
The 1867 Five Shillings Stamp of Great Britain 

This traditional exhibit covers the origin, production, shades and usages of the 1867 5 Shillings stamp, the first high 
face value stamp issued by Great Britain. A special emphasis is given to foreign mail and usages abroad. 

I Design, Function, Printing, Plates and Colors  
II Usages in the United Kingdom  (England and Wales, Scotland, Ireland) 
III Usage on Cover (Foreign mail) 
IV Usage abroad (Mediterranean, Americas) 
V The End of an Era 

 
I Design, Function, Printing, Plates and Colors  
 
Until 1867 the highest value stamp issued by Great Britain was the one Shilling embossed stamp. This proved to be 
inadequate for the large amount of overseas mail. In July 1867, the British Post office issued two new values: a 2 
Shilling and a 5 Shilling. The 5/- value of the stamp was five times the rate for most packet mail to the Americas and 
carried letters between 2 and 2 1/2 ounces. 
 
The stamp was printed in typography (traditionally called "surface printed") by Thomas De La Rue & Co, London 
on paper watermarked "Maltese Cross". Its design, like all the surface printed had at its center a medallion of Queen 
Victoria similar to the one used on the penny black. 
 
The five Shillings was the highest face value stamp issued anywhere in 1867 - the highest denomination in the US at 
the time was 90 cents while five shillings were worth approximately $1.25. 
 
Despite the high face value three plates were used over 15 years, hundreds of thousands of stamps were printed.  
The stamp is rare in mint condition and quite common used in the United Kingdom, although premium copies are 
less common. Most of the British usages were on parcels, and as a result the stamp is extremely rare on cover.  
 
Plate 1 and 2 were each of 80 stamps in four panes of twenty. The stamps were perforated 15 ½ x15 at Somerset 
house (GB Govt. Office).  
Plate 1 was issued on July 1st 1867 and Plate 2 was issued on March 25th 1874 bot paper watermarked with a 
Maltese cross. 
Plate 4 was issued on November 25th 1882, the plate stamps were printed on paper watermarked "Large Anchor" 
and perforated 14 by De La Rue. The plate consisted of 56 stamps in a single pane of seven x eight. 
 
II Usage in the United Kingdom : Parcels, Telegraph and Foreign Mail 
 
There were three main usages of the 5/- stamp: 
1/ Domestic use for parcels 
2/ Telegraph use and 
3/ Mail to foreign destinations. 
The domestic parcel rate was inexpensive enough that only substantial parcels would need a five-shillings franking. 
In 1867 Telegraphic services in Great Britain were run by private companies, however in 1870 Parliament brought 
the telegraph system under the control of the Post Office. After 1870 and before the issue of Telegraph Stamps in 
1876, postage stamps were used. 
 
Five shillings in 1870 was a large amount of money: depending on the analysis method considered (precious metals 
vs salary of a skilled worker), five shillings would correspond to $60 to $200 of today’s money (2026), so $100 is a 
good estimate. 
 
 
 
 



 
III Usage on cover 
Foreign overseas postal rates before 1875 (UPU) were typically 1 shilling per half ounce, a single five-shilling 
franking corresponding to a letter weighting over two ounces and not exceeding 2 ½ ounce. Two covers are shown. 

 
A/ 1868 Commercial mail from London to Grahams Town in the cape colony (Eastern Cape) Departed Dec 
22, 1868, arrived in Cape town on Jan 28, 1869 
 
B/1870 Commercial mail from Elgin (Scotland) to Mexico Stamps cancelled and tied by "ELGIN / C /NOV 
26 70 /133" in front. A red "REGISTERED / P/ NO 29/70/ EDIMBURGH 

 
The payment of five shillings and four pence represent the postage paid for an envelope of 2 to 2½ ounces and four 
pence for the registration fee.  
 
This is one of the highlights of this exhibit, stating that usages of the stamp on cover are exceeding rare is an 
understatement: I have found a statement in the literature that 22 covers are known but I have been an advanced 
collector for forty years and acquired these two covers about twenty years ago.  I have not seen another one and I 
shared my interest with countless collectors and dealers. I no longer believe in the existence of 22 covers. 
 
IV Usage abroad (Mediterranean and the Americas) 

Malta, Alexandria, Constantinople (post UPU rate was 2 1/2d / half ounce, so we are talking parcel) 
Americas  

Atlantic coast (Ciudad Bolivar, Pernambuco, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires) 
Pacific Coast (Coquimbo, Valparaiso, Arica, Callao, Guayaquil, Panama) 
Caribbean (Greytown, Havana, Jacmel, Mayaguez, San Juan, St Thomas (DVI)) 
 

V The end of an Era 
As more and more countries became member of the UPU, postal rates became progressively lower. By 1882 
the old rate of 1/- per half ounce had given way to a near universal 2½ d per half ounce, nearly a fifth of what 
it was in 1867. Most letters, even heavy legal letters, no longer needed a 5/- stamp. 
 
The British government decide in 1881 to combine Postage and Revenue stamps in a single issue that would 
be used for Postage, Telegraph and Internal Revenue. This issue included a new 2 shillings 6d, a very slightly 
modified version of the Five Shilling (Plate 4) and higher value stamps derived from the 1877 Telegraph 
stamps. These stamps are no longer found used abroad and much of the used stamps with c.d.s are actually 
revenue, administrative or telegraph usages. This is not understood by most collectors. 

 
Note on research:  Studied carefully all the rates of the British PO between 1867 and 1884, to understand in depth 
the usage of high value stamps.  
Looked for 40 years for stamps used in remote location (Only Valparaiso, Panama and St Thomas are common, the 
other offices are more elusive). 
Studied the Economics of the mid 19th century to understand the value of 5 shillings, not only in gold (easy 0.05 
ounce - $250 today) but also in terms of earnings and cost of living. Hence the equivalent $100.  

 


