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In the 180 years since the issue of the 1d Black, the world’s first postage stamp, there have been
many stamps of note. Of these, there is one stamp whose fame must place it in importance close to
the very top of this exclusive group, but for all the wrong reasons.
Indeed, no British postage stamp before or since could have given experienced stamp printers as
many headaches, and over such an extended period of time, as the 1887-1910 2d value tablet of
Duty Plate 3, which printed the stamp at the top left corner of the sheet, in Row 1 Stamp 1.
And, as mighty oak trees grow from little acorns, the nightmare began with an insignificant little flaw,
which one would have expected the master printers of the day to completely eliminate with the
minimum of effort. No one was more surprised than those printers when the reality turned out to be
the exact opposite, and to discover how this little flaw began, we must start at the beginning.

Stamps available over the Post Office counter in 1879. An unlikely mixture.
If it wasn’t for the Queen’s portrait, they could almost have come from different countries!
By 1880, British stamp design was in a total mess. The values available ranged from ½d to £1, but a
more eclectic mix of stamps was difficult to imagine. The ½d was an unusual half sized stamp which
had been issued just ten years previously, the 1d and 2d values, which were still line engraved, had
been virtually unchanged in design for nearly 40 years, and the higher values consisted of several
designs which had seemingly been chosen at random.
In fact, the low value stamps were verging on being an embarrassment with the 20th century
approaching, and they were certainly a poor reflection of Britain’s position of pre-eminence in world
technology, so it was not surprising that, with Perkins Bacon’s contract for printing the line engraved
½d to 2d values expiring in 1880, a decision was taken to improve both stamp quality and security by
replacing line engraved stamps with surface printed.

The five provisional issues of 1880.

The contract for the 1d was put out to tender in 1879, and was won by De La Rue Ltd., who were
already printing the higher values, and it was logical that the contract to print the other three low
values should follow. Consequently between 1880 and 1881 five provisional stamps with values
ranging from ½d to 5d were issued, the 5d value being introduced for the new postal rate for India and
China.

Die Proof of the 1d Venetian Red
The corner letters were added afterwards
Only the 1d value in Venetian Red still had corner letters, although it was the original intention that all
five values would have them, and unsurprisingly the 1d value was replaced a year later in 1881 with a
newly designed 1d stamp in lilac.

The original 5d Die Proof with a line under the d of 5d.
A new die was produced with a dot replacing the line after a crack developed in the original die.

However, it would be a further two years before the first truly unified set appeared in Post Offices, the
Lilac and Green set to 1/-, which was issued between 1883 and 1884, using doubly fugitive ink.
Colour trials were prepared, and the addition of the words “& REVENUE” to the inscription of the new
stamps meant they could also be used for revenue purposes. Doubly fugitive ink would make the
removal of fiscal pen cancellations virtually impossible.

Part of the first unified set of 1883-4 with the altered colour ½d and the 1d lilac.
Some of the higher values could be confused under candlelight.
At the same time three new high values appeared, the 2/6, 5/- and 10/-, which also had
complimentary designs. Only the ½d stamp in an altered colour, and the popular 1d lilac of 1881 were
retained for the 1883-4 set, but as soon as it appeared in Post Offices, the set proved to be a total
disaster. The colours were drab, and it was no surprise when the stamps were met with virtually
universal criticism.
Additionally, under candlelight it was extremely difficult to differentiate between several of the values,
and it was all too easy to make a costly mistake. Fortunately for the Post Office, Queen Victoria’s
Golden Jubilee was just three years away, providing the ideal opportunity to issue a new unified set of
stamps which would reflect both Britain’s status as a world leader, and its position as the Head of the
British Empire.

A 2d Die Proof showing the solid value tablet.
Its adoption might have saved many headaches.
Not only were the colours of the new set to be bright and vibrant, but for the first time in the history of
British postage stamps, several values would be printed in two colours.

What might have been!
The 10d Jubilee in rejected colours

Of the bi-coloured stamps the value tablet of the 2d was easily one of the smallest. A proposed duty
tablet with a solid design, as well as one with an engine turned background, were rejected in favour of
one with fine horizontal lines. It might have been more aesthetically pleasing, but over time it would
prove to be relatively fragile compared to one with a solid design.

The rejected engine-turned background 2d duty plate.
The value wasn’t easy to see, and production was difficult.

The approved design
with horizontal lines.

The first plate was numbered D1 and was put to press in August 1886, ready for issuing in Post
Offices on the 1st January 1887. Shortly afterwards Plate D1 was replaced later with two brand new
duty plates, D3 in 1889 and D4 in 1890 (D2 was never used). It cannot be said that, regarding their
longevity, the design of the 2d duty plates was a complete disaster, as plates D3 and D4 were
destined to stay in use for a period of over 20 years.
After 1890, the 2d value was printed in 480 set, using two plates of 240 impressions which were
placed side by side face upward on the printing press. The printed double sheets were then
guillotined down the centre, producing two sheets of 240 stamps.
These could be further guillotined through the central gutters if smaller panes of 120 stamps were
required. Unlike most other values, the plates for the 2d value tablet consisted of sixteen sections of
fifteen impressions, which were then bolted together to produce a complete plate of 240 impressions.
The two plates were to see no less than three monarchs on the throne, although during these twenty
years there was barely a single value tablet out of a total of 480 which hadn’t suffered from one fault
or another.
Queen Victoria sadly died on the 22nd January 1901. Until then De La Rue Ltd. had been given
annual requisitions or printing orders from the Inland Revenue to satisfy Post Office requirements for
the 2d and other values. The printing runs for most values above the 1d was usually anywhere
between 40,000 and 80,000 sheets, and could take anywhere from three to six weeks to fulfil.

An early 1901 printing with the South West corner just broken away.
The curve of the SW frame line is now extremely shallow.

The 1887 Jubilee issue had been a resounding success, so much so that, with the accession of King
Edward VII, it was decided that for the majority of values the set would be largely unchanged, the only
major difference being that the portrait of Queen Victoria would be replaced with that of King Edward
VII.
It was the intention to commence printing stamps bearing the portrait of the new king as soon as the
new head plates could be prepared. However, until the new plates arrived, the printers had no choice
but to continue printing stamps bearing the portrait of the late Queen Victoria.
In anticipation of the arrival of the new plates, in 1901, orders for most values were reduced to smaller
requisitions, and for the 2d to around 5000 sheets. After all, when the new Edward VII stamps were
finally in production, the last thing the Post Office wanted was to have stocks of stamps bearing the
portrait of the previous Monarch.
Each new requisition, however, increased the possibility of plate damage, with the plates having to be
taken in and out of storage and set up again ready for printing. This proved to be the case when early
in 1901 a small part of the South West corner of the value tablet from row one stamp one of Duty
Plate D3 fractured away.
At first the damage didn’t appear to be at all significant. Indeed when further requisitions were
ordered, no attempt whatsoever was made to repair it, apart from re-engraving the curved South West
frame line, leaving its curve much shallower than before.

The rough edges to the fracture have now become rounded through extensive printing.
Late in 1901, the fracture still hadn’t been repaired, which was quite surprising as it was a task that
De La Rue normally would have undertaken automatically. But there was now a new King on the
throne, and with the plates of several other values due for retirement, perhaps repairing the fault was
not considered a priority. However the rough edges to the damaged area had now worn, leaving the
area around the fracture quite smooth.
This small, insignificant-looking fracture, however, was to develop into the famous “Rhombus” variety
of Edward VII.
The Distorted value tablet or Rhombus variety is perhaps one of the best known varieties in Great
Britain stamps. However there are so many variations that Edwardian experts such as Tony Wiseman
publicly stated that they could never be accurately categorised.
One of the problems was that the Duty Plates was in such a bad state that it was retouched virtually
every year, and occasionally twice in a year.
However, with my extensive knowledge of shades, and the knowledge of shades appeared in each
year between 1902 to 1910, I have managed to accomplish something that was thought to be
impossible- an accurate listing with dates of all the variations of the Rhombus variety.

The first Edward VII printing of March 1902 in yellowish green and carmine-red.
The bottom frame line was now thicker and the SW frame line was now a straight line.

The Second Edward VII printing of February 1903 in pale greyish green and scarlet-vermilion.
This shade would soon become carmine-red with a gap appearing at the top of the SW frame line.

The third Edward VII printing. March 1904 in pale greyish green / grey-green and carmine-red.
The gap in the South West frame line was filled in and the bottom frame line now thins at the right.

The Fourth Edward VII printing. November 1904 in pale greyish green and carmine-red
and afterwards grey-green and scarlet-vermilion.
There is thinning at the right side of the bottom frame line, and the gap in SW frame line
has now re-appeared.

The fifth printing of February 1906 in pale grey-green and scarlet-vermilion and afterwqards
in carmine-red.
This printing was on the new thin original coated (chalk surfaced) paper.
The value tablet had been completely repaired and the bottom frame line re-drawn.
The left frame line slopes inwards at the top end.

The fifth (continued) Edward VII printing in June 1906 in pale grey-green and carmine-red.
The printing was also made on the original (thin) chalk surfaced paper (OCP) and just missed
the introduction of the new thick chalk surfaced paper.
Gaps have now begun to appeared in the top frame line and elsewhere.

The sixth Edward VII printing of May 1907 in carmine.
The entire duty plate has been retouched and re-engraved. This is known as the great repair.

The seventh Edward VII printing of April 1908 in carmine.
Numerous repairs were made, but there were still breaks and cracks everywhere. The bottom frame
line had started to bow downwards, leaving a white space above.

The eighth Edward VII printing of February 1909 in carmine-red and scarlet.
The top frame line was now starting to split and the white space at the bottom was expanding.

The eighth Edward VII printing of February 1909 in carmine-red and scarlet.
The North West frame line is now starting to break away.

The ninth Edward VII printing of June 1910 in carmine-red and scarlet.
The South West frame line had now broken into two distinct pieces.

The ninth Edward VII printing of June 1910 (cont.) in carmine-red and scarlet.
The weak top frame line had just fractured again and a brand new break was now beginning to
appear in the corner at the right of the fracture.

The tenth Edward VII printing of December 1910 in carmine-red and scarlet.
The white space above the bottom frame line was wider than ever, and despite having been repaired
and strengthened. The damage at the centre of the top frame line was re-appearing, and was now
completely broken in the centre.
After 1910, Somerset House took over printing the 2d value using Plate D4 only. However, when Duty
Plate D4 began to wear further, they replaced the worst sections of plate D4 with sections of Plate D3
which happened to be in better condition.
Not surprisingly, they chose not to use the section one of Duty Plate D3 which contained the
Rhombus variety. It would never be seen again, and so after ten horrendous years the nightmare was
finally over.
Approximately thirty recognisable states of this variety exist. For nearly 100 years philatelists have
been trying to designate each variety to its specific printing, which has now been accomplished for the
first time in this article.

