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This invention relates generally to apparatus for indi 
cating the presence or absence of mail in a mail box, and 
more particularly to a remotely controlled device in which 
the presence or absence of mail may be determined from 
a remote distance such as inside a room in a house or 
apartment. 
Many devices have been proposed heretofore for indi 

cating the presence or absence of mail in mail boxes. 
Such devices ?nd their most useful application in rural 
districts in which the mail box itself is located near a 
main highway or road, usually a considerable distance 
from‘ the residence. 
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Some such systems, for example, _ 
have comprised pressure responsive electrical switches " 
disposed within the mail box such that the weight of 
mail or other received material depresses the switch to 
close an electrical circuit and provide an indication in 
the dwelling of the presence of mail. Other remote 
signaling devices constitute mechanical variations of the ‘ 
pressure switch. The majority of such systems employ 
movable mechanical parts which are subject to weather 
ing particularly in rural districts and thus are liable not 
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to operate as a result of corrosion or rusting of parts. . - 
Even if the mail box is well protected, some of the 
parcels of mail itself may be wet or partially covered 
with snow which, when placed in the box, may cause 
damage to the mechanical pressure switch or other ap 40 
paratus therein for indicating the presence of the mail. . 

Another di?'iculty with heretofore proposed indicators 
of the mechanical type is the possibility of mail not 
actually resting on the particular indicator. For ex 
ample, if ‘the item of mail is of abnormal size such 
that it is placed in a box in a diagonal or possibly folded 
position, only the edge corners of the box may be en 
gaged by the mail leaving the ?oor of the box substan~ 
tially free whereby no indication will be given of its 
presence. Also, a single item of mail such as a post 
card may not have su?‘icient weight to operate the indi 
cator. In certain instances such as in city mail boxes 
especially those used in apartment dwellings, the boxes 
may be of a shape that cannot readily accommodate 
mechanical apparatus to indicate the presence of mail. 
These boxes are normally oblong in a vertical direction 
and the letters or other mail is placed vertically in the 
box whereby the chances of the lower edge of the letter 
contacting a pressure switch or the like is not always 
assured, particularly in the case of folded items that pro 
trude from the top of the box. 

Bearing the above in mind, it is a primary object of 
the present invention to provide a greatly improved re 
mote signaling device for indicating the presence or 
absence of mail in a mail box of either the rural or city 
type which does not depend for its operation on moving 
mechanical parts within the box itself, whereby a very 
reliable and substantially maintenance free indicator is 
provided. 
More particularly, it is an object of this invention to 

provide a mail box indicating device of the above type 
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in which the presence or absence of mail will be incli- ' 
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2 
cated wholly independently of the shape or weight of 
the mail itself so that abnormally large mail pieces re 
quiring folding, even small postcards of little weight, 
will be indicated. 

Still another object is to provide a device of the above 
type which is normally in an off position so that no 
power is required for its operation except at the par 
ticular instance when it is desired to ascertain whether 
or not mail is present. 

Yet another object is to provide a remote mail box in 
dicating device which is readily adapted for apartment 
mail boxes wherein a common power source is provided 
for a plurality of indicators so that the application of 
the invention to different mail boxes in an apartment 
dwelling is greatly facilitated. 

These and many other objects and advantages of the 
present invention are attained, brie?y, by providing a 
photoelectric ‘apparatus mounted on the mail box in such 
a manner that a beam of light is caused to traverse the 
volume of the box from a light source to a photoelectric 
cell. Suitable electrical wires for energizing the light 
source and for communicating signals from the photo~ 
cell pass from the apparatus in the mail box to a remote 
location such as a country dwelling house or an apart 
ment. Within the house or apartment there is provided 
‘an indicating means ‘including a light or buzzer adapted 
to visually or audibly indicate the presence or absence 
of mail upon operating a switch or a button. If the 
indicator light goes on or the buzzer sounds in response 
to pressing of the button, the operator is informed that 
mail is present. On the other hand, if no light or sound 
results, then the operator is apprised that there is no 
mail in the box. Alternatively, the arrangement may be 
such that the absence of mail will be indicated by a 
shining of the light or a sounding of the buzzer whereas 
the presence of mail will result in the light or buzzer not 
working. 

In a preferred embodiment of the device especially 
useful for apartment house mail boxes, there are pro 
vided a plurality of photoelectric cell systems adapted for 
use with a plurality of mail boxes and a single power 
pacl; for supplying proper energizing voltages to these 
units as well as power for operating the remote indicat 
ing lights, buzzers or other indicating means. In ac 
cordance with an important feature of the invention, 
there is provided a re?ector adapted to co-operate with 
the light source and the photoelectric cell such that the 
beam will traverse the volume of the mail box along 
two separated paths whereby at least one of the paths 
will invariably be interrupted by the presence of mail 
to cause the indicating means to be actuated. 
A better understanding of the invention will be had 

by referring to the accompanying drawings, in which: 
Figure l is a highly schematic diagram illustrating by 

way of example only one embodiment of the present 
invention useful for rural type mail boxes in which the 
electrical circuit associated therewith is shown in a sim 
pli?ed schematic manner; and, 

Figure 2 is a perspective view of the contemplated 
arrangement of the invention with respect to the indicat 
ing of the presence or absence of mail in apartment mail 
boxes such as are used in cities. 

Referring ?rst to Figure 1, there is illustrated a conven 
tional rural type mail box 10 provided with a hinged front 
cover 11 for receiving mail such as the envelope 12. 
Mounted on the mail box 10 is a photoelectric apparatus 
comprising a light source 13 adapted to direct a beam 
of light to a photoelectric cell 14 as indicated by the 
arrows. This beam traverses the inner volume of the 
mail box and will be interrupted by the presence of any 
mail such as the letter envelope 12. The light source 
13 may be energized by a pair of leads 15 and 16 
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passing to a remote location such as the interior of a 
dwelling. These leads are connected across a switch 
button 17 in series with a battery 18. 
The photoelectric cell 14 is connected by means of a 

pair of leads 19 and 20 to actuate a relay coil 21 having 
a switch arm 21’ connected in series with an indicator 
such as a lamp 22. The switch arm 21’ and lamp 22 
are connected across the switch button 17 and battery 
18 in parallel with the leads 15 and 16 as shown. The 
relay coil 21 is adapted to be energized in response to 
.acth sition of the photoelectric cell 14 in the mail‘ box 
when struck by the light beam from the source 13. 

In operation, upon depression of the switch button 17 
by the dweller who wishes to ascertain the presence or 
absence of mail, electrical energy from battery source 18 
will pass through the leads 15 and 16 to light the light 
source 13 in the mail box 10. Assume for the moment 
that there is no mail in the box. In this event, the light 
‘beam will strike the photoelectric cell 14 generating a 
signal which will be passed by the leads 19 and 20 to the 
relay coil 21 energizing the same. Energization of the 
relay coil 21 will move the switch arm 21’ from its nor 
mally closed position as shown, to the open contact 
thereby disconnecting the indicating light 22 from across 
the battery 18 and switch 17. Therefore, the absence of 
mail in the box 10 will be indicated by the fact that the 
lamp 22 does not go on. 
On the other hand, if a letter such as the letter 12 

is present, the beam from the light source 13 upon en 
ergization thereof by closing of the switch button 17, 
will be interrupted and shielded from the photoelectric 
cell 14 whereby no signal will be present in the coil 21 
and thus the switch arm 21’ will remain in its normally 
closed position. In such position, the lamp 22 will then 
light indicating to the operator that mail is present in the 
box. 

It should be noted that there may be a slight mechani 
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vcal delay in the operation of the relay coil 21 and the ' 
switch arm 21' after the button 1'7 is closed in the event 
no mail is present. Therefore, the operator will observe 
?rst a slight ?icker of the lamp 22 immediately upon the 
initial closing of the button 17. This ?icking on of the 
light 22 brie?y will occur during the time the switch 17 
is closed and before the relay 21 has time to move the 
arm 21' downwardly to its open position. This small 
light ?ick will serve to indicate that the apparatus is op 
erating. ‘On the other hand, it should be noted that by 
making the relay coil 21 and switch arm 21' a normally 
open relay such that the arm 21’ will assume its solid 
line position only upon energization of the coil 21, then 
the presence of mail will be indicated by ?rst a slight 
?icker and then absence of shining of the light 22, where 
as its absence would be indicated by a steady shining of 
light 22. It should be understood, of course, that the 
circuit may be designed to avoid any ?icker if desired. 

Further, while Figure 1. illustrates one type of elec 
trical circuit in combination with the photoelectric ap 
paratus, which will enable the presence or absence of 
mail to be indicated, it will be readily understood that 
other electrical systems may be used. Referring now to 
Figure 2, there is illustrated a remote indicating device 
for use with those types of mail boxes used in apartment 
houses. As shown, by way of example, there are pro 
vided two adjacent mail boxes 23 and 24 which may 
comprise a portion of a row of many mail boxes. Each 
of the mail boxes such as the mail boxes 23 and 24 has 
associated with it a photoelectric apparatus 25 or 26 
adapted to 'be mounted on the rear of the boxes in an 
out of the way position. Each of the photoelectric ap 
paratuses is identical and, therefore, description of one 
will su?ice for all. The apparatus 26, for example, in 
cludes a light source 27 adapted to direct a light beam 
into a photoelectric cell 28 by re?ecting the beam off a 
reflector 29 secured to the inside of the door of the box 
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24. By this arrangement, two paths of light traverse the 
inner volume of the box and increase the chances of the 
beam being broken should a very narrow piece of mail, 
such as a mailing tube which might avoid a single beam, 
be inserted in the box. 
The energization for the light source 27 and the sig 

nals from the photoelectric cell 28 are communicated by 
means of a four pronged socket 30 adapted to co-oper 
ate with a plug on a power line 31 leading to a central 
power-pack 32. From the same power-pack 32 there 
may be provided another line 33 passing up to a mount 
ing plate 34 on the wall of a person’s apartment, such 
as apartment number four. The mounting plate 34 in 
cludes a button 35 and an indicating light 36. The but 
ton 35 and indicating light 36 would correspond to the 
switch button 17 and light 22 of Figure 1 and the circuit 
within the power-pack 32, the mounting plate 34, and the 
photoelectric apparatus 26 may be the same as schemati 
cally illustrated in Figure 1. It will be noted that the 
power-pack 32 contains a number of other outlets for 
providing electrical energy for operating the other photo 
electric systems associated with other mail boxes in the 
same building such as for the apartments 1, 2 and 3. 
By this arrangement, several devices may be readily and 
economically installed in compact packages behind the 
various apartment mail boxes and simple connecting con 
ductors passed to a central power-pack located in the 
cellar of the building from which other suitable con 
ductors lead up to the indicating devices disposed in the 
various kitchens, for example, of the apartments them~ 
selves. 
The operation of the apparatus illustrated in Figure 2 

is the same as that in Figure 1. When the dweller 
wishes to ascertain the presence or absence of mail, he or 
she simply depresses the button 35. If the circuit ar 
rangement is as shown in Figure 1 wherein the relay arm 
21’ is normally closed and opens only upon energization 
of the relay coil 21, the continuous shining of the light 
36 will indicate the presence of mail whereas its failure 
to shine continuously, will indicate the absence of mail. 
From the above described arrangements, it will be seen 

that the present invention provides a greatly improved 
remote indicating device for mail boxes which does not 
rely upon any movable mechanical apparatus in the box 
itself. Thus, the possibilities of wearing out of mechani 
cal parts due to corrosion or rust are wholly avoided. 
It is only necessary that the inserted mail intersect the 
light beam. Further, none of the various electrical ele 
ments are energized except upon voluntary operation of 
the switch button 17 by the operator, and thus all cir 
cuits are normally de-energized except when the opera 
tor desires to ascertain the presence or absence of mail. 
The circuit need then only be energized during the par 
ticular portion of time that the button 17 is depressed. 
By the use of a re?ector such as the re?ector 29, the 
light beam is doubled in length and thereby the possi 
bility of its being interrupted by a piece of mail is greatly 
increased. It will be evident that additional re?ectors 
could be used to criss-cross the light path over the in 
terior volume of the mail box. In addition, it will be 
readily understood that rather than an indicating lamp 
22, a simple buzzer or bell may be substituted therefor 
to give an audible signal as to the presence or absence 
of mail. 

Finally, it will be evident that the buttom 17 may be 
of a toggle type which may be simply thrown to a set po 
sition to hold the apparatus energized wherein if there 
is no mail present, the relay coil 21 will move theswitch 
arm 21' to the open position and the indicating‘ light 22 
or buzzer will be de-energized. However, with the ap 
paratus in this condition with the switch button 17 main~ 

, tained closed, as soon as mail is inserted in the box 10 
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by the postman, it will break the beam thereby de-ener 
gizing the relay coil 21 to cause the switch arm 21’ to 
close and thus light the light .22 or ring the buzzer. Ac 



2,968,804 
5 

cordingly, the house dweller is apprised instantly of the 
exact time when mail is inserted in the box and need not 
periodically sample the device. 

Other modi?cations within the scope and spirit of this 
invention will readily occur to those skilled in the art. 
The invention is, therefore, not to be thought of as limit 
ed to the speci?c embodiments disclosed for illustrative 
purposes only. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An apparatus for detecting the presence or absence 

of mail comprising, in combination: a substantially light 
proof box structure having a door means providing access 
to said box for inserting mail; an arti?cal light source 
mounted to a ?rst interior portion of said box structure 
in a position to pass a beam of light, upon energization, 
from said ?rst interior portion of said box to a second 
‘interior portion such that said beam is interrupted if 
mail is present in said box; a photoelectric cell positioned 
at said second interior portion to receive said beam of 
light and provide a control signal only in the absence of 
any mail; a source of electrical energy; a switch disposed 
exteriorly of said box for connecting said source of elec 
trical energy to energize said light source upon closing; 
an indicating means connected to said source and switch 
to be energized simultaneously with said light source in 
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response to closing of said switch; and a control means 
connected to said photo-electric cell and said indicating 
means and responsive to said control signal from said 
photo-electric cell to de-energize said indicating means, 
whereby said indicating means is energized and remains 
energized if mail is present in said box and is momentarily 
energized and then de-energized if mail is absent from 
said box. 

2. The subject matter of claim 1, including at least 
one light re?ector mounted in the interior portion of said 
box in a position to re?ect said beam of light from said 
source to said photoelectric cell whereby said beam of 
light transverses across said interior along paths angulated 
to each other in passing from said ?rst interior portion 
to said second interior portion. 
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