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Stamps of the Shropshire and Montgomeryshire Railway

by Paul Lawton

Perhaps because they mostly share very similar designs, railway
company letter stamps tend not 1o be as widely appreciated as
they should be. Yer they have an interesting history thac repays a
little study. At first railway companies were not allowed to run a
letter delivery service at all since the Post Office had been granted
a monopoly dating back to 1660. In the carly days of the railways
the Post Office did not offer a parcel delivery service, so people
found an ingenious way of circumventing the restriction by tying a
picce of string round a letter thus converting it into a small parcel.
In 1891 the Post Office finally relented and came to an agreement
with the railways whereby the companies could provide their own
letter delivery services, though a Post Office stamp had to be affixed
to the letter as well as a railway letter stamp.

‘The railway companies signing up to the agreement undertook
to convey by the next available train or steam ship “single inland
letters not exceeding one ounce in weight, cither 1o be called for
at the station of address, or to be transferred there o the nearest
letter box”. The railway stamp was supposed to be stuck in the
bottom left corner of the envelope but rarely was. The stamps were

also supposed 1o be green and to follow a standard design, but

over the years these rules were less \lri\ll)' observed, l|mllg|\ the
postal authorities insisted on two things - they would not allow the
railway company stamps to contain the word Postage, nor the word
Stamp. The fee for conveying the letter for the railway part of its

journey was fixed at twice the postage fee. For some 25 years or so

the standard Post Office letter fee was 1d, so the cost of a railway
letter stamp was 2d, so most railway letter stamps are of this
denomination. '

Following the 1914-18 War the Post Office rate for leters rose
to 1'2d (and then to 2d), so the Railway Leter Fee rose o 3d
(and then 1o 4d) 1o comply with the rules. The Shropshire and
Montgomeryshire Railway produced three ditferent lewter stamps
to comply with the increasing rates, a twopenny red, a threepenny
green and a fourpenny brown-lake. As one might expect these were
printed as cheaply as possible by Williamson, a Bristol printer. The
red twopenny stamps seem to have been printed in sheets-and are
the most commonly found; the other two denominations were
printed in rolls and are rather rarer. The ones that are the most
desirable are the ones that have been used and cancelled, especially

the ones that are still on the envelope or ‘cover’.
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The red or vermilion 2d; the numerals
were control numbers used to keep track
of stock. Number 990 is the highest
known and they were first issued in 1914,
The S & M R, like many other railway
companies overprinted their railway letter
stamps with a serial number (usually called

a control member) to reduce the risk of theft

or fraudulent usage. (This practice was

often followed for newspaper stamps and
general parcel stamps also.)

‘The blue-green 3d; a much rarer stamp -
the highest control number known is 44.
This particular stamp was surcharged to
4d, a fairly common practice followed by

railway companies. When the Post Office

rate was increased, railway companies often
still had considerable stocks of stamps at
the ‘old’ rate. Rather than wastetully throw
out this old stock, they often used them
up by overprinting or overwriting the old
value with the new onc.

The brown-lake 4d, a real rarity that was

recently offered for sale.
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