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As early as the 1890’s, De La Rue were having serious difficulties with stamp printing due 
to plate wear and plate damage due to metal fatigue on the 2d value tablet of the 1887 bi-
coloured Jubilee series, and part of the problem with the 2d Duty Plate was the result of the 
small size of each impression.  
 
It was therefore entirely predictable that the 2d value tablet would continue to cause 
problems well into the future, especially since after the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, two 
of the value plates used for the 1887 Jubilee issue, Duty Plates 3 and 4, were allocated for 
use with the new Edward V11 stamps.  
 
De La Rue printed the 2d value in 480 set, which is 480 stamps printed each time using two 
plates, Duty Plates D3 and D4, which were places side by side for printing. These two 
plates produced a large sheet of 480 stamps, which was then guillotined in half producing 
two sheets of 240 stamps. 
 
Although the duty plates had already seen much use, having been in service since 1890. 
with the exception of just a few impressions, they were still in reasonable condition apart 
from some general light wear, even though the plates had suffered serious stress related 
printing problems, particularly  noticeable on Stamp 1 Row 1 of Plate D3.  
 
However it would have been extremely expensive, as well as time consuming, to have had 
to produce two brand new 2d Duty Plates. Nor was there any guarantee that they would 
have been ready in time for printing the value tablet for the new 2d Edwardian stamps due 
to be released on the 25th March 1902.  
 
The faults that had already occurred in the plates during Queen Victoria’s reign were 
consequently transferred to the new Edward V11 stamps, and even though extensive 
repairs had already been made, they had not completely rectified all the defects. 
 

 
                                                               Fig.1                   
 
The problems De La Rue were experiencing with plate wear regarding the 2d value tablet 
was constant and on-going. Cracks in the plate would suddenly appear, with impressions 
frequently needing to be retouched. Indeed, many of the faults re-occurred and had to be 
repaired time and time again and even then the problems still kept returning.              
 
 



 
Of all the major flaws which were to appear, perhaps the most spectacular variety is the 
Duty Plate retouch on Duty Plate D4, on Row  5 stamp 9, which is more familiarly known as 
the Deformed Value Tablet variety (see fig.1).                                                                                          
 
The retouch which produced this variety, which first appeared in the very last De La Rue 2d 
printing of December 1910, was the result of the printers having to extensively retouch and 
drastically re-design the right side of the value tablet. 
 
This meant that the right vertical frame line became much shorter than before the retouch, 
with the right frame line now extending over only five horizontal lines instead of the usual 
eight. 
 
In addition, the horizontal lines to the right of the 2 in the value table were also retouched by 
hand, leaving the top two lines at the right of the “d” irregular, so that they were also no 
longer horizontal, with a slight slope from left to right.  
 
Although the value tablet now looked quite odd when compared with the other value tablets 
on the rest of the sheet, at least it was serviceable.   
 
In 1911 the contract for printing the 2d value was taken over by Somerset House. Although 
they used the same plates as De La Rue, Somerset House’s printing press which could 
only print one sheet of 240 stamps at a time. They therefore had a choice of two value 
tablet plates to print from.  
 
Unusually for British stamps, the 2d Duty Plate of 240 impressions had been manufactured 
in sixteen sections of fifteen stamps. The sections of fifteen stamps were virtually “mini” 
plates, three rows across, and five rows down. 
 
They could also be moved to different positions on the plate if necessary. The sections, laid 
out four across and four down the plate, have been numbered from one to sixteen, from left 
to right, starting at the section at the top left. 
 
The two plates available were Duty Plates 3 and Duty Plate D4. Duty Plate 4 was selected, 
as it had slightly less wear than Duty Plate 3, and also didn’t contain the dreaded 
“Rhombus” or distorted value tablet flaw of Row 1 Stamp 1, which over the years must have 
given the printers nightmares.  
 
Duty Plate D3 was then kept in reserve, with its sections used as replacements for Plate D4 
sections, whenever sections of Duty Plate D4, now over 20 years old, became too worn for 
printing.  
 
However, the problem of plate wear and metal fatigue was very evident, and Somerset 
House still had to deal with it. As Plate D4 began to wear out, their first solution was to 
extensively retouch the entire Duty Plate.  
 
As far as the Deformed Value Tablet was concerned, the result was that the curved North-
East frame line at the top right of the value tablet now extended down almost vertically for 
the first three horizontal lines of the value tablet, and had now become much thicker, finally 
curving SE to meet the right vertical frame line (see fig 2 next page).                           
 
 



 
 

 
                                                               Fig. 2                                                             
 
The position of the Deformed value tablet was originally Row 5, Stamp 9 in the sheet, which 
placed it in Section 3, and was now showing extensive signs of wear, which perhaps had 
originally been partially to blame for the famous retouch.  
 
Somerset House temporarily solved this problem by replacing worn sections of D4 with 
good sections of the unused D3, at the same time moving sections of D4 to different 
positions in the plate where necessary.  
 
Damage was also occurring to the head plate, and at the very end of 1911, the head plate 
developed a large nick on the outside of the left frame-line, just to the left of the bottom leaf 
(fig.3). 
 

 
                                                                       Fig. 3 
                             
The 2d Deformed Value Tablet was on row 5 stamp 9 of Plate D4 for the first printing of July 
1911, and was therefore in Section 3. For the second, and first part of the third printing, 
section 3 was taken out of commission and replaced by Section 7 from Plate D3 which was 
in much better condition. As a result of this, the Deformed Tablet variety did not appear at 
all during these two printings. 
 
However for the second part of the third printing, in November 1911, Section Two, which, 
for the second and third printings had contained Section 11 of Plate D3, must also have 
begun to show extensive wear, and the replacement now needed to be replaced.  
                  
The result was that, the original Section 3 of Plate.D4, which contained the Deformed Value 
Tablet and had been taken out of use since the very first printing Somerset House, was now 
recovered from retirement and again put to press, but this time in a totally different position. 
 
As the section moved to a different position in the plate, so did the variety! Although the 
variety still remained in row 5, it was now positioned in the sixth stamp of row 5 instead of 
the ninth stamp. 
      
    
 



 
 

                                                         

                                                              Fig. 4 
 
By coincidence, on the Head Plate, there was a major Plate crack in this position. For the 
second and third printings, before the Deformed Value Tablet was moved to that position, 
the Plate Crack can be clearly seen, but with its original perfect value tablet from Plate D3 
Section 11 (see fig. 4).  
 

 
 

Fig. 5 
 
The colour of the value tablet for the second part of the third printing had changed from red 
to the new shade of carmine. 
 
Therefore, when Section 3 Plate D3 was moved to this new position, the Deformed Value 
Tablet could now be clearly be seen with the Head Plate crack of Row five, Stamp six (see 
fig.5).  
 
All the earlier Somerset House printings, including the first Somerset House printing which 
included the Deformed Value Tablet, had been printed in the original shades of red. 
 
Just one month later, in December 1911, Somerset House made yet another printing, their 
fourth, although was the previous printing had been made in two parts, it could be 
considered to be their 5th. 
 
However the shade of the Value Tablet had changed yet again, to Bright Carmine. This was 
a very small printing, with the Deformed Value tablet being illustrated as Fig. 6 (see next 
page). In fact, this is the only known example of the variety in the Bright Carmine shade. 
 
It was fairly obvious what was happening. Both the Head plate and the Duty Plate were in 
poor condition, and Somerset House were printing as few sheets as possible using the 
Edwardian plates, in the hope that the new GV plates would appear and be ready for 
printing stamps.  
 
 
 
 



  
However this would not happen for another eight months, so Somerset House continued to 
print stamps using the worn plates, but in very small printing runs.  
 
 

 
     

       Fig.6 
 

The unique Deformed Value Tablet variety in the Bright Carmine shade. 
 
Somerset House made four printings using Duty Plate D4, with one of these being in two 
parts and shades. Included in this were printings where sections of the unused Plate D3 
had been utilized to replace defective sections of D4.  
 
After the fourth Somerset House printing, it was apparent that even with the replacement 
sections of D3 being used, condition of the plate was just in too poor condition for stamp 
printing.  
 
Reluctantly (partly due to the cost, and also because it was now well into the reign of King 
George V), a brand new plate, Plate D5,  was commissioned, and all subsequent printings 
of the 2d value were printed with this new Plate D5. Naturally, this plate didn't have any 
varieties.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


