1900’s 

• Professor A. Victor Segno 

– The American Institute of Mentalism – Los 
Angeles, CA 

• E. Virgil Neal aka X. La Motte Sage 

– The New York Institute of Science – Rochester, NY 

• Elvard L. Moses  

– The Oxypathor Corporation – Buffalo, NY 

• Dr. James W. Peebles 

– Dr. Peebles’ Institute of Health – Battle Creek, MI 
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Requirements For a Fraudster to Gain 
Entry Into My Collection 

• Defined a clever scheme to defraud the public on an 
international scale 

– No every-day local stuff (Patent Medicines) 

• Operated from a seemingly erudite company located in the 
United States 

• Use of international mails and media (newspapers and 
journals) to advertise and market their fraudulent schemes 

• Left a strong philatelic record of their success 

• Challenged by the U.S. Post Office and other public minded 
organizations regarding mail order fraud 
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Professor A Victor Segno 
‘Every Crowd Has a Silver Lining’ 

 

  
With Special Thanks to  
Philip Deslippe (UC SB) 

Larry Harnisch (LA Times) 
IAPSOP  

(http://www.iapsop.com/) 
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P T Barnum 

International Association 

for the Preservation of 

Spiritualist and Occult 

Periodicals 



Professor A Victor Segno 

• In the 2000’s I hit Google pay dirt 
– Professor Segno was a self-proclaimed mentalist who for 

the sum of $1.00 per month or $10.00 per year would 
send his good vibrations (so-called Success Waves) in your 
direction, twice each a day, and your life would improve in 
numerous areas including health, wealth, love, success, 
etc., etc. 

– He operated out of Los Angeles from about 1900 
– To unite his subscribers, he formed the Segno Success 

Club, membership in which was part of his subscription fee 
– He claimed to be the creator of the New Science of 

Mentalism, and formed a related organization: The 
American Institute of Mentalism 
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Registered letter to Professor Segno posted from Saint Pierre, Saint Pierre & Miquelon  
during October 1905 at the 50c rate. Probably contained fees for Success Club membership. 



Professor A Victor Segno: 1870-1940 
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Success Wave: 
Love 
Hope 
Peace 

Wealth 
Health 

Ambition 
Happiness 
Influence 
Success 

Circa 1900                    Circa 1920 

 



How Successful was Professor Segno? 

• Around 1903 the Segno Success Club had 12,000 members, each paying 
monthly or yearly membership fees 
– Roughly $120,000 per year or $2,400,000 in today’s dollars 

• The Postmaster of LA, in a response to complaints about Segno’s activities 
by the Bishop of LA, noted that: 
– Segno was doing nothing unusual relative to the activities of many others at 

the time 
– Segno was investigated by the Post Office in DC in 1903, and no charges were filed 
– You could not trap one of his Success Waves and scientifically show it was nonsense 

– Segno was the largest private mailer in LA, sending as many as 6000 - 7000 
letters per day 

• With the proceeds from his activities, Segno built a mansion and a 
publishing office in the Echo Park section of LA from which he conducted 
his business activities 
– The Echo Park section of LA is near today’s Dodger Stadium, and is a 

fashionable place to live 
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Post Office Record of 1903 Segno Hearing:  
“Evidence insufficient for fraud order.” 
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Thanks to  

IAPSOP 



Copy of Letter From the Postmaster of LA  
to the Bishop of LA – Philip Deslippe 
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Thanks to  

Philip Deslippe 
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The Success of Professor Segno 
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How Large Were Professor Segno’s 
Operations in Echo Park? 
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Photos show a staff of 12 people working in his mail room, and 
an additional 12 people working in his office area in Echo Park. 

But the Postmaster said Segno employed 45-50 typewriters! 
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Already lurking in my collection 

were letters from the small 

villages of Saint Louis, Reunion 

and Saint Esprit, Martinique. 
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See Collectors Club Centennial Plaque 



Publications by Professor Segno 

• In support of his Success Club and American Institute 
of Mentalism activities, Professor Segno authored a 
number of books for his clients which were printed at 
Echo Park by the Segnogram Publishing Company 
– The Law of Mentalism 
– How to Live 100 Years and Retain Your Youth, Health and 

Beauty 
– Life in the Great Beyond; or The Law of Life and Death 
– The Secret of Memory 
– How to Possess a Perfect Head of Hair 
– How to Be Happy Tho’ Married (Professor Segno divorced 

his wife in 1911 and ran off with one of his secretaries) 
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Segno Was Comfortable With 
Foreign Languages 
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Would You Believe Romanian?  
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Segno Donates How to Live 100 
Years….. to UCLA Library 
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Collection of  

Larry Harnisch 
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Segno Advertising* 
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*Duke University Virtual 
Collection of American 

Advertising 



The Mystic Road to Success 
Information Booklet 

25 



The Segnogram Publishing Company 
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Segnogram Magazine Available on the Website of the 
International Association For the Preservation of 

Spiritualist and Occult Periodicals (IAPSOP) 

27 



28 28 

If anyone finds and purchases a genuine packet of  

stamps from the Segnogram Publishing Company,  

I will be willing to pay you 10X for that packet! 

Segno Aware of Philately and the Philatelic Market 
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Segno Always Looking for Another Way to Make Money 
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Did the Good Vibrations –  
Success Waves Work? 
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“You no doubt will be glad to learn that since joining  

your club I have improved my health, supported myself  

and little baby girl and made over $1,000,  

and risen from a servant to be a proprietor.” 

 

 

“I consider your Success Club the  

greatest discovery ever made by man…”  

[Member No. 5515, Coffeyville, Kansas  

from promotional material for the Success Club] 



Segno Mail From Other Countries  
and the United States? 

• With 6000 – 7000 letters being sent from LA each day at 
the height of the Success Club there should be: 
– Letters from a variety of other countries to Professor Segno 

which contained monthly or annual dues, or requests for 
Success Club information 

– Letters from the Segno Organization in LA to members and 
prospective members franked with the 1902 Series and the 
following Washington/Franklin Series 

• Based on my observations, some of Segno’s incoming mail 
was bundled and sold to the philatelic market during the 
1905 – 1916 period – but not US mail 

• But his outgoing mail is, at least to date, not seen but for a 
few items – probably little reason to be saved as frankings 
are very common 
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A Potpourri of Segno Covers 

Not Presented in Any Order 

But They Show the Breadth and 
Depth of his Reach in the World 

Most Are From Small Villages 
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Mexico, Salvador, Costa 

Rica, Argentina, Peru, 

Ecuador,  Columbia and 

Nicaragua 



Molina, Chile 
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France, Monaco, Switzerland, 

Spain, Germany, Austria, 

Latvia, England 
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Jamaica, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Mauritius,  

Gold Coast, Rhodesia, South Africa and Sarawak 



Togo 
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Mangaia, Cook Islands 
1914 and 1917 
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Saffi, Spanish Morocco 

Alexandrette, Austrian Turkish Office 

Jaffa, German Turkish Office 

Cairo, Egypt (Printed Matter) 

Why was printed matter sent to 

Professor Segno? 

All from Dec – Jan Period 

Holiday Greetings! 
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A Recent and Most Unusual Origin of a Segno Cover  
Censored Registered Letter From Tete, Zambesia in 1918 via South Africa 

• Registered Letter at 13½  
centavos rate with: 
– Zambesia stamps 2 x 50 

reis = 10 centavos 
– Lourenco Marques 2½ 

centavos stamp 
– Mozambique 1 centavo 

War Tax Stamp 

• Censored at South Africa 
• Contained the equivalent 

of $10 for those Success 
Waves 
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Tete 



Segno’s German Gambit 

• In 1911 Professor Segno ran off 
with one of his secretaries and 
ended up in Germany 

• His wife, A. Dell Segno, divorced 
the Professor, but continued to 
run operations in LA 

• In 1912 he incorporated the 
Segno Success System as an LLC 
in Berlin 

• By 1915 this venture failed due to 
WWI, and the LA Times wrote: 
‘Mars Destroys Success Waves!’ 

• Mail from the German Gambit is 
extremely rare 

• Mulchén, Chile - 1914 
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Troubled Times for the New Segnos? 
Passport Photo? 
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Segno’s German Key To Success  
(Hidden Secrets of the Soul’s Power Explained to the World) 
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United States – Generally Rare 
Not Saved and Sold to the Trade 
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Chirological College of California 

Palm Reading & Fortune Telling 



United States Possessions 
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Puerto Rico     Philippines 

 

Cuba 



Segno Covers in Other Collections 
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Collection of Wade Saadi 



Collection of Len Piszkiewicz 
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Upper Silesia - 1922 



Fake Segno Cover 
Created by Infamous Forger Monsieur Roger 

Known to Operate in Cahoots, NY 
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Outgoing Mail STATION E 
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Outgoing Mail? 
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In California Supreme Court Records (Oct 
1921) Mrs Annie Dell Segno is still being sued 
by her attorney, S J Parsons, for monies due 
him for representation in the 1911 divorce of A 
Victor Segno 
 
In 1931 the Segno Organization was charged 
with fraud by the Federal Trade Commission. In 
addition to memberships in the very successful 
Success Club, they were also selling talismans 
called ‘lucky sheckels’. These were made in the 
US from materials which he claimed were from 
1891 BC and found in Palestine. These 
talismans combined with membership in the 
club would promote your overall well-being. 
No follow-up on these charges is shown in 
subsequent FTC annuals, and Professor Segno’s 
fortunes are in decline. 



My Latest Segno Covers 
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Lagos, Nigeria - 1936 

Managua, Nicaragua - 1937 



In the 1970’s Professor Segno’s buildings were 
demolished to make way for the  

Lago Vista Condominiums 
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Wouldn’t Professor Segno’s properties 
have been a wonderful home for the 
Museum of the City of Los Angeles? 

Or the LA Collectors Club and Library? 



Segno Success Club – Class of 2012 
Philip Deslippe – UC Santa Barbara; Larry Harnisch – LA Times; 

Ed Grabowski – Collectors Club; Professor Segno - Pilot 
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Can there be more? 

At the 2013 Boxborough Show I came 
across covers for  

The Oxypathor Company 
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The Oxypathor Company 

• Incorporated in New York in 1906 under the 
name The Oxygenator Company which was 
changed to The Oxypathor Company in 1911 

• The principal founder was Elvard L. Moses 

• The headquarters were in Buffalo, NY with 
franchise offices around the US and world 

• Put out of business by the US Post Office and 
the American Medical Association in 1914 for 
fraudulent use of the mails 
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The Oxypathor –  
A Blood Oxygenating Device 

• Consisted of: 

– A cylinder filled with 
common chemicals 

– Lengths of wires coming 
from each end 

– Straps and contact 
electrodes for a wrist and 
an ankle 

• Typical outrageous 
medical claims made for a 
device that did nothing 
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The Oxypathor was stolen by Moses from Hercules Sanche  
who conceived of the Oxydonor Scam around 1900.  

Moses was the master salesman for the concept. 
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The Oxypathor –  
Available on Ebay for $150 

• Cost to produce about 
$1.25 

• Cost to the customer 
about $35 = $700 today 

• Units sold between 
1909 and 1914: about 
45,500 

• The chemical contents 
of the cylinder varied 
over the years 
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Oxypathor Instruction Book 

• Edition from 1911  

• 128 Pages 

• Loads of medical attachments 
available for sale 
– For all human orifices and 

surfaces 

• Hundreds of diseases listed for 
treatment 

• Available in English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, French, German, 
Italian and Japanese 

• Condition: Mint, never read 
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The Oxypathor Company 

• Did not sell individual units from the home office, 
except locally 

• Established franchise offices throughout the US, 
Canada and around the world  

• Sold and shipped quantities of the units to local 
branches for the ‘personal’ touch in selling the units 

– Franchise Offices were the key to Moses’ 
marketing scheme: Ship in bulk and sell locally 

• A Library of Congress search under ‘Oxypathor’ for 
1911-1912 found 182 ads in US newspapers 
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Ad From the Ohio Branch Office 



Business Card – Rochester, NY Branch 
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Advertising Post Card – Kobe, Japan  
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Peru – Oxypathor Trademark 
Registration Papers (NY) 
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A Philatelic Ad From Belgium 
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Oxpathor Advertising Booklet From 
the Victoria, BC Franchise 

70 



Oxypathor Covers 

• Oxypathor covers are extremely limited 

– Moses did not deal with tens of thousands of clients 
individually as did Segno and Neal/Clark 

– He established 300 franchises in the USA and 150 in 
foreign countries 

– Correspondence mostly went to and from the franchisees, 
except for the Buffalo area 

– There was NO program to bundle correspondence and sell 
it to the philatelic trade 

– The postal history that exists is by chance only 
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Establishing New Franchises 

72 

Franchisee Ad in Germany Response to Franchisee Ad - Brazil 



United States 
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From the Home Office in 

Buffalo, NY under paid with 

a two-cent Washington coil, due  

two cents on arrival – ex Shoults 

From the Paducah, KY Branch Office 
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Chile, Guatemala, Spain,  

Uruguay and Russia 



Russian Office in Harbin, 
Manchuria to Scotland - Censored 
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A Cover That I Do Not Own 

• Also sent from Russian 
Office at Harbin, Manchuria 
(June 12, 1914) 

• Franked with invalid 
Chinese stamps – rejected 

• Charged 10c due (2 x 5c)  

• Use of 10c US Parcel Post 
Due stamp 

• Valid for a limited period 

• Collection of Wade Saadi – 
President of NY2016 
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Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown 
Oxypathor 2014 Clinical Study 
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Ref: The Westfield Philatelist, Vol 8, No 3, March-April 2015 
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Gotcha Mr Moses 



Home of Elvard Moses For 18 Months 
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And the Beat Goes On! 

• Current census of the collection 

– Segno-related covers: 170 

–New York Institute of Science covers: 350 
• Hungary: >85 – One Frame Exhibit 

–Oxypathor Company covers: 16 
• One Frame Exhibit at Boxborough – Vermeile  

–Drs.Peebles & Bobo covers: 100  
• Strong in USA covers 
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Uncle Ed Needs Your Help! 

• I can not search the cover boxes from every dealer 
at every show for fraud covers 

• When searching for your covers be on the lookout 
for material from the post 1900 period addressed to 
or from the addresses of: 
– Professor A Victor Segno – Los Angeles 
– A Dell Segno – Los Angeles 
– The American Institute of Mentalism – Los Angeles 
– The Segno Success Club – Los Angeles 
– The Chirological College of California – Los Angeles 
– The New York Institute of Science – Rochester 
– X. La Motte Sage - Rochester 
– Charles S. Clark, Gen. Mgr. – Rochester 
– The Cartilage Company - Rochester 
– The Oxypathor Company – Buffalo or anyplace else 
– Dr. James W. Peebles – Battle Creek 
– The Peebles’ Institute of Health – Battle Creek 
– Dr. W. Thompson Bobo – Battle Creek 

• There should be a German Group of Segno covers 
from and to Berlin circa 1912-1915! 

• If cheap (<$25) buy them for me and I will pay you 
• If not cheap, email me at edjjg@alum.mit.edu with 

the details 
• I am also looking for EPHEMERMA relating to all of 

the above 
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mailto:edjjg@alum.mit.edu
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With Special Thanks 
Members of the Slide of Fame 

• David Steidley – Westfield Stamp Club 

• Mark Banchik – Collectors Club 

• Gary Loew – Westfield Stamp Club 

• Hank Applegate – Hamilton Stamp Club 

• Robert G. Stone – France & Cols Philatelic Society USA 

• Richard Maisel – Collectors Club 

• Tom Duckworth – Collectors Club 

• Paul Larsen – Collectors Club Chicago 

• Leonard Piszkiewicz – United States Stamp Society 

• Omar Rodriguez – Collectors Club 

• Carlos Vergara – Collectors Club Chicago 

• Mike Mead – Britannia Enterprises 

• Ronald Gonzales – Hamilton Stamp Club 

• Henk Slabbinck – European Academy of Philately (AEP) 

• John Mayne – France & Cols Philatelic Society UK 

• Kathy Johnson – Collectors Club Chicago 

• Alain Millet – Académie de la Philatélie 

• John Hotchner – EF&OCC 

• And Many Dealers, eBay and Delcampe 

Find an item or two  

for Ed and join his  

Slide of Fame! 
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PHILATELY & INTER- 

NATIONAL  MAIL  

ORDER FRAUD 

PART II 

2018 
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‘Lord, what fools these  
mortals be!’ 

Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
Act 3, Scene 2 
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William Shakespeare 


