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Although 52 Plus Joker is primarily a club  
for collectors of American playing cards, it is 
recognized that the interest of many collectors 
often extends to the field of foreign cards. 
Accordingly, articles have appeared in Clear the 
Decks from time to time featuring such cards and 
it is hoped that this one may be found to be of 
interest. 

 
The field of foreign cards is vast and varied 
and in the case of Germany, Switzerland, Italy 
and Spain, their traditional decks have suit 
systems that differ from the more common suits 
of Spades, Diamonds, Clubs and Hearts. In 
addition, the ranking system of their cards differs 
in some cases. For example, in the traditional 
German and Spanish decks there are no 
Queens, they having been replaced by an Ober 
and a Cavallero, respectively. 

 
American cards are, for the most part, derived 
from the English deck but we must always 
acknowledge, however, that the English deck 
was derived from the sixteenth century French 
deck. That having been said, I want to devote 
this article to the Playing Cards of the Worshipful 
Makers of Playing Cards, (WCMPC), a Trade 
Guild of London playing card makers which was 
founded by charter granted by King CharlesI in 
1628. 

 
A very interesting history of the company can be 
found in the book titled “The Worshipful Company 
of Makers of Playing Cards of the City of London” 
by John G. Thorpe. It is published by the 
Company and its availability may be ascertained 
by inquiry through the contact page of its website, 
www.makersofplayingcards.co.uk 

 
It is an outstanding book, absolutely essential  
to the collector of the Company’s cards and it is 
also inexpensive. The date of its publication is 
not noted but it pictures and describes the back 
designs of the decks issued through the year 
2000. Another very interesting account of the 
Company can be found in Gurney Benham’s 

 

book, “Playing Cards: The History and Secrets of 
the Pack”. 

 
It must be understood that the decks of the 
company were and still are presentation 
commemorative decks produced once a year in 
limited editions for presentation to guests of the 
annual Master’s inaugural banquet and never 
offered for public sale. The tradition of such 
commemorative decks began in 1882 and the 
early back designs featured variations of the 
Company’s Coat of Arms. 

 
Starting in 1895, it became the custom to have 
the back design of each annual deck picture an 
event or an occasion of significance that took 
place during the current year. Prior to that and 
starting in 1888, a portrait of the Master was 
pictured on the Ace of Spades along with his 
name as well as the names of two Wardens and 
the Company Clerk. That tradition has been 
carried forward to this day. 

 

However, there was one exception. In 1893 
(above), the Master, James Edgell, chose to  
have his portrait appear on the back design of  
the cards along with his Coat of Arms, the Coat  
of Arms of the Company and the London Shield. 
James Edgell was also Master of the Guild in 
1908 and 1925 but in those years his portrait was 
placed on the Ace of Spades. In some years, 
additional special decks were issued for other 
extraordinary events. 



As a result, a collection of the Company’s cards 
represents an historical record of sorts. Full color 
pictures of all the back designs are to be found  
in the aforementioned book by John G. Thorpe. 
I have selected and listed below some cards of 
significance. Because the various decks were 
produced in limited quantities, finding them can 
be a challenge. Nevertheless, because the back 
designs are of historical interest, some collectors 
have opted to collect just single cards from the 
decks and to mount them in albums much as one 
does with photographs. 

 
The decks for each year were printed with 
contrasting colored borders or backgrounds 
which adds another dimension to their 
collectability in that collectors try to obtain both 
borders or backgrounds for each year. 

 
 

Those members who have read some of my 
previous articles know that I always try to find 
some historical relevance of the cards that I 
collect. The cards of the WCMPC satisfy that 
desire completely. However, many features of 
contemporary and historical interest can be found 
in cards from many countries. 

 
Unfortunately,  and I have previously remarked 
on this, it appears to me that today’s collectors 
are primarily interested in newly designed cards. 
In particular, there seems to be great interest in 
newly designed cards launched on Kickstarter 
projects and among those enjoying strong sales 
are the ones produced under license of the 
Bicycle brand. 

 
I will never understand why the United States 
Playing Card Company permits the venerable 
Bicycle brand to be associated with such named 
decks as “Zombies”, Freak Show” and many  
other names equally distasteful and totally 
antithetical to the original theme of the brand. The 
obvious answer must be that such decks produce 
profit but at what cost? The venerable has 
devolved to the venal. Very bad and very sad. 
I keep hoping that the “maturity of taste” factor 
will take effect but it looks less likely with every 
passing day but then, as has been truly said, 
there is no accounting for taste. 

Nevertheless, I still press on hoping to inspire 
interest in historical relevance and I believe 
that the cards pictured here are all good 
representatives of the genre. 

 
No doubt the more recent cards from 1944 
onward will be more familiar and therefore 
possibly more interesting but I will mention  
that the card from the 1902 deck is particularly 
interesting in that it was issued to commemorate 
the coronation of Edward V11 on June 26, 1902. 
However, the King suffered an  appendicitis 
attack and had to undergo emergency surgery. 
Consequently, the coronation did not take place 
until August 9, 1902. No other deck was made by 
the WCMPC to commemorate the event. 

 
The list of the cards that I have selected is as 
follows: 

 
1893: described above. The Master’s portrait is 
on the back of the cards, not the Ace of Spades. 
In addition, the special court cards represent 
characters in the costumes of the Royal Houses 
of Plantagenets, Tudors, Hanovers and Stuarts. 

 

1902: Coronation of Edward V11, described 
above. 

 
 
 



 
 

 
1915 (left): Granting of the Company Charter by 
King Charles 1 in 1628. 
1917 (right): The advent of America into world 
War 1 showing Columbia contemplating the 
fames of war across the sea. (Very dramatic) 

 
1944 (above landscape): D Day. The Allied 
invasion of Europe at Normandy in Word 11 on 
June 6, 1944 

 

 
 
 

1945 (above, portrait): Peace and the end 
of World War II. A winged goddess standing 
triumphant over the fags of Germany and Japan. 
St Paul’s Cathedral and Big Ben appear in  
the background, both spared from the London 
Blitz, the fames of which are also seen in the 
background. (Very dramatic). 

 
 

1966 (left): Commemorating the 900th service at 
Westminster Abbey, a London landmark founded 
by William the Conqueror in 1066. 
1971 (right): Apollo 15 and the first Moon ride. 

 
 

1972 (left): Commemorating the introduction of 
the supersonic Concorde airliner fying over the 
newly created European Common Market. 
1982 (right): The Royal birth on June 21, 1982,  
of Prince William to Prince Charles and Princess 
Diana. A cogent family portrait, considering the 
unfortunate events that followed: a divorce and 
the death of Diana on August 31 1997. Baby 
Prince William is now married with children and is 
second in line to the throne after Prince Charles. 

 
I submit that cards such as these are historically 
significant, interesting, educational, attractive and 
better for your psyche than decks of Zombies and 
Freaks. I rest my case. 


