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PINK
MICHAEL C. McCLUNG

Pink was the color chosen for the three cent denom ination of the 1861 issue of U.S.
postage stamps whic h was scheduled for re lease in June of that year. Early on in the pro­
duction process, it was di scovered tha t the pink stamps were fadi ng. A couple of attempts
were made to adjus t the recipe of the ink before pink was aba ndoned in favor of a more
stable rose shade . Because of the problem s with the three cent, the first day of issue for all
denomination s was pushed back to August 17 or poss ibly later for some. A high demand
necessitated the di stribution rather than the destru ction of these "de fec tive" pink stamps.

We assume that the true pink (Sco tt #64 ) was the original shade because it matches
(approx imate ly) the die proofs. The adju stment s to the mix of the pink ink resulted in what
we now ca ll pigeon blood pink (Sco tt #64a) and rose pink (Scott #64 b). These shades are
difficult to identify, in that they tend to blend into each other so that there are no sharp
lines of demarcation between the shades listed in the catalog. Thi s is why the pink s are
some times a source of disagreem ent amo ng collec tors, dealers, spec ialists and others. One
of the basic qu estions is, " What 's the difference between pink and rose?" An answer might
be . . . pink is light carmine and rose is light red (Ok, so what 's red ?). Common grocery
store ex amples are : Pept o-Bismol is pink , and Strawberr y Flavored Phil adelphia Cream
Cheese is rose.

Color in philately is not absolut e; rose for the three cent 1861 is different from rose
for the three cent 1857 or for any other stamp that the ca talog lists as rose. Also , the pig­
ment s used in the nin eteenth century produ ced more subdued shades than we see from
modern inks and printing processes. Below are a few thin gs to look for when trying to de­
c ide if a stamp is some kind of a pink :

I) If present on a used stamp or cover, the datestamp will usually be between August
17, 1861 , and the Spring of 1862.

2) Th e paper is normall y thin , semi-transparent and white; when a pink stamp is wet,
it appea rs quite transpa rent , es pec ially when compared to a later rose shade. Th is is caused
by the thinness of the paper and the paleness of the ink . The white paper can becom e toned
and appear ye llowish; often the age nt that brings about this ton ing causes the true pink
stamps to take on a lavender-t inted glow. These toned stamps are eye -ca tching but are not
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Figure 1. Blurring of latticework, espe­
cially at the upper left (arrow) is a
common characteristic found on the
pink shades of the 3C stamp of 1861.
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the origi nal shade. The toning and glow can be removed with hydrogen perox ide, but the
result is usually a faded, less attractive stamp.

3) The ink usually appears to be fairly heavy; this result s in the latt icework looking
somew hat blurred , especi ally in the upper left (Figure I). On the more heavily inked
stamps, the scrollwork around the outside is faint, with the ball in the lower left comer be­
ing almost invisible (Figure 2). Some stamps are more lightl y inked , and the scrollwork
seems sharpe r. The rare deep , bright shade of true pink is heavily inked , but the impression
is sharp.

Figure 2. The ball in the left corner (ar­
row) of most pink shades is nearly in­
visible, and the scrollwork around the
outside of the design is faint.

Figure 3. The area between the lattice­
work and the shading under the upper
left "3" usually shows little or no col­
or, evidently to produce contrast.
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Figure 4. The pink ish shade s of 1863
show no contrast below the left "3 "
as is shown in Figure 3.

break (Figure 4) .
5) The true pink shade defies description becau se no two are exactly alike. It has

been compared to silk ribbon, cake icing, Pepto-Bismol, lipstick, etc. It is in the same fam ­
ily as the stamped enve lope of the same period (Scott #U34-U37), but not as deep a pink .
It is pastel and has a blui sh tint when viewed at an angle, and it has an almo st metalli c
glow or brightness that usually sets it apart from other shades.

Th e blui sh tint is co ns ide red a requi rement for a stamp to be a true pink ; if the blue
is not there, it is not a pink. Also, it does not contain any rose or red . The pink varies from
pale to deep , and it ranges from dull to bright. Most copies are faded to some extent; a
deep, brigh t pink is a remarkable stamp and is quite rare.

6) Pigeon blood pink may seem like a rather fanciful description, but ours wou ld be
a dull hobby if we did not have such colorfu lly named treasures to seek as the Atherton
shift and the pigeon blood pink . "Pigeon blood" to a ge molog ist, is a deep crim son red and
the highest standard of color for a true ruby; it is also used to describe a ruby color that
was pop ular in decorative glass ware from Victorian times through the art-deco era. So pi­
geo n blood pink translates to ruby pink. It appears that a ruby-co lored pigmen t was added
to the pink rec ipe in an attempt to correct the fading problem. The shade is deeper and
richer and " rubier" than the true pink ; it has a glow, similar to the true pinks. Pigeon blood
pink varies fro m pale to deep, and it has ano ther range based on the amo unt of ruby pig­
ment in the ink. When a pigeon blood pink is wet, it appears very pink .

In the U.S. Mail & Post Office Ass istant, September 1861 , under " DISTRIBUTION
OF THE STAMPS, " we read , "We learn from the Departmen t, that the three cent stamp is
not qui te satisfactory, or what was required of the co ntractors. It is understood that they
will experiment until they ge t a good, decided carmine, or dark pink - similar to the color
of the stamp on the new white enve lopes. On the buff enve lopes , the color shows imper­
fec tly." Thi s probably describes eve nts that took place in ea rly August. At that time, the
true pink stamps had already been printed, and the experim entation produced pigeon blood
pink (which must have been unsatisfactory also) and then rose pink.

7) The rose pink shade is the result of another mixture of the pigments in an effort to
correct the fading problem . The stamp has the charac ter istics of a pink, and it is a pink
shade, but it has a rose or rose pink pigment added to the recipe. It has a glow, but it is not
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as bright as the true pink, and it does not have the bluish cas t. Thi s shade varies qui te a bit
depending on the heaviness of the ink, fading and the proportion of pink to rose . Faded
copies of the true pink are often placed in this category, and that is pro bably the most prac­
tical way to handle them within the framewo rk of the current ca talog list ings.

One of the reasons that the pinks are difficult to identify is that there are other shades
of the three cent which can easily be mistaken for them . Belo w are the prim ary ones:

I) The first rose shades (or "near pinks"), including Ashbrook's "dee p pinki sh rose,"
were rich and bright (some quit e intense) and were printed from the same plate as the
pink s, so they resembl e the pinks and rose pinks. They do not exh ibit the bluish tint of the
true pinks, but that is about all that separates them. Some of these early shades may be va­
rieties of pink, but we currently do not have a classi fica tion for them ; therefore their place
in the catalog is under Scott #65.

2) In late Decem ber 186 1, a carmine rose appeare d; this shade is very different from
the many red and rose hues of this stamp. It is deep and bright and can be confused with
the pigeon blood pink , but it could be more accurately named "pigeon blood rose" because
it does not actually contain any pink. It is about as sca rce as the rose pink with the most
dated copies being from January and February of 1862. When this stamp is wet, it does not
tum pink as the pigeon blood pink does.

3) Starting in late 1862 and throughout 1863, se ve ra l "pinkis h" shades were re­
leased. These stamps are pale and bright (some are very bright) and have been referred to
as "Brooklyn pinks" and "commercial pinks." The impressions are norm ally very clear,
and there is usually no contrast between the latticework and the shading of the upper left
"3 ." The color of these stamps is rose, but it is not far removed from pink; an 1863 year
date is a dead giveaway.

The best way to identify a pink or one of its shades is to com pare it to a certifie d ref­
erence copy in natural light. The pinks were classified by Ashbrook and Perry, and thei r
work forms the basis for the catalog listings. It is hoped that our perception of the shades
has not deviated from their original interpretati ons.

The pink stamps were widely distribut ed. They are known from large cities as well
as small towns and DPO 's. We have seen cove rs from all the northern states except Kansas
and Oregon, but it is possible that some post offices in these states received them as well.
There may also be territorial usages. We have seen rose pinks from occ upied Port Royal,
S.e., and Old Point Comfort, Va. There seems to be no discern able pattern to the distribu­
tion .

The earliest known usage of a 3¢ 1861 stamp is August 17, 1861; only one cover has
been reported, that being the Baltimore usage from the Troth correspondence (Fig ure 5).
The stamp is a rose pink; the pigeon blood and true pink s do not show up until later in the
month . This is to be expected since the first sheets printed (true pink s) would have been at
the bottom of the stack and the latest ones (rose pinks) would be on top when the first de­
livery was made to the Stamp Agent. Assuming the Stamp Age nt dealt from the top of the
deck, the first stamps distributed would have been the rose pinks. It has been established
that Order # 1 for the new stamp designs was delivered to the Stamp Agent in New York
on Friday, August 16, 1861 , and that Order #2 was delivered on August 17 (see Chronicle
82, May 1974). Therefore, it is possible that an August 16 usage could exist, and it is pos­
sible that an August 16 or 17 usage could exist from a town other than Baltim ore. It is sur­
prising that only one cove r, dated August 17, 1861, has been discovered and that only one
other stamp from this issue, a loose one cent with the same date (also from Baltimore) is
known to exist.

Lester Brookman reported that 100,000 pink stamps were printed. This means that
one pink stamp would be found in an unpicked lot of 15,000 ungrilled three cent 1861s.
This seems believable for the true pinks and pigeon blood pinks; Brookman may not have
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Figure 5. The earliest known use of t he 3<: 1861 stamp, from Baltimore on Aug. 17, 1861,
the first stamps having been delivered to the Stamp Agent at the National Banknote Co.
the previous day. The stamp is reportedly in t he rose pink shade.

included the rose pink s in this accounting. Rose pinks see m to outnumber true pinks at
least five to one . Tru e pinks outnumber pigeon blood pink s about ten to one .

There are no known plate varieties. A vertical doubl e perforation exists, as we ll as a
hori zontal stitch wat ermark.

Th e pink is one of the prett iest of U.S. stamps, and it has an important place in any
co llec tion of classic issues. It and its shades are we ll wort h pur su it and study. We welcome
informat ion about ide ntifica tion , di stribu tio n, usage s, or any thin g e lse co nce rning thi s
stamp.
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ADDITIONS: A LISTING OF 24C " F" GRILL COVERS
WILLIAM K. HERZOG

Th e or igina l art icle on known 24¢ "F" grill covers, which appeared in Chro nicle 11 9
(August 1983), revealed 30 examples . Thi s was increased to 32 in Chronicle 126 (May
1985). Since that last rep ort, the total has increased to 37. Included in the five new listings
is one new dest ination (Sweden) and one new city of origin (Holmes Hole . Ma ss.). These
five new list ings are shown under Tab le I. An updated summary of the data for all 37 cov­
ers is sho wn und er Tabl e II.

There is additional information on the "N YC (2/2 0)" cover to England (Chro nicle
11 9). Th e orig ina l Tabl e I listin g of "Live rpoo l ?? 69 " ca n be improved to " Live rpoo l 4
MR 69," as shown in Chronicle 143: 191 , Figure 5.
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