Great Britain 1867, The Five Shillings Stamp, Origin and Usage

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

Exhibit Plan Monetary System and Exchange rates
I Design, Function, Printing, Plates and Colors 12 pence = 1 Shilling, 20 Shillings = 1 pound
II Usage in England and Wales, Multiples 1 Pound = 5 US Dollars = 25 Francs
I1I Usage in Scotland and Ireland 1867 Postal Rates (Simplified)
IV Usage on Cover Inland: 1d per % Ounce Registration: 4d
V Usage in the Mediterranean Packet Mail to US: 6d / ¥ ounce (1868)
VI Usage in the Americas Packet Mail to rest of the Americas: 1/- per ¥ Ounce
VII The End of an Era To and from Ottoman empire: 5d / %4 ounce

Background

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.

This was a time of great business expansion: legal documents and contracts as well as financial accounts where
constantly travelling. However, the postal rates were still very complex and quite high as they did not only
depend on the weight and destination but also on the routes used. This stamp was a critical tool in developing
overseas commerce and its success was a prelude to a series of postal treaties which were to result in the
creation of the Universal Postal Union in 1874.

The Stamp

The stamp was printed in letterpress (traditionally called “surface printed”) by Thomas De La Rue & Co,
London. Its design like all the surface printed had at its center a medallion of Queen Victoria similar to the one
used for the line engraved stamps of 1840 and derived from William Wyon’s City Medal of 1837. The five
Shillings was not only the highest value but also the largest stamp issued by Great Britain at the time. It 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.
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Plate Number
Location

Plate 1 (1867) Plate 2 (1874) Plate 4 (1882)

The stamp was a success and 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 not so common. Most of the British usages were on parcels, and as a
result the stamp is extremely rare on cover. This exhibit shows two covers from the United Kingdom sent
abroad and the exhibitor has not seen many others —none was offered in the auction market in recent years.



