
.  GB VALUE/COLOUR LINKS

rom the earliest days ofpostage
slamps, colours and face values
have become closely linked, in

Great Britain as in mosr other
countries. 'Penny Black' is a phrase
known iar beyond rhe world of
philatelists, even if it was only relevant
!o pos! office customerc for a yeat

Today, we insrinctively know that a
2nd class definitive is blue and a lst
class gold, and we can feel reasonably
confident that this will still be the
case next year, as its has been for the
he* ." ' r  

^ f ,1"."1"
But which colour/value link have

lasted longest? Let's investigate.

Breaks in the chain
The custom of allowing key values ro be
easily associated wirh certain mlours
has been pursued through much of the
history of dre postage stamp Bur rhere
have been rwo lengrhy break in rhc
chain, and one sudden uphearal.

The first long break came in late
Mctorian times. A series of colour
changes around 1880 preceded the 1883
'Lilac & Green series, in which either
lilac or green was used for most r,alues.

Just four years later, in rhe 1887'Jubilee'
series, most denomination were printed
in two colours for the first time.

The clear associarion of colours and
values rcasserted irselfduring the
reign of King George V however, as a
return to monochrome issues was
completed. And they continued in the
King George VI era, ev€n though the
bright colours of 1937-38 were
deliberately faded as a wartime
economy measure in 1941-42.

The brutal revolution came in
1950-51, when the Posr Office made a
very belated attempt to fir in with the
Universal Postal Unon's rules. This
enrailed standardising selected coloirr/
value links, but rhese were nor rhe
same as rhose which had become
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The colours that
kept on running
Which have been the Longest- tast ing t inks between denominat ion and cotour in the
history of Br i t ish def ini t ive stamps? The answers may surpr ise you

tr Report by David Wright

FATIGUING FIFTIES
In the 1940s, everyone knew that a
stamp for the printed-matter rate
was red and cost ' ld, and thal one
fo. a letter was btue and cost 2Yzd,

Most peopte al.so knew that you
needed a 2d orange stamp tor a
postcard, and that a Yrd green
stamp was usefut tor upgrading
this to the letter rate. But that wag
al.L about to go out of the window.

unwiseLy, when trying to f i t  in
with UPIJ rutes in 1951, the Post
offjce faited to strengthen the
cotours it !sed. As a rcsutt, the
1%d green, meeting the new
printed-matter rate, [ooked far too

simil .ar to the otd %d.
Changing the 1d lrom red to

btue atso made it took very much
[ike the 4d Ior overseas sea mait.
And changing the tetter stamp
from btue to red, even though the
rate was the same, merety
compounded the confu5ion.

But the pubtic had to get used to
rej igs ot this kind. l t  wasn't  tonq
before the printed tetter rate rose
to 2d, so the required stamp was
brown. And when price rises were
introduced in 1958, everyone had
to learn that stamps for basic
letters were now violet.



settled over the previous four decades.
The second major hiatus came with

decimalisation in 1971, which meant
thar continuity was no longer possible

Humbte %d
The humble %d started life bantam-
sized and red in 187Q bur was
srandard-sized and green from 1880 to
1884, when, bizarrely the Lilac 6r
Green version was blue!

Afrer turning orange in 1887, it
reverted to green in l90q and
remained that way for the first half of
the 20th cenluql including in rhe
PUC, Siher Jubilee and Postage Stamp
Centenary commemorative sets of
D29'1935 and 1940.

That's a continuous run of 51years,
unril it changed back to orange in 1951
- how many people realised rhat this
was a reversion to a Victorian colour?

Persistent 1d
After red rapidly replaced black as the
colour of the ld stamp in 1841, it
stayed that way for almost 40 y€arc.
Bur that was followed by a break
lasting half as long again.

In 1880 a Ven€tian red (effe$ively

brown) ld appeared briefly before rhe
celebrated ld lilac was issued in 1881.
As this particular value was not a
fearure of the 1883 or 1887 series,lilac
remained the colour in residence for
this iconic value until 1902.

However, the sramps of King
Edward Vll reinstated red as the
colour of the ld, and so it would be
for almost anorher half-century In
1924-25, B!i!ain! firs! commemorarive
stampg for the Wembley Exhibition,
included a 1d red.

In 1934, and again in l93Z the value
acquired a new brilliancq thanks to
phoogravure printing and the ld in
the 1940 C,entenary set was also a

'The 2d famouslv started life blue and almost became

vibrant shade. A year later, fulsome
inls were abandoned for the sake of
the war effort, so many of todayb
collectors grew up with muted colourr

Even sq the ld was unquestionably
red, until the belated atrempt to fit
UPU rules rurned it blue in 1951,

That 49-year run is impressivg
albeir marginally bearen by the
longevity of the 'ld green. Bur if vr€
count rhe rotal of the two periods for
which the 1d stamp was red, it comes
to an even more slriking 88 yefrs.

Oddly the ld was olive for the last
few years of its life, from1967 to 1971.

Tyrian plum. But its longest continuous run was orange'
Unsettted 1Yzd
Innoduced in 1870 as a rose-red
stamp, the l%d rurned red-brown in
188Q lilac in 1884 and purple and
green as the lowest-value ruo-colour
stamp in the 1887 Jubilee series.

Amazingly it stayed a rwo-colour
value for 25 years, until D12. Then,
after common sense set in, it setrled
on brown until D5L

Although not in che top tier in
terms of longevity, rhe 1 Y'd brown was
an important denomination in its
time, included in all rhe ear\
commemorative sets in 1924,1925,>
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l92\ 1935, 1-937 and 1940.
However, rhe value was switched to

gr€en in 19t, sraying r}rat way in tle
Wilding era br:t hlling out ofuse before
rhe adrent of the Machins in 1961

Famous 2d
The 2d famously started life as a blue
stamp in 184q and nothing changed
until 1880, when it must have
offended a few traditionalists by
suddenly appearing in rose-red. By
1884 it was one of the lilacs.

From 1887 it was green and red, and
like the 1%d it remained two-colour

for a quarter of a cenlurl, But ir was
due ro be issued in Tyrian plum in
191Q only for che printing to be
scrapped when King Edward VII died;
so no! only is it Britain's grearesr
philatelic rariry, but it has rhe
distincion of existing in the colour
lhat never was'.

All this to-ing and fro-ing meanc dre
2d! longesr continuous run in one
colour was still to come: it was orange
ftom 1912 ro 1951, becoming especially
familiar ro collecors on the postcards
of the D40s.

From rhe Wildings of 1953 to rhe

Machins of D68 it was brown,
complering quite a rainbow of colours.

Retiabte 27zd
The 2'ld blue is a definire candidace
as one of the long€st standing value/
colour combinations.

k had the same half-century run Iiom
D02 to l95l as the ld red, but the colour
dates back much furthet to B8q when
blue replaced rhe denominationt
original rosy mauve of 1875

If you accepted the lilac of 1884 and
rhe purple on blue paper of 1887 as blue
(surely the man in the street would hale
called it blueT), yor: could argue rhat the
relationship endured for an impressi\€
uninterrupred roral of 7l years.

The 2%d was used mostly for
overseas mail before World War [, but
became the home letter rate in a big
price-rise during the conilicr.

In 1951 it turned red, and stayed that
colour as a Wilding in 19t, but rhe
value was never released as a Machin.

Stubborn 3d
Ifyou are prepared to consider various
incarnations of rhe 27rd as broadly
bluq you now have to decide wherher
you also accepr the oauve, purple,
violet and lilac versions of the 3d as
essentially one colour palette.

The first 3d stamps, of1862,186,
186/,1873 and 1881, were all red. But
life for this value was never the same
again after the well-known 1883 3d
lilac, with its 3d overprint in red.

The stamp in the 1884 series
.emained lilac, and the 1a87 and,Do

Jubilee stamps, which you probably
envisage as brighr yellow were actually
printed in purple, on yellow paper.

Violet became the consrant colour
from 1912, with brighter shades from
1935 to 1942. Bur in the case of rhe 3d,
1951 did not bring radical change; this
was no longer the overseas rate, so
lhere was no need to change lhe
colour, and ir conrinued unril 1954.

From then onwards, Sranley
Gibbons lists the colour as deep lilac,
bur ir is doubtful whether many
people noticed it had changed, and
what was essentially rhe same hue
conrinued through the 1960s (when

this was the most common stamp
seen on ordinary letters) into the
Machin era, ended only by
decimalisation in 1971.

So you har,e only to be a litde lenient
to assign a 69-year continuous run to this
combination ofvalue and colour lf you're
feeling charitablg you can consider ir an
uninterrupted run from 1883 to 1971,
an impressive total of 88 years.
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SHORT RUNS
None of the stamps which have denominations
above 1s but are st i t t  considered low vatues can
boast [ong-t ived vatue/coLour t inks. Three were late
arr ivats, and the other made an earty departure.

The 1s 3d green and 1s 6d indigo were f irst
issued in 1953, and onty the tatter continued into
the Machin era, in two colours which were atmost
identicat shades of bLue. The f irst 1s 9d was an
orange and btack Machin in 1967.

In start contrast, the 2s was init iatty bLue in 1867,
then brown in 1880, but was never deemed
necessary agarnl

Tem pestuous 4d
I  he f irsr 4d stanp of 1855 wlrs rcd,
rnd thc 1862. 1865.rncl lU76 series
kept ir  esscntial ly the same colour But
in 1877 i t  nrmcd grccn, in 1880 brorvn,
and t iorr 1tt t l4 grccn rgain.

In thc tuo-colour ere i fonr 1887 to
lc)09 it $,as grccn rnd br(nvn. but thcrc
was r lc)oc) lssLle in oringe bet()rc it
rcvcrtcd brck to grcen iriter 1912.

W€rc i t  r lot i i )r  thrrt  curiosity thcre
rvoulcl have bcen grcer on this stanrp
ior 66 fcars in succession, beforc i t
srvitchecl rr blLre in 1950.

ln rhc modcrn cr 'r ,  i t  is anyonc'.s
gLrcss rvh,r thc 4c1 got lumlrered rvirlr
thlcc dif l i rcnt colours (clcep bluc,
scpi.r.rnd rcd) in tour shorr ycals
trorr 1965 r() 19691

Unappreciated 4yrd
Thc only rrcorr ls this valuc holds arc
i irr  thc shortest- l ivcd dcnomini loon.
Thc 4l/:cl lastcd only ir tgv yc.rrs ti('m
ll t92 in grecn irnd fed..rnrl  rgrin l(rnr
1959 in ch| 'sorur. and r1( '  Nhchin was
rcq u irccl in 1967

Understated 5d
hr i ts car ly clays the 5d \vrrs one ol thc
lcrst uscd denominrt i tnrs. rnd hicl r
checluered history

It  lvas irrcl igo rvhen t irst issucd in
l8t i1, green in 1884, and purplc end
bluc in l8f lT But r ir f l  chrnging to
brovn tiom l9l3 it kepr that colour iirr
morc than half a ccntury, Lrnt i l  Ihe
rrdvcnt of thc Machins.

lronic;rlly ir lvas onlv after srvirching
n) blu€ in 1968 th;rr i !  b€c:rmc r
prominent vilLre. enjoying r briel rcign
:ls thc besic lctter rrte ironr 1969 71.

Steadfast 6d
Thc 6d vl luc h: ls vlrr icd lcss in colour
th.rn most Brir ish clcf inir ives.

First isslrccl in 18-54 as;rn embosscd
l i lLrc stamp, i t  ret:r in€d thlt  colour fur
the designs oi 1856.1U62, 1865 ancl F
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N0NPLUSSED BY NVls
When NVls first appeared in
the 1990s, they caused much
confusion to some peopte,
especiatty those with fading
eyesight.

To my mother, 2nd' looked
tike 2p, and dark green
wasn't that distinct lrom dark
blue, so her tetlers to me
were often undertranked.

Sometimes I paid postage
due, but on other occasiong
the tetter got through, so
perhaps postaI workerg
were equalty perptexed?

1857, before mysteriously turning
brown in 1872 and grey in 1873. By
1883 it was lilac once again, with the
same style of red overprint as rhe 3d
value had at thar rime.

But it was rhe purple printing on
red paper of 1887 that set the pattern
for rhe future. The colour was
retained, for a new design printed on
chalky paper, in D02, and purple was
also the colour of the King George V
issues of 1913 and 1924.

The King GeorgeVI 6d was purple,
toq although a notably paler shade This
was not because of wartime economies,
but because the background had to
conuast with the design's dark lettering.

This dark-on-pale approach
condnued with the l9t Queen
Elizaberh lI definirive, and the colour
choice continued into the Machin.era,
all the way to decimalisation in 1971.

Thus the longevity of this value/
colour combinacion adds up to 88
years, equalling that of the 3d, if you
take the same relaxed approach to
distinguishing lilac from purple.

Tardy 7d
The 7d did not exist undl Dlq when
a dull grey stamp was issued.

It became olive-green in Dt2 and
bright emerald green in 1939,
remaining green into rhe Machin era
until decimalisation in 1971.

That adds up ro a continuous run of
59 years in different shades of green,
quite impressive for a late starler.

0ddbalt  8d
More radical colour changes have
affected the 8d than almost any
other value.

Although first issued in orange in
1876, it must have felt like a new value
when it reappeared in 1913.
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Surprisingly after coloured paper had
been phased out for other values, it
was prinred in black on yellow

ln 1939, rhe colour was changed to
magenta, which endured into the
curren! reign. h changed to dre similar
vermilion in che Machins series in
1968, before swirching to !urquoise
bJue a year larer for irs swansong.

Verdant 9d
The first 9d sramps, of1a62,7a65,1867
w€re printed in bistre, but in 1883 it

was the first of five values to turn
green. The issues of 1887 and 1902
were then purple and blue, and the
stamp of 19L3, rather oddly was black.

The olive-green 9d of 1922 was the
starr of a more sertled run, howevec h
was reissued in brighter colours in
1935, but olive-green remained in use
under King George VI and and bronze-
green was rhe colour choice in 1954.

The pre decimal Machin was green
toq so this value can claim a run of
49 years in similar shades.



Itt-fated 10d
The first lOd arrived in the embossed
issue in 1848, printed in brolvn. lr was
still brown for the designs of 1865 and
l867, before turning purple and red in
1887 and 1902.

Howev€r, a 10d turquoise appeared
in 1913, and various shades of blue
remained the colour through three
reigns, clocking up an impressive
54 years' service.

Unfortunalely the 1968 Machin
was ilrab'- a wonderfuily accurate
descriprion, because not since the
King Edward VII 7d had such a
dreary colour been seen!

Short-tived 1 1d
The lld was a new value in 1947, in
plum. The colour continued into

Queen Elizaberh ll days, bur there
was no Machin at this value so 20
years was irs Jot.

Earthy 1s
The ls stamp had a long earLy run in
green, lasting 33 years from 1847 Four
years as a brown stamp from 1880

were a rude interruption before green
returned in 1884, and green continued
as the choice in 1887 unti l joined by
red on the cwo-colour stamps of
1900 and 1902.

So rhis value! loi,gesr run in one
colour was as brown, again, for rhree
reigns and 54 years from 1913, until
rhe Machins introduced an atrractive
mauve in 1967

Prize winners
So which were the longest-lasring
combinarions of value and colour in
the hisrory of British definitjves?

For overall longevity the 1d red
wins, rvith two separate eras adding
up to 88 years out rhe first 131 years
of postage stamps. The 3d can equal
rhar only if you group rogether its
various shades of violet, lilac, mauve
and purple.

For the longest uninterrupted
srretch, the 3d violet/lilac, and the 6d
purple are joint winners at 69 years,
although you couLd make an
argument for the 2%d blue at 71 years.

But many other values also

deserve an honourable mention for
reachirTg or exceeding half a century
in one colour

Whar a contrast with the
shortlived colour/value links that
have been such a feature of the pasr
30 y€arsl Rapid inflarion in rhe 1970s
and 1980s caused postage rates ro
change so frequently that colour
changes could not keep up, and public
awareness of the meaning of stamp
colours vanished.

Only with the coming of non-value
indicators denoting 1st and 2nd class
rares in rhe 1990s has rhat collective
understanding begun to retum. E

DECIMAL
SURVIVORS
The [ ink between colour and
vatue was atmost kilted off by
decimatisation, but not quite.

The 1s Inow spl mauve and
the 1s 9d lnow 9pl orange and
btack retained their cotours
into the new currency,
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