
1937 Coronation Issue of New Zealand 

This exhibit presents the 1937 Coronation Issue of New Zealand which celebrated the coronation of King 
George VI on 12 May 1937. The New Zealand stamps were put on sale 13 May 1937 with three values: 1d, 
21/2d and 6d. They were available until 31 December 1937. 
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Exhibit Plan 

Introduction 

At the time of the issue there was a lot of excitement regarding the stamps. The issue has been described 
as the ‘zenith for cacheted FDCs’ in Volume X of the Postage Stamps of New Zealand (2013, page 617). 
Other authors such as Giles (1944) were less impressed by the issue, labelling it ‘featureless’. The fact 
that Jones (2024) records over 85 major versions of First Day Covers in his book shows that at the time of 
issue at least they were popular. 

This exhibit first looks at the issue’s commission, details of the plates used and the printing of the stamps. 
Various methods of postal use of the issue are then presented. Postal rates are examined for both inland 
and overseas via surface and airmail. The exhibit finishes with details of the final day of sale.  

Page 6:    First Day of Issue 

Page 7:    Postal Use 

Page 16:  Last Day of Issue 

1937 Coronation Issue. 

Page 



Most countries within the Commonwealth issued three stamps in the ’Omnibus’ issue designed and 
coordinated by the Crown Agents in London. New Zealand was one of the few countries that used a 
different design. It was suggested to the New Zealand High Commissioner that the design for the 1937 
Coronation set be based upon the 1935 Jubilee set, designed by James Berry. The general design and 
layout from this issue was repeated for the 1937 Coronation issue. 

1935 Jubilee Issue—New Zealand. 

Values of 1d, 21/2d and 6d were selected for the 1937 Coronation issue. In 1937 these values were 
valid for the following postal rates: 

• 1d: Inland surface and Empire surface rate for the first ounce, Inland Airmail additional rate 

• 21/2d : Non-Empire overseas surface rate for the first ounce 

• 6d: Express Delivery mail, Parcels under 3lbs, some overseas airmail rates. 

Commission 
Design 

Values 

Colours 

The colours used were consistent between printings with only some shade variations being noted. The 
colours are shown below: 

1d Deep carmine 21/2d Deep blue 6d Red-orange 

1937 Omnibus Issue—Gambia. 
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Plates 

Bradbury, Wilkinson & Co, England engraved recess dies for the 
stamps. The Roller Plate consisted of two panes, one ‘Top’ and one 
‘Lower’, with each pane having 10 rows of 12 impressions.  

 

Plate numbers were printed in the left selvedge in line with Row 4 
Number 1 (R4/1). Top  and Lower panes are identified with a T (top) 
or L (lower). To the left is column one from the lower pane of Plate 
4. The Plate Number can be seen to the left of Row 4—’4L’. 

Plate Layout 

Column of stamps from Plate 4 (lower pane) showing the Plate number 

to the left of R4/1. 

Plates Used 

Initially there were three plates, one for each value. After the 6d 
plate was completed another plate was made for the 1d value. 
These were placed on sale 13 May 1937. Two further plates for the 
1d were issued in August 1937. 

1d: 

• Plate 1 (1T / 1L) - May 1937 

• Plate 4 (4T / 4L) - May 1937 

• Plate 5 (5T / 5L) - August 1937 

• Plate 6 (6T / 6L) - August 1937 

 

21/2d : 

• Plate 2 (2T / 2L) - May 1937 

 

6d: 

• Plate 3 (3T / 3L) - May 1937 
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The printing of the stamps was very clean with only one notable re-entry recorded. This can be seen on 
some stamps from Plate 3 (Lower pane) in position R4/1. This is the stamp next to the Plate number.  

The first block shown below has the flaw, however the block below it (also from Plate 3 in the lower 
pane) does not. 

Re-entry 

Plate Block from Plate 3L containing the dot flaw on Row 4 Number 1. 

Plate Block from Plate 3L which does not have the dot flaw on Row 4 Number 1. 
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Printing and Production 

The stamps were printed by Bradbury, Wilkinson & Co, England and their name was printed at the 
bottom of each sheet. The printing process involved printing a sheet of paper with 240 stamps in two 
panes of 120 stamps. These panes were separated and issued as ‘sheets of stamps’ at post offices. 

Jones esparto paper with the Multiple NZ and Star Watermark was used. The 1935 Jubilee issue had 
larger perforations and these were difficult to separate, causing many torn stamps, thus the 1937 
Coronation issue used smaller 13.75 x 13.25 comb perforations. 

Imprint block showing Printer’s name at the bottom of the sheet below Row 10 Numbers 5 and 6. 

Printing 

Paper and Perforation 

Multiple NZ and Star Watermark. 
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First Day of Issue 
The stamps were placed on sale 13 May 1937 which was one day after the coronation. A large number of 
decorated First Day Covers were produced by Philatelic clubs and stamp stores.  Many of the designs 
showed King George VI alongside Queen Elizabeth. These were philatelic in nature and many were 
overpaid relative to the postage required. 

Cover showing King George VI alongside Queen Elizabeth. Postmarked Dunedin C.I. 13 MY 37 1PM. 
Postage applied: 91/2d . Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate— 81/2d overpaid. Philatelic use. 

Less common cover with bordered text rather than imagery. Postmarked Gisborne 13 MY 37 11:30AM. 
Postage applied: 6d Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate— 5d overpaid. Philatelic use. 



During the period of issue the inland postal rate was 1d for the first ounce. This covered surface mail to 
any destination within New Zealand.  

Postmarked Ruatoria 21 MY 37 1 to Gisborne. 

Postage applied: 1d. Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate. Postally used. 

Inland Surface Rate 

The period in 1937 when the issue was on sale was stable for both inland and overseas postage rates. 
These rates will be explored by examining the use of the stamps from the issue to pay for the various 
rates. The postage rates required were dependant upon the weight of the articles. As the weight of the 
covers presented in this exhibit when posted is not known, reference is made to the ‘Minimum Post 
Required’ which is the rate for the first ounce.  

Postal Use 

The cover above travelled from Ruatoria to Gisborne which was within the same district. The 1d inland 
surface rate was payable, which has been made with the 1d stamp from the issue. This mail route was 
serviced daily by J. Ward using a motor-truck. 
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Letters could be registered for an additional fee which provided greater security along with confirmation 
of delivery. The rate for a registered letter in 1937 was 3d and was in addition to the mail rate required. A 
registration label was usually applied (two different types are seen below), two blue pencil lines drawn on 
the cover, and in some cases a registration date stamp was used. This can be seen on the upper cover but 
is absent from the lower one. 

As there was no 3d value in the 1937 Coronation issue it was often necessary to combine coronation 
stamps with stamps from other issues to get the correct rate. Two different combinations paying the 1d 
inland rate plus the 3d registration fee are shown below. 

Postmarked New Plymouth (Registration) 16 JL 37 5 PM to Wellington. 

Postage applied: 4d. Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate plus 3d registration fee. Postally used. 

Registration Fee 

Postmarked Tapanui 15 DE 37 to New Plymouth. 

Postage applied: 4d. Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate plus 3d registration fee. Postally used. Page 



Inland Airmail Fee 

In 1936 inland airmail contracts were introduced. An additional 1d fee was required for items posted via 
inland airmail. During 1937 several inland airmail routes were inaugurated as the service became more 
popular. Letters intended for airmail travel needed to have a blue ‘By Air Mail’ sticker applied to the front 
of the cover. If this was not available ‘By Air Mail’ needed to be printed on the cover.  

A 1d Air Mail stamp was released in 1935 and this is often seen with the 1d 1937 Coronation stamp to pay 
the inland airmail rate. It was not necessary to pay the inland airmail rate with an Air Mail stamp, and 
these stamps could also be used to pay for surface mail. 

Postmarked New Plymouth 27 JE 37 12:15 PM via inland airmail to Palmerston North. 

Postage applied: 2d. Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate plus 1d inland air mail rate. Philatelic use. 

The cover above uses a 1d 1937 Coronation stamp to pay the inland postage rate and a 1d 1935 Air Mail 
stamp to pay the inland airmail rate. It has ‘By Air Mail’ printed in blue on the envelope and the route of 
the flight (New Plymouth to Palm. North). As this was the first flight on this route a blue cachet has also 
been applied which includes the name of the plane (‘Kuaka’). 
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Postmarked Dunedin (Registered)  2 NO 37 2:30 PM via inland airmail to Auckland then via SS Tainui to London 

then via surface mail to Glasgow. 

Postage applied: 5d. Minimum Post Required: 1d Empire rate plus 1d inland airmail rate plus 3d registration fee. 

Postally used. 

Empire Surface Rate 

The Empire Surface rate in 1937 was 1d for the first ounce. Surface mail would travel from New Zealand 
via ship to its destination. This travel could involve connections with other ships or travel via train etc. to 
reach its final destination. 

The cover above has the Empire Surface rate paid by a 1d Coronation stamp. The registration fee and the 
inland airmail rate have been paid with stamps from the 1935 Pictorials issue. Note the registration label, 
blue pencil cross and Dunedin C.I. Registered date stamp. 

The cover was sent from Dunedin on 2 November 1937 to Auckland. It was sent via inland airmail in order 
to connect with the SS Tainui which was departing Auckland the next day. It has the ‘By Air Mail’ 
etiquette to signify travel via inland airmail.  

From Auckland the cover travelled via the SS Tainui to London, arriving 11 December 1937. The SS Tainui 
was from the Shaw Savill Line and travelled via the Panama route. An alternative route was the 
Vancouver route, via SS Niagara, which was the default route. Mail via SS Tainui needed to be specially 
addressed as is seen on the cover above. Upon arriving in London it likely travelled via train to Glasgow. 
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The surface rate in 1937 to non-Empire countries depended on the destination and was either 1d or 21/2d 
for the first ounce and then 11/2d for each additional ounce. The first cover below was posted to the 
United States of America (USA)  which had the 1d rate. The second cover was sent to Bechuanaland 
Protectorate (now Botswana) which also had the 1d rate. This cover was registered. 

Overseas Surface Rate 

Postmarked Auckland C.I. 21 JUN 1937 5:15 PM via surface mail to San Francisco. 

Postage applied: 1d. Minimum Post Required: 1d surface rate to USA. 

Postmarked Devonport 5 AU 37 1 via R.M.S. Awatea to Serowe. 

Postage applied: 4d. Minimum Post Required: 1d surface rate to Bechuanaland Protectorate plus 3d registration 

fee. Postally used. Page 



The rate for sending letters via airmail to Great Britain was set at 1s 6d per half ounce in 1934. This was 
inclusive of both base rate and airmail rate. Letters to Great Britain would first travel via a weekly steamer 
to Sydney, Australia. They would then travel by air on the Australia-Singapore-England route. 

Empire Airmail Rate 

Postmarked Nelson 27 AU 37 6 PM via surface mail to Wellington then via SS City of Shanghai to Sydney then via 
airmail to England then via surface mail to Scotland. 

Postage applied: 1s 6d . Minimum Post Required: 1s 6d Empire airmail rate. Postally used.  

The cover above has the correct rate of 1s 6d. This has been paid with a 21/2d  and a 6d stamp from the 1937 
Coronation issue along with two stamps from the 1935 Pictorials. 

The cover has the required ‘By Air Mail’ etiquette. It was also necessary to state the air route the cover 
was intended to take. The intended airmail route of Australia-England has been printed below the Air 
Mail etiquette. From England it would travel via surface mail to its final destination in Scotland. 

From Nelson the cover would have travelled to Wellington to board the SS City of Shanghai which was 
due to depart Saturday 28 August 1937. This ship was receiving repairs for a damaged propeller shaft and 
departed on the morning of Sunday 29 August 1937. The mail arrived in London on 16 September 1937. 
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In 1937 the rate for non-Empire overseas airmail routes depended on the destination and the route 
flown. Mail for overseas destinations began with a surface mail trip to Australia to then be flown via the 
appropriate route.  

Overseas Airmail Rate 

Postmarked Wellington C.I. 4 JE 37 1 PM via airmail to Singapore. 

Postage applied: 91/2d . Minimum Post Required: 9d airmail rate—1/2d overpaid. Postally used.  

The cover above travelled from Wellington to Australia and then via airmail to Singapore. The rate for this 
route was 9d for the first half-ounce. This was the first leg of the Australia-Singapore-England route taken 
by the previous cover. 

The cover was posted at Wellington on 4 June 1937. The next ship to Sydney for the Australia—Singapore 
flight was the SS Wanganella which departed Wellington 11 June 1937.  
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Between 1923 and 1938 Marine Post Offices were in place on the Trans-Pacific Contract Mail Steamers. 
Mail posted onboard these ships while at sea (between ports) required a New Zealand stamp. The cover 
below was posted onboard the R.M.S. Niagara. The ship was travelling between Suva and Honolulu on 
the day it was posted. The surface rate to the USA of 1d was paid using the 1d 1937 Coronation stamp. 

Marine Postage 

Postmarked Marine Post Office—R.M.S. Niagara 22 JL 37 8 PM to Washington. 
Postage applied: 1d. Minimum Post Required: 1d surface rate to USA. Postally used. 

R.M.S. Niagara 
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Mail rates were dependent upon the weight of the item being posted. The inland rate of 1d was for the 
first ounce. Each additional ounce (or part thereof) cost an additional 1/2d. Mail that was insufficiently 
paid would be charged additional postage (usually double the deficient amount) before it would be 
delivered. 

Postmarked Auckland 6 NO 37 12:30 PM and Upper Symonds St 8 NO 37 7. 
Postage applied: 1d. Minimum Post Required: 11/2d inland rate— 1/2d underpaid. Postally used. 

Deficient Postage 

The cover above was posted within Auckland (inland rate). It has been charged 1d postage due and 
shows a ‘To Pay’ hand stamp of 1d for Double Deficient Postage. This suggests that the letter was over 
one ounce and less than two and therefore required 11/2d postage. Only 1d was paid, using the 1d 1937 
Coronation stamp.  

The Postage Due stamp has been cancelled at Upper Symonds Street, also in Auckland, two days later on 
8 November 1937. The letter would then have been released to the addressee. 
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Last Day of Sale 

The 1937 Coronation set was withdrawn from sale 31 December 1937. The numbers sold of each value 

for were as follows:  

• 1d: 38,455,554 

• 21/2d: 1,564,496 

• 6d: 2,079,611 

Postmarked New Plymouth 31 DE 37. Last day of issue. 

Postage applied: 1d. Minimum Post Required: 1d inland rate. Philatelic use. 

Although it is on a printed First Day Cover, the cover below was actually sent on the last day of issue. 
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