King George VI Varieties

Part 42—‘Small Keyplates’

Richard Lockyer ose provides an introduction to the definitives of
Mauritius and the Leeward Islands

n a general sense, the 193849 series for Mauritius and the 193851 series for

Leeward Islands, up to 5s. can be included under the commonly used and all
embracing title of ‘small keyplates’. This is in contrast to the term ‘large
keyplates’ often used to describe King George VI high values for Bermuda,
Leeward Islands and Nyasaland. (Both descriptions are, of course, applicable to
similar stamps of earlier reigns used by those and other colonies.) To be specific,
‘Key Type’® is a term used to designate a design that can be used for different
countries by altering merely the inscription and the value. A ‘Key Plate’ is one of
a pair of printing plates, which prints those parts of the key type design that are
common to several values or countries. In the case of the design used in 1938 for
Mauritius and the Leeward Islands, as well as many of the other Crown Colonies
in earlier days, it carried the whole of the design with a blank panel at the top of
the stamp to receive the name of the colony and a blank tablet at the bottom of
the stamp to receive the individual duty (or value). It is also known as the ‘Head
Plate’® as it usually bore the head of the reigning sovereign. The ‘Duty Plate’ is a
term used to describe the second plate which printed the name of the colony and

the value.

Double plates

De La Rue successfully developed the
method of printing stamps of a common
design using double plates. The first
examples to be produced by De La Rue
using the key plate method appeared in
1863 when the firm printed Share Transfer
stamps of India using typography (surface
printing) and lithography. The next step
was in 1865 when the first wholly typo-
graphed key plate stamps were printed—
the Revenue ‘STAMP DUTY?" issue of New
South Wales. The next development in
1870 saw the release of the first postage
stamps for St Christopher and by 1889
individual basic designs with various values
had appeared for 15 other colonies and
possessions. However, in 1879 the first
Victorian key plate design was released for
Antigua and was used for eight other
colonies up to 1898. This was the fore-
runner for a most important event—the
introduction of the ‘Imperium (Empire)
Type’ key plate design which came on the
scene in 1890. It continued in use until 1
July 1956 when the Queen Elizabeth 1I
issue for the Leeward Islands was with-
drawn and invalidated on the dissolution of
the federal colony. It is fair to say that it is
this design that has earned the sobriquet
‘Small Keyplate’ even though, as has been
seen, De La Rue produced many other key
type stamps not forgetting the "Nyasaland
Type’ (large and small) which appeared in
1908.

Colours. As a side issue the last six colours
for the Universal Colour Scheme for all
Colonies were finally approved on 7
January 1908 by W H Mercer CMG, the
junior of three Agents General . De La Rue
had urged the Crown Agents for some time
to adopt a scheme where all colonies used
the same colour for the same denomination
as instances of manipulation had come to
their notice. In their own words: ‘The

method adopted by the manipulator was
the careful removal of the name of the
Colony at the top, and the value at the
bottom of the stamp, parts of which had
escaped cancellation, or had the cancella-
tions removed from them. This was so
cleverly done that none but an expert
could discover fraud, even by examination
of the stamps when detached from their
envelopes’.

Financial Aspects. The Imperium design,
so called because IMPERIUM appeared in
the name tablet in licu of the name of a
colony in essays prepared by De La Rue,
fulfilled three main functions. First it
provided an efficient method of producing
stamps which would be easily recognised as
Empire issues; secondly, the various postage
rates could be recognised by colour as well
as denomination when in transit and
thirdly, it reduced costs, particularly for
those colonies that only needed small
quantities of stamps. The financial aspect
had great appeal to the Crown Agents as
the colonies had only to pay for the special
duty plate with their name and appropriate
value. John Easton, in his book, Postage
Stamps in the Making, noted that De La Rue,
with considerable business foresight, did not
even charge a fee for the use of the Key
Plate. This was a further attraction for the
Crown Agents—in modern terms a loss
leader! The comment by Easton must
have referred to an early practice as Myles
Glazer, in his book The King George V High
Value Stamps of Bermuda, 1917-38, published
in 1994, describes a different procedure for
the 60-set key plate bearing the head of
King George V in the large Nyasaland
design. The plate, numbered 1, was used to
print the $500 Straits Settlements stamp in
July 1912 and this was the first colonial
issue to bear the portrait of King George V
in this design. However, the plate was

eventually used at least 169 times to print
stamps for seven colonies. Glazer notes that
‘Each time a colony, other than Straits
Settlements, used the head-design plate, the
Crown Agents assessed an amount that was
to be paid by that colony to the Straits
Settlements administration in order to offset
the initial cost of producing the master die
and printing plate. ‘It seems most probable
that those in Malaya who had paid the
initial bill saw no reason why they should
subsidise the other colonies and an equit-
able solution was' found with De La Rue
acting as the intermediary.

Method of Printing

The key type stamps were produced by a
method that goes under several names—
typography, letterpress, relief or surface
printing. Typography or typographed is
often abbreviated to ‘Typo’. It is a term
frequently encountered in catalogues. This
can be justly described as a misnomer, as
outside philatelic circles typography signi-
fies the art of choosing and displaying type
faces to their best advantage, particularly in
the field of advertising. The majority of
typographers would most probably deny
the suggestion they are printers, indeed, in
today’s world of computers this is certainly
so. Nevertheless, whatever name is used,
with this method the parts of the plate that
are to be printed are raised and inked.
These inked portions come directly into
contact with the paper and transfer the
design. Hence, the most descriptive term
‘surface printing’. John Easton describes the
process in detail in his book, as well as the
associated problems and their solutions.

A King George VI keyplate design from the
Leeward Islands
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The plates

In the early days a Key Plate was basically
made of copper, using electrolysis. Because
of its softness it had to be faced, otherwise it
quickly wore out. Furthermore, in 1861 De
La Rue had found that ink containing
‘vermilion or ultramarine could not be used
with a copper plate because the pigments
set up a corrosive action that changed the
colour and ruined the plate. This was a
particular problem with vermilion which is
a sulphide of mercury. A difficulty encoun-
tered at a time when printers ground their
own colours and made their own inks. De
La Rue experimented successfully with an
electro deposit of silver on copper plates
that needed protection, but this process was
expensive and the soft deposit quickly wore

away. Fortunately, a solution was readily .

available. In 1858 Joubert had invented a
means of surfacing with steel and this
method was adopted and extensively used
by De La Rue. A major benefit, with
financial overtones, was that a steel coated
electrotype plate could, after a period of
prolonged use and wear, have its steel
coating removed, leaving the original
copper surface ready to receive a new steel
deposit on its face. By 1910 De La Rue had
found how to use nickel to face the plates.
Nickel proved to be more durable than steel
and was not affected by the ink. Chromium
was introduced at a later stage.

A duty plate was stereotyped. This was a
quick and cheap way of constructing a
plate. Each mould was made separately.
This helps to explain why various impres-
sions differ from each other, a difference
that was accentuated by the vagaries of
inking. There was a tendency for a plate to
shrink slightly during cooling and the
impressions from it were not as sharp as
those from a key plate. Nevertheless, this
method was consistently used by De La Rue
whenever they were making a secondary
plate containing reproductions of words set
in type. It was suitable for the more limited
amount of use of individual duty plates,
compared with the general use of the key
plates. On the other hand, the letters of a
colony’s name and to a lesser extent the
value tablet, were more susceptible to
damage than the reasonably robust key
plate. Hence, most of the constant flaws
found on the two 1938 issues arose from
damage to the letters or to the frames
surrounding the figures of the values. This is
particularly noticeable on the King George
VI issues, whereas those printed during the
reign of King George V do not seem to
have been affected to any extent. It is
probable that war-time conditions caused
this to be so.

The effect of damage

The effect of damage to a key or duty plate
was to remove a part of the raised portion
which should have come into contact with
the paper. A white space or mark was the
result. The ‘Broken Frame under A’
Mauritius and Leeward Islands ‘DI’ flaw
are good examples and are illustrated on the
front cover. This was a reversal of the effect
of damage to a plate used for recess
printing, when ink remained within the
damaged area, below the surface of the
plate, to print as a coloured mark.

The 1938-49 Mauritius issue

Readers requiring details of the printings,
shades, gums, papers and numbers of sheets
despatched of the Mauritius issues are
referred to a Study Paper (No 6) written
by Kenneth Baker and Frank Saunders
and published by the King George VI
Collectors’ Society. Suffice it to say that the
stamps were printed in sheets of 120 stamps,
two panes of 60 (10 horizontal rows of 6)
with a central gutter. There were 86
printings for the 12 values (2c.—ten print-
ings, 3c.—4, 4¢—5, 5¢.—10, 10c.—9, 12c—
9, 20c—6, 25¢.—9, Ir—9 2r.50—5, 10r.—
5). This is 18 more than those listed by Potter
and Shelton in their book, The Printings of
King George VI Colonial Stamps, published in
1952. On the other hand, ‘Aniline’, in a week
by week listing of the Mauritius definitives
published in Stamp Mirror during July 1950
included 92 different releases, but in fairness,
four of them were extra distinguishable
shades of the four perf 15 x 14 stamps. The
shortfall in the book points to the caution
needed when using it for information. A need
further demonstrated by John D Ray,
secretary of the Pacific Islands Study Circle
of Great Britain, in his recently published
and excellent monograph, Fiji—some noles on
the KGVI period, where he lists 123 despatches
in contrast to 86 printings listed by Potter
and Shelton.

The 1938-51 Leeward Islands

issue

In 1976-77 the joint research into the
complexities of the complete Leeward
Islands issue (3d. to £1) by M R Boyle
and F R Saunders was published in Geosix,
the quarterly journal of the King George
Collectors’ Society and then as a Study
Paper (No 10). Readers seeking detailed
information about requisitions, gum, paper
and shades are advised to consult their
excellent findings. There were 107 printings
for the 11 values (%d‘—Q printings, %d.—B,
1d—17, 13d.—8, 2d.—12, 25d.—10, 3d.-
11, 6d.—12, 1s.—9, 9s.—7, 5s.—4). Potter
and Shelton listed 101, which included four
extra shades released on the same date. This
apparent anomaly was probably due to the
Crown Agents retaining stock for the
Bureau in London and then releasing it to
make up a new order at a later date.

The common key plates

Three key plates were used and the plate
plug showing the number was located over
Row 1/2 of the left pane and under R10/5 of
the right pane. They were used sequentially
for Mauritius, but not for the Leeward
Islands. Although the three plates were all
made in the same manner stamps printed
from them display different characteristics
and, generally, it is possible to allocate
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single copies to one of the three plates.
However, before considering the matter
further it is as well to note the differences
between recess and surface printing. It will
be remembered from earlier articles in this
series, that when a plate is laid down for
printing by the recess method (e.g. the
Barbados and Fiji definitives) the transfer
roller impresses the design into the plate
itself. It is usually possible, after very close
examination to distinguish between any two
stamps from the plate, but it is not usual to
be able to distinguish between two normal
impressions printed from the same position
on the plate. This is not the case with
stamps printed from a. key plate as the
distribution of ink varies very slightly from
stamp to stamp. Close examination through
a glass quickly reveals innumerable small
white patches, lines and dots within the
printed area of the design. No two stamps
are alike even if they come from the same
position on the plate. It is with this factor in
mind that the characteristics of the three
key plates will be described.

Key plate characteristics

As long ago as 1950, ‘Aniline’ drew
attention to the major differences in the
shading of the face of the King printed from
the three plates. In 1969 Baker, writing in
Stamp Collecting (20 November) elaborated a
little more and in the 1970s Saunders
expanded further. All the units of any one
of the plates, though differing slightly from
each other, usually differ strikingly from
other units of the other plates. This is most
perplexing as they all originated from the
same die featuring King George VI
surrounded by a frame that had been used
for earlier stamps depicting his father, King
George V. Furthermore, the situation is not
as straightforward as first appears because
sometimes the characteristics do not show
clearly on other stamps from the same plate.
The causes of these variations could be
because the original mould used to make
the copper plates using electrolysis could
have been lead for one and wax for another.
This could have resulted in differences in
the depth of shading as the die was
impressed 120 times into the mould. Short-
age of materials during the war could also
have meant a change in the facing metal
from chrome to nickel or vice versa. This
may also have resulted in slight differences
in the shading on the same plate. It is most
unlikely, though not impossible, that a steel
facing was used. This is all conjecture, but
serves as a warning that the descriptions
follow a general, rather than a definite
pattern.

Key Plate 1. The coloured lines of shading
on the forehead do not all extend to within
the same distance from the outline of the
forehead, so a white space curves back
towards the temple. Just, below and behind
the eye two lines curve away from each
other and the line of shading between them
does not register properly so that a white
patch appears. The lines of shading on the
upper lip do not show well and the lines
running to form the mouth, join in a
sharply defined, slanting reversed E, while
the shading lines on the neck do not
continue to the base of the neck. This
results in an unshaded patch (Fig I).

Key Plate 2. The lines of shading are
generally very heavy. The white patch on
the forehead is narrow and the lines of
shading stop equidistant from the outline of
the forehead. There is no white patch
behind the eye and the upper lip is heavily
shaded. The lines at the corner of the mouth
join to form a strong patch of colour. All the
lines on the neck extend to the base (Fig 2).
Key Plate 3. At first glance stamps
resemble those from plate 1, particularly
when it was worn; for example, when used
for the later printings of Leeward Islands in
the new colours. The white patch on the
forehead can be almost as large, but the
lines of shading are of more even length.
Sometimes the patch under the eye is as
pronounced as on plate 1. Early in the life of
plate 3 the upper lip is well shaded, but
this fades out on later printings. However,
the lines on the neck almost always touch
the base line as for plate 2. The shading
of the jaw line is heavier on plate 3 when
compared with plate 1. On plate 2 it does
not vary much in depth from the rest of the
very strong shading which is a major feature
of that plate. A marked difference is in the
white lines of the hair; these show very
clearly on plate 3, particularly on stamps
from the later printings. Finally, the white
line under the chin is clearly broken on
Plate 3 (Fig 3). This line is either continuous
on plate 1 or sometimes shows a small break
on plate 2. Saunders suggested that the
same impression on the transfer-roller could
have been used for key plates 1 and 3
because of their similarities and plate 2 was
made from another impression on the
transfer-roller, which had picked up more
detail by being rocked-in under greater
pressure. A comment by ‘Aniline’ is relevant
as he noted that the letters POSTAGE and
REVENUE were somewhat thinner on
plate 2.

Key plate usage

Mauritius: It was mentioned earlier that
the three key plates were used sequentially
for Mauritius. Plate 1 was used for the first
printings of all values, including the 3c.
which was not in the original order. Plate 1
was reissued on 3 October 1938 to satisfy
requisition 6107/1 for a second printing of
eight values in the following order—2c., 5c.,
4c., 10c., 12c., 20c., 25c. and 1r. This
requisition deserves special mention as not
only were two different key plates used for

the order, but two were used to print one
value—the 10c. All went well for the first
three values. On Friday 7 October the duty
plate was issued for the 10c., but key plate 1
was returned to the Crown Agents repre-
sentative on the following Tuesday, 11
October. It was never used again for
Mauritius. Unfortunately, there is no
record of the date when key plate 2 was
issued. However, the printing of the 10c.
stamps was completed by 18 October when
the duty plate was returned. Printing of the
remaining four values followed. Baker and
Saunders suggested that the long delay
could have been caused by a switch to
producing five postage due values between
12 and 18 October and/or the need to
prepare the new key plate. They estimated
that, of the 8020 sheets of the 10c.
despatched, between two and three thou-
sand would have come from the newly
issued key plate 2. It remained in use for
Mauritius until key plate 3 was issued on 8
October 1945 for the fourth printing of the
5r. (Readers wishing to match days of the
week with dates between 1801 and 2006
should use a table, What Day of the Week was
It?, distributed by J Barry Horne of Stamp
Insurance Services, Exeter.)

Leeward Islands: The three key plates
were used in a slightly haphazard manner.
The issue and return dates for key plate 1
were not recorded in the register for the
initial printing of the eleven values in 1938.
It was usual for the key plate to be issued
first, to allow printing in all the colours
needed for the requisition. The duty plates
followed, generally issued one at a time.
The 3d. duty plate, the first to be used, was
issued on 22 August 1938. Therefore, key
plate 1 must have been issued before this.
The last duty plate, for the id., was
returned on 3 October, when as mentioned
earlier, key plate 1 was issued for the second
printing of some Mauritius values. Key
plate 2 came into use on 15 March 1939 for
a printing of the }d. and was also used for a
special printing of the 1d. to make up 25
rolls despatched on 13 July 1940. The latter
printing is mest significant as it was the first
time that the die B duty plate came into use
for the 1d and the first time that plate 2 was
used for the value. There is a plate block in
the Royal Collection. Key plate 3 was then
used in July 1941 and continued for the
next printing at the end of the year. Key
plate 2 reappeared in June 1942 and
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remained in use until July 1945. In June
1946 key plate 3 returned and remained
until in use until it was finally issued on 27
November 1952 for the last printing of the
6d., released in London on 18 February
1953.

Duty plates for Mauritius

13 duty plates were used for the Mauritius
issue, an unnumbered plate for each value,
most probably used for the King George V
issue, and a second duty plate for the 5c.
This plate was numbered 2 and first issued
for use on 28 June 1945. The plate plug was
located over R1/1 (left pane) and under R
10/6 (right pane). The plate had a jubilee
line. The selection of plate blocks for the 5c.
value illustrates plate usage (Fig 4). All the
duty plates were ‘120-set’ except for the 5r.
and 10r. which were ‘60-set’. The difference
came to light as a result of research by
Saunders. The Plate Issue Register shows
‘120’ against the 2c. and ditto marks
underneath for all the other values from
the first printing. This continued until
November 1944 when ‘60’ appeared
against the 5r. and ditto marks by the 10r.
From then on whenever these values were
mentioned ‘60’ was noted in the ‘set’
column of the Register. In 1974 Saunders
commented about this to Faux who, in a
letter dated 31 July, wrote that the duty
plates used for the two values had been
made for the King George V issue and were,
of course, ‘60-set’ only. He acknowledged
that an error had been made and the Plate
Register had been corrected.

Fig5 Figo

Fig7

The Letter M: Three different types of M
in MAURITIUS were used for the duty
plates. On the 2c., 3c., 4c., 10c., 12c. and
20c. the middle leg is long and pointed (Fig
5). The middle leg is short and blunt on the
5c., Ir. and 5r. (Fig 6) and on the.25c., 2r.50
and 10r. it is short and pointed (Fig 7).

Duty plates for Leeward Islands

Duty plates made for the King George V
stamps remained in use, though for the 1d.,
2d. and Is. a second plate was introduced.
The two duty plates for the 1d. are
described as die A and die B in the
catalogues. They are easily identified. The
figure ‘1’ of ‘1d.” has'a pointed top on die A
and the centre bars of the ‘EE’ are level
with the centre of the ‘R’ of LEEWARD.
On die B the ‘I’ has a blunt top and the
centre of the ‘R’ is below the centre bars of
the ‘EE’. The number ‘2° appeared over

R1/1 (left pane) and under R10/6 (right
pane) on sheets of the 2d. and Is. Individual
2d. stamps from the second duty plate can
be recognised as the ovals in the centre of
the ‘D’ are slightly smaller. There is no
discernible difference between the duty
plates used for the 1s. It is explained in
Appendix A to the Boyle/Saunders Study
Paper that, while the King George V duty

late was used for the initial printing of the
zd. with the letters measuring 1.5 mm high,
a new plate was introduced from 1939 for
all subsequent printings and these measured
1.75 mm.

Jubilee lines

A jubilee line, in the form of a brass strip,
relieved the pressure on the printing plates
in the marginal area. They usually enclosed
the whole plate and were interrupted at the
perforations. The existence of these breaks
allowed air to escape during printing
instead of being driven over the top of the
border to cause a crease in the paper. The
lines suffered damage. This helps to position
marginal copies. It can also help to identify
printings. (For example, developing dam-
age to the jubilee lines surrounding a right
hand corner plate block of a perf 13
Bermuda 5s. can sort out the last three
printings). In general, the inner line was the
key plate and the outer line the duty plate.
However, there were exceptions. The #d.
had single jubilee lines for all printings. The
1d. with Die A had only a single line of the
key Plate, but with Die B and double lines.
The key plate line was complete for the
13d., but for the duty plate there was a
partial line enclosing vertical columns 4, 5
and 6 of the right pane. This drew comment
in GSM (November 1942). The lIs. value
had single lines until the introduction of the
second duty plate in 1944. In GSM (July
1944) it was noted that the right of the
right-hand jubilee line of the 2s. released in
May was made up of short pieces 8 or 9 mm
long instead of pieces of stamp height.

Part 43 (GSM February 1997) will describe
key and’ duty plate varieties on the
Mauritius stamps, together with an initial
selection of some of those to be found on
stamps of the Leeward Islands. Part 44
(GSM May 1997)will conclude with further
examples from the Leewards issue.

Readers interested in the KGVI era of
philately are invited to join the 340
members of the King George VI
Collectors’ Society who live in 18
countries around the world. Three
meetings are held each year in the
British Philatelic Centre, London and a
fourth in the north of England. An
annual auction, open to postal bidding,
contains much specialist material.
Geosix, the quarterly journal is
distributed to members. Study Papers
are published. The annual subscription
is £5 (Geosix by surface mail) or £8
(airmail). Further details from The
General Secretary. KGVICS, 98
Albany, Manor Road, Bournemouth,
BH1 3EW.
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