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This article updates wha t we know abo ut the various co lor shades of the 1851-57 3¢
imperforate stam p of the United States. Th e num ber of co llectors and stude nts of these
shades has grown tre men do us ly in rece nt years. Ma ny of the shade s are now listed in
Scott's Specialized Catalogue and the rare and scarce colors bring strong prices at auction.
There was a time when few co llectors or dealers made an effort to learn more than a few
basic co lors . Today, the shades are still freq ue ntly misidentified, but there is a growing
number of indiv iduals who can colorize the stamps co rrec tly usin g refe rence color charts
of ac tua l sta mps tha t have been prop erly ident ified. Despi te this increased interest not
many articles have been writte n on the top ic. Dr. Chase's last known write-up was in the
1942 revise d editi on of his book , The 3 ¢ Stamp of the United States 1851- 5 7 Issue.' The
most de tai led article is W.F. Amo nette 's "Color Study of the Three-Cen t Stamp of the
United States 1851 -57 Issue," in the May 1973 Chronicle ? Thi s article updates that 1973
article.
A fte r p u b lica tio n of hi s bo ok , Dr. C hase ex pa nde d h is id e as o n co lo r a nd
incorporated change s in his ma ster color chart. Thi s col or chart con sists of 2 10 stamps
identified as to co lor and he used it for co lorizing stamps until he died . It is important to
understand that Dr. Chase 's chart still exists today. As such it is figura tive ly the equivalent
of the Rosetta Stone in that we are able to understand what Dr. Chase was seeing when he
descri bed and named the various co lors. Th is master chart and a second co lor chart made
by Chase are esse ntial sources of co ntinuity in studyi ng these shades and these two charts
have been used by us as the basis fo r thi s arti cle. We have made min or changes and
additio ns to his wor k to provide a more co mplete classifica tion.
It is said that peopl e see co lor differentl y but , while this may be true to some extent,
we think the largest part of see ing co lor differ entl y is lack of training the eye to distingu ish
the variou s colors. Thi s can be improved by study and by having a co mplete color chart
fo r referenc e w he n need ed. It is po ssibl e to identify man y co lors witho ut direct
comparison to a know n color but others requ ire study and direct compariso n in the proper
light. Regard ing proper light , it is best to study co lors in the same light at all times. Dr.
Chase had his desk at a large window facin g no rth to ide ntify colors in the daytim e .
Fluorescent bulb s ca n be purcha sed fro m seve ra l companies that simulate daylight at noon .
An OTT-Lit e has been satisfactory. Incand escent light bulbs and regular fluor escent bulbs
should not be used to study colors.
.
It must be understood that there is no fine div iding line between the various colors as
they merge grad ua lly with o ne ano ther with in-between shade s, and only typical co lor
samples should be used to illustra te the vario us co lors. Th ere is also no fine dividin g line
as to the time the co lors were used , as there is some overlapping. The co lors are identified
by the year in which they were mo st co mmonly used with so me overlapping into the yea r
before and the year after to be expec ted. One mu st expect some mino r variations from the
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usual range of shades for each of the colors; however, it would unnecessarily complicate
matters to attempt a separa te sub-classification for eac h minor variation.
There are two methods by which the colors can be class ified. One method is strictly
by color without any regard to the year used, while the seco nd method is by the year used.
Each method has its merits, but we have chosen the latter even though a classification by
color alone would be a more scientific approac h. We think the year of the use method is a
m9re interesting approach and also allows one to use knowledge of the various plates in
identification of colors . It is true that the plate from which the stamp was printed should
not affect the color; however since only plates 2L and 3 were used in each of the years
1852- 1857, knowing the plate from which the stamp was printed can restrict the possible
colors. The following table notes the colors seen from the 13 plates:
Table 1 - 1851-57 3¢ Plates and Corresponding

Plate

Year

Color

Plates 1E - 1'- 2 E _ 5E
-0

1851

Orange browns

Plate 1L

1851

Experimental Orange browns

Plate 1L

1852 1855

All shades

Plates 2 L - 3

1852 1857

All shades, although yellow rose red is very
rare

Plates 4 - 5L

1855 1857

All shades, except plum and deeper claret
from Plate 5L

Plates 6 - 7 - 8

1856 1857

All shades, except plum and deeper claret

A desc ription of the colors for each yea r follows . Thi s classification would be of
more hel p if an act ua l co lor chart were ava ilable for the study as it is imp ossible to
describe a color so that one can identify it without an actual comparison. However, it is a
starting point and gives one some idea as to the scope of such a study. We will describe in
some detail the orange brown colors that involve use in 1851, 1852 and 1856.
1851 Orange Brown
The orange brown (O.B.) color was the only color used from the first day of issue on
July I , 1851 until ear ly October 1851 when plate I L came into use. The O.B. shades vary
from pale to deep and, in addition, there are severa l distinctive shades. The first printings
from Plate 1E were pale and yellowis h with very clea r impress ions but they ca nnot be
separated by color alone.
A comment should be made on the Orange Brown Sco tt Catalogue #10 . All of the
Scott #10 orange brown colors come from five plates: IE, 11, 2E, 5 E and Plate O. Not all
stamps from these plates are true orange brown. Such examples cannot be confirmed to be
Scott #10 unless the item is plated . In spite of this, the color classification should stay as it
is based on the five plates to avoid complete confusion as to what is a Scott #10 .
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Table 2 - Shades of the 1851-57 3¢ Orange Brown
1851 Oranze Brown Shade

Comments

Bright O.B.

Seen only from Plate I E. The paler of these
shades is brighter because of more orange
color.

Yellowish O.B.

Seen only from Plate IE. Yellowish O.B. can be
so yellow as to be confused with the 1856
yellowish rose reds.

Copperish O.B.

Seen only from Plate 2 E. Often incorrectly
identified. It is not the rich color seen from
Plate 5E but rather a "rusty" color with the
stamp paper discolored.

Intense O.B.

Seen only from Plate 2E. Can be confused with
copperish O.B . unless compared directly. It is a
deep rich color with the paper slightly
discolored, but not as much as copperish.

Brownish and Reddish O.B.

Each appears to have a brown or red color
without the orange color as seen in the usual
pale to deep shades.

1851 Experimenta l Orange Brown
This color, seen only from Plate 1\ appeared in early October 1851 when Plate 1L
was put into use with the earliest recorded date of use being October 6, 1851. This color
was used for only a short time, as the earlies t recorded use of the brownish carmine color
is October 22, 185 1. This color varies from pale to deep and is slightly different from the
true O.B. shade. Some of the shades are very bright due to more orange color. There is
also a dull shade that is rather distinctive and rates a separate classification. There is very
little orange in this shade and it is quite rare. Some of the experimental orange brown
shades are close to the brownish carmines; however, it is best to use only typical examples.
1852 Plate 21. and 3 Orange Brown
Plates 21. and 3 are found in an O.B. shade that was used early in 1852. We consider
these accidental printings rather than a distinctive shade used for any length of time. Some
of these colors are almost identical to the true O.B. color.
Mid-1852 Orange Brown
There is another color that seems to have been used mostly in mid-1852 that has an
O.B. tint and does not go with the brownish carmines. It is somewhat close to the bright
brownish carmines, but has more orange rather than carm ine or red. It has been seen from
plates 1\ 2L , and 3. It is very scarce .
1856 Orange Brown
The 1856 orange brown clo sely rese mbles the 1851 O.B. print ings and an exact
match has been seen but is very rare. We consider this an accidental mix of ink rather than
a color used for a length of time.
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1852 Bro wnish Ca rmine
The predominant color used during 1852 was brow nish carmine, although it was also
used in late 1851. All of the 1852 impressions are generally good. These vary from pale to
deep with some printings contain ing more brown or more red color. These have been
classified as "brownish carmine with more brown" or "with more red." Some of the shades
with more brown have very little carmine or red color, but one must expect extreme s of
shades when brown, carmine and red are involved. There is also a rather bright color with
no carmi ne or red that does not fit with the pale to deep brow nish carm ine but we call this
bright brownish carmine to avoid another classificatio n.
1852 Yellowish Brown
This is a color that Dr. Chase did not have in his color chart, but it is a definite 1852
color that has no carmine, red or orange. The color is a yellowish brown that is close to the
1857 yellowish brown but not an exact match. It varies from pale to deep. The color is scarce.
1852 Clarets
The 1852 clarets are a source of some confusion as there were two distinct colors
used in 1852 that approach the 1857 clarets. There was a color used early in 1852 that is
definitely "clarety" but slightly different from the 1857 clarets. It is a deep shade that was
used for only a short period of time. Most of these are seen from Plate I L; however, some
are also known from Plate 2\ and a very few from Plate 3. The infrequent occurrence from
Plate 3 is probabl y due to the fact that Plate 3 did not come into use until March 1852, and
most of the printings in this color must have been made in January or February of that
year. This color has also been seen on covers used as early as November 11, 1851. We call
these the "early 1852 clarets." There is another color that appeared in December 1852 that
is also close to the 1857 claret; however, it is not as deep a color as the early 1852 clarets.
This is best identified from Plate I L as this plate was not used in 1857. We have classified
this as the "late 1852 clare t."
1853 Dull Red
This color first appea red in the fall of 1852 and the earliest we have seen was used in
late September 1852. The first printings in this color were very clear impressions made in
late 1852; however, many of the copies used in early 1853 were not so clear. As early as
May 1853 some of the printings contained the rose tint of the rose reds. When the rose red
color appeare d, the impressions were less clear then the impressions of 1852. During the
last six month s of 1853 there is much overlapping of the dull red and the rose red colors. It
is often difficult to separate the two colors, and is perh aps the reason that Dr. Chase
grouped them together into the " 1853 pale dull red and dull rose red." The typical 1853
shade is usuall y thought of as having a clear impression ; however, the dull red printings
are uncommon and the majorit y seems to have blue cancellations. The dull red shade was
not used to any extent in 1854. There are shades of dull red with much more yellow and
these are classified separately as yellowish dull red. The yellowish dull red is uncommon.
1853-1854 Rose Red
The rose red color first appeared in the spring of 1853 and was used until early 1855.
The shades vary from pale to deep and have varying amounts of red color. There is a shade
with less red and a different hue that is classified due perhaps to plate wear as well as the
color. Some of the bright 1854 shades actually have a "c larety" appeara nce but the poor
impres sio ns make th em ea sy to di stingui sh fro m the 1852 and 1857 clarets. Th e
impressions in this color are fair to poor.
1855 Orange Red
Th e orange red co lor was used during pri marily in 1855 . Th e impress ions are
genera lly poor due probably to a poor quality of ink as well as dirty or worn plate s, as
many of the impressio ns from Plates 4 and 5 L are poor even though these plates first came
into use in 1855. The shades vary fro m pale to deep with some bright shades, but the
bright shades are not given a separate classificatio n.
106

Chronicle 206 I May 2005 I Vol. 57, No.2

1856 Yellowish Rose Red
As early as Se pte mbe r 1855 th e printings chang ed co lo r and once again the
impres sio ns became clear. The ink used from late 1855 and more exte nsively during the
first six months of 1856 presented a wide variation of shades. This makes it difficu lt to
assemble the shades in an orderly ma nner as is possible for the ot her yea rs, with the
shades varyi ng fro m pale to deep , and it is for this reason that the cla ssifica tion is rather
general. Th ey are grouped int o "paler and ye llower shades " and " mediu m and deep
shades." Some of the paler shades have a lot of yellow co lor and the medium and deep
shades have vary ing amo unts of rose and red. We attempted to divide these into group s
with more yellow, rose or red, but the shades were difficu lt to separate. Some of the most
striking co lors come from this gro up, especially from Plates 5L and 8 which see m to have
some shades of ye llowish rose red that are not see n from the other plates. It is interesting
that this co lor is rarely see n from plates 2 L and 3 sugges ting that these plates were taken
out of use for a period of time , perh aps for cleanin g. So me of the more striking of the
yellow ish rose reds resembl e the 1851 orange brown printings at first glance; however, a
direct comparison will reveal the difference.
1856 Pinkish
Th er e is a rar e pinki sh co lor used in 1856 th at is prob abl y a var ia tio n of the
yellow ish rose red color that came out with more pink. Thi s is one of the most diffi cult
co lors to find .
1856 Brownish Carmine
About mid-1856 the colors beca me very similar to the 1852 brownish carmines, so
are called the 1856 brow nish carmi nes. Plates 2 L and 3 are see n in both the 1852 and 1856
brow nish carmi ne co lors and at times it is diffic ult to distingu ish them. The 1856 printings
usua lly show a slight degree of plate wear and Washington's head usually has less hair
than the 1852 printings. T hese vary from pale to dee p with vary ing amounts of brown and
red , ju st as the 1852 color, so the cla ssification is the same.
1857 Claret
The cla rets were the predomin ant co lor used in 1857 and first appeare d in the fall of
1856. There is no difference in the 1856 and 1857 clarets. There is a wide variation of
shades in the clarets, but they fall into a rather orderly clas sifica tion in spite of that wide
variation. The plain clarets very fro m pale to deep ; other shades co ntain more brown or
purpl e so they are put in a separate classification of browni sh or purpli sh claret. Dr. Chase
ide ntified a darker co lor wi tho ut the clear look of pale to deep cl aret s. He ca lled this
"dee per claret" and this is a separate classification as is the brownish and purpli sh claret.
We do not use the term "ro se claret" as this refers to the pale and medium shades of the
plain clarets and does not require a separate cla ssification. There is a wide range of shades
of the browni sh and purpli sh clarets, so they vary from pale to deep.
1857 Rose Brown, Yellow Brown
Th e 1857 browns are rarely ident ified as such by those study ing colo r. Th ey are
distin ctive colors that were used mostly in 1857, alth ough also see n in 1856. The yellow
brown is much rarer than the rose brown. Some of the dee per shades of yellow brow n and
brownish cla ret are hard to distin guish and there are quit e a few in-between shades found
between these co lors and the 1856 brownish car mines.
1857 Plum
Th is is the rarest of the 1857 co lors . Th e name is a misnomer as the actual plum
co lor of the fruit is closer to a deep cla ret or deep purpl ish cla ret. We have seen an early
co lor chart by Dr. Chase made perhaps in the late 1920s or ea rly 1930s. The plum in this
chart appears to be deep purple claret. We have also a small Dr. C hase chart dated April
1954 in w hic h he has a n exam p le of the presen t pl u m he ca ll s "T he Real Plum ,"
sugges ting he changed his origi nal idea as to the color. Th is "real plum " has more brown
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Table 3
Year
185 1

1852

Color
I. Orange Brown
a. Pale to Deep
b. Bro wni sh
c. Reddi sh
d.
e. Yelowish
f. Intense
g.
II. Experimenta O.B.
a. Pale to Deep
b. Dull
c. Bright
I

II.
III.

IV.
V.

Browni sh Carmine
a. Pale to
b. With More row n
c. With More Red
d. Bright
1852 Clarets
a. Early 1852 Clare t
b. L Late 1852 Claret
Plate 2 and 3 O.B.
Mid-1 8520.B .
1852 Yello wish Brown

1853

1.

Dull Red
a. Pale to Deep
b. Yellowish

1854

1.

Rose Red
a. Pale to Deep
b. Bright

1855

I.

Orange Red
a. Pale to Deep
b. Bri ght

1856

1.

1857

Yellowish Rose Red
a. Pale and Yellowish
Shade s
b. Medium and Deeper
Shade s
II. Pin kish
III. Brownish Carm ine
a. Pale to
b. With More row n
c. With More Red
IV. 1856 Oran ge Bro wn
Claret
a. Pale to Deep
b. Deeper Claret
c. Brownish
d. Pu rpli sh
II. Plu m
a. Pale to Deep
III. Rose Brown
a. Pale to Deep
IV. Yellowish Brown
a. Pale to Deep

I.
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Rarity

3
4
4
4+
4+
4
4+
4+
2
3
4+
3
3
4+
4+
4+
2
3

2
3

4
3
4+

3
4+
2
4
2
4
4+
3
4

185

