
The Quintessential Quetzal 

 

No.5 The Incidental Quetzal  
From the Red Cross to the Olympics 

 
 
Introduction 
There are a large number of Guatemalan stamps where the Resplendent Quetzal just plays 
a bit part. As the national bird its symbolism crops up all over the place in national culture. 
Sometimes it is a key feature as with the national coat-of-arms or placed on a pedestal with 
the classical Quetzal series. But most of the time it is just, well, there, lurking on the 
sidelines perhaps, used almost as an embellishment to reinforce national identity. And why 
not? Such a shy and gentle bird, but for thematic collectors it means that Guatemala is a 
hugely rich source.  
 

 
 
Despite a comparatively small number of issues as a country, there are literally hundreds of 
instances where the bird appears on Guatemalan postage and the bit part role probably 
accounts for the vast majority of those appearances. There are lots of examples to choose 
from and some of them I certainly intend to share, but some are straightforward and some 
are not and the ones I want to discuss now fall in that latter category. 
 
The Red Cross and Mexico Olympic series are, frankly, not the most immediately attractive 
Quetzal stamps. The designs lack classical grace, the colours are either brash or wishy-washy 
or even nasty and the vast number of overprints and surcharges can, at first glance, seem 
tedious and unnecessary. But despite the very average designs, the issues are not simple – 
indeed, far from it - and for me the interest lies in their hidden complexities. It’s time to 
explain what they are and why they can be fascinating to collect.  
 
 

The Red Cross series (1958-1968) 
 

a) The Original series:  
In 1958, with a series of designs supplied by the Guatemalan Red Cross, Guatemala issued a 
set of four airmail stamps to commemorate that organisation. Printed in Austria by the State 
Printing works in Vienna they carry the clear imprint: “STAATSDRUCKEREI WIEN” under the 
bottom frame. The perforation for the one, three and four cents, all landscape in layout, is 
13.4 x 14.1. The two cent is the only portrait version and the perforation is reversed. 
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The set are all low values ranging from just one to four cents and were printed in three, 
four or more colours on a heavy white unwatermarked paper and with a clear gum. Indeed, 
the gum can sometimes be problematic as it tends to make single issues bend and bow, and 
I very much suspect the stamps would adhere themselves to album paper if hingeless mounts 
are not used. But then of course, every sensible philatelist uses Prinz or Hawid mounts, 
don’t they? 
 
The only unifying feature of the set is the Red Cross emblem itself, for otherwise they are 
something of a mish-mash of designs with portraits of founders of the Guatemalan Red Cross 
or individuals tendering to the sick. Only the 1c uses the Quetzal. The Red Cross symbol has 
equal prominence with a map of the country that appears to have annexed neighbouring 
Belize – but that’s another very lengthy story - and the bird sits atop the map. In fact, 
geographically, it sits on Belize, not Guatemala. Very symbolic. The Quetzal perhaps looks 
a little cartoonish, but then I think it is that kind of bird. Figure 1 below gives you an image 
of the issue. 
 

 
 

Fig.1 – 1958 1c Red Cross issue (SG606) 

 
Despite being the lowest value, the 1c is also the most colourful. It was printed in 
ultramarine, yellow, scarlet, brown and bronze green. That’s quite a combination. The 
overall effect is garish and the textual layout unimaginative, but the Quetzal in full plumage 
gives it a degree of charm and for me redeems an otherwise very average and contentious 
design.   
 
Half a million of each design were printed for this original set, that’s two million in total. 
However, the vast majority were employed in the subsequent overprinting and surcharged 
issues. For the 1c stamp only 150,000, that’s 30%, were used as originally intended and the 
remainder were used for all the overprints that followed. This is where the repetition 
commences. 
 

b) The Refugee Issue:  
As a contribution to World Refugee Year which began in the summer of 1959, Guatemala’s 
offering was to overprint an existing issue – of which it clearly had an abundant surplus of 
stamps – rather than produce a new and more pertinent design. It chose the Red Cross issue 
for this purpose. 
 
The set was issued in April 1960, which is well into the designated year. The overprinting 
itself was undertaken in Guatemala and all the values were overprinted twice with each 
value having its own specific colour for the overprinting. The one cent with the Quetzal was 
overprinted in green. I say overprinted twice, because as well as an edition with just the 
wording “ANO MUNDIAL DE REFUGIADOS,” there was a further one with this wording and 
then below it a surcharge amount in figures. In the case of the one cent the surcharge was 
six cents, indicated as “Q 0.06.” Figures 2 and 3 show examples. 
 



      
 

                                Fig.2 - 1960 Refugee issue                      Fig.3 – 1960 Refugee Issue 
                                  (Basic overprint version)                         (6c surcharged version)  

 
For the one cent there were 50,000 overprinted for the basic edition and another 50,000 for 
the edition with surcharge. That’s 100,000 treated for this value for this issue in total. 
 
For those who get excited about these things, some of the overprinted colours on some of 
the issues can be found in different shades as a consequence of the printing process. 
However, the 1c is not a notable example. 
 
There is an interesting back story to this issue. It is the first and only one distributed by the 
Guatemala Philatelic Agency (GPA). The agency was American, based in New York, and the 
terms of the agreement they reached with the Guatemalan government proved highly 
controversial and contentious.  
 
Without going into too much detail, the agreement was essentially more favourable to the 
agency than Guatemala. The agency determined the design, the timing of issuance, the 
actual sale period (just two months), the purchasing of stamps at a 35% discount to face 
value which they then sold on at full face value, and then the destruction of remainders. 
They called the shots. The agreement caused a degree of outrage and was strongly contested 
by the Guatemalan Philatelic Society.  
 
The outcome was that the contract was cancelled, but not before the GPA were able to 
offer the refugee stamps to dealers in full sets of sheets of 50 at face value with a limited 
number of first day covers. Given that the Quetzal currency is pegged to the US Dollar, the 
face value would have been just 53 cents, but US dealers immediately started to offer whole 
sets at over nine times that value and then other dealers at over 25 times the face value! 
From what I have seen, a mint set now will now set you back between £13 and £15.  
 

c) The May Issue 
Issued in April 1961, this series is quirky. It was overprinted “MAYO DE 1960” (May 1960) and 
the significance of the date is unknown. Indeed, I don’t even know what these were intended 
for. This is doubly quirky when you consider it actually went on sale nearly a year after that 
date! And perhaps it’s treble quirky when you realise that 100,000 of each value were so 
treated. 
 

 



 
Fig.4 – 1961 “MAYO DE 1960” issue (SG653) 

 
The positioning and spacing of the overprinted lettering varies between values determined 
by the nature of each design. With the 1c the letters are in deep green and appear too thin 
as they bracket the Red Cross symbol top and bottom. Whilst this manages to ensure 
legibility, it also still looks odd.  
 
 

d) The 1964 Four 
Four distinct overprinted series, for four separate purposes, all using the same original 
design and all issued on the same day, 23rd June 1964. Three were for events and the last 
one a revaluation with a surcharge. Well, I suppose this is one way to use up surplus stamps. 
The quantities treated were 30,000 for each value for the Tokyo Olympics and New York 
World Fair, and then 20,000 each for the bicycle race and the revaluation issues. If you are 
keeping count, that’s 100,000 for the one cent, or another 20% of the original total. 
 
Figures 5 to 8 below provide images of each overprinting. 
 

     
 

                              Fig.5 – Tokyo Olympics overprint       Fig.6 – New York World Fair overprint 
                                                  (SG708)                                           (SG712) 

 

     
 
                                Fig.7 – Bicycle Race overprint           Fig.8 – Revaluation surcharge issue 
                                                (SG720)                                               (SG716) 
 
Notice that each issue is overprinted in the same colour - yellowish green. Also note the 
positioning, for this time there is less attention to respecting the Red Cross symbol and, 
notwithstanding the lighter green, three of them are overlaid directly across the symbol. 
Only the revaluation issue is in a larger font and spaced wider across the Red Cross, perhaps 
to emphasise and clarify the new value. 
 
The Tokyo Olympics edition had two printings, as the Olympic rings were printed separately. 
I understand that it is possible to find examples where the rings have been omitted. There 
are even reports of some of the other series having the rings instead. Now, there is 
something to hunt for!  



 
 

e) The 1968 Presidential Meeting issues 
The full set for this issue is a hybrid. Out of eight values, only three of them – the lowest, 
one, two and three cents – were taken from the Red Cross series. The other values were 
from a different Red Cross series first issued in 1964 and which, in my view, is actually a 
better design. However, that design was Quetzal-less so not our concern here.  
 
The event “celebrated” by these issues was the third meeting of Central American 
presidents, an event that actually took place two months previously in 1967. This hotch-
potch of designs appears typical of the Guatemalan approach to special occasions. Why 
spend money on a special commemorative series when you have surplus stock to spare and 
an old one, or two, will do? 
 
Issued in January 1968, all in the series are overprinted “III REUNION DE PRESIDENTES Nov. 
15-18, 1967.” Interestingly, the three Red Cross contingents of the set are each duplicated 
with a black overprint and then a yellow green overprint. This is not repeated for the other 
values. So, with this last hurrah there are two one cents with Quetzals. See figure 9 for the 
images.  
 

   
 

Fig.9 – 1968 Presidential Meeting Commemoratives 
(Left: black overprint/Right: yellow green overprint) 

 
As you can see from the image, the yellow green version is too light and barely legible. I 
have not read any explanation of why there are the two colours and would normally assume 
that the black was a corrective to the clearly inadequate yellow green. However, catalogue 
numbers place the black first for all the values, which seems to suggest the opposite. So I 
don’t understand the thinking here and both were printed in quantities of 25,000 each. 
 
Altogether, 350,000 of the 1c, that’s 70% of the original quantity, were overprinted and/or 
surcharged. That’s an extraordinary number and the design an extraordinary and perhaps 
not overly appropriate choice for such a wide and diverse range of events. They certainly 
got their money’s worth out of this Quetzal. 
 
 

The Mexico City Olympics series (1968-1971) 
 

a) 1968 Original series:  
To be blunt, I don’t like these stamps. There is something cheap and nasty about them. The 
typography is poor and fails to attract and the layout seems crammed, which means when 
later overprinted the issues appear even more chaotic and shoddy. The colours chosen are 
uninspiring, fail to support the lettering and are frankly yucky. Yellow and pale orange with 
outlined values? You have to be joking!  
 



And as for the design itself? Well, words almost fail. Almost. Does this design say Olympic 
Games to you? The rings are there, jammed into the bottom left corner, but again they are 
in outline and on most of the colours are barely noticeable. The date in red receives more 
prominence. Weird. And the main image is bizarre - an ornate ring or “O” fixed to a stone 
wall with our hero, the Resplendent Quetzal, flying through with tail decorously trailing. In 
fact, the illustration of the bird suggests that it has just been released from captivity. It’s 
celebrating freedom, not sport. Oh dear, the whole design just fails to work.  
 
The ring and wall is supposed to represent an ancient Mayan ball game, but it doesn’t 
conjure up thoughts of the Olympics; no athletics, swimming, sailing, riding, boxing, 
wrestling or indeed anything you normally associate with this world renowned event. It fails. 
Indeed it fails completely. It doesn’t say Olympics at all. This is a very poor design and in 
my view a total disaster of a stamp, but in true Guatemalan fashion it is not without some 
complexities and therefore some merit. So let’s have a closer look. 
 
The series was intended to commemorate the 1968 Olympic Games being held in 
neighbouring Mexico in October of that year. This was the first time Guatemala had 
competed in the Games for sixteen years, with a contingent of just forty eight competitors 
for eight sports. They failed to win any medals.   
 
The issues were both recess engraved and lithographed internally by the Guatemalan Bureau 
of Engraving and therefore bears the printers imprint at the base of the design: “TALLER 
NACIONAL DE GRABADOS EN ACERO.” The printer used either fluorescent or low fluorescent 
what paper, but the gum varies from white to something more yellowy.  
 
Curiously the series was produced on fairly small format sheets of ten by three, thereby 
giving just 30 stamps per sheet. Despite each value having a different base colour, certain 
features were always printed in the same colour; the year was always red, (actually scarlet 
vermilion) as was also the imprint, while the Quetzal was naturally always red and yellowish 
green. This contributed to the clashing of colours as the values changed and the chosen base 
scheme is far too light and too weak.  
 
I am unsure which printing type was which, but suspect that the basic image was recess 
engraved and then the date and imprint litho. The date certainly looks as if it was an 
afterthought, almost an overprint. Have a look at figures 10 and 11 below and see what you 
think. 
 

               
 

                                    Fig.10 – Mexico Olympic Games   Fig.11 – Mexico Olympic Games 
                                          8c pale orange (SG847)           30c dark lavender (SG849) 
 
There are five values in this first issue – 1c, 5c, 8c, 15c and 30c – and these can be allocated 
to five colours as per table 1 below:- 
 
 



Table. 1 – 1968 Original Mexico Olympics Issues 

Value Colour SG No. 

1c Grey black 845 

5c Yellow 846 

8c Pale orange 847 

15c New blue 848 

30c Dark lavender 849 

   
The 5c yellow can be found in various shades, but seeking these out given that it is such a 
wishy-washy colour must be a thankless task. The 1c grey black is the only one where the 
colour helps to bring out an already weak design, but I have already said enough about the 
very poor colour selection. The 1c is also the only value found with non-fluorescent paper 
for some reason, but the truly remarkable aspect of this series concerns the perforation 
variations. There are loads of them.  
 
The 1c alone has no less than eleven variants and the 8c has six. The lowest is a perforation 
of 11.1 and the highest is 13.6 with a plethora of alternatives in between. The average 
seems to be close to 12. Table 2 below breaks down the perforations against each value, 
but note those perforations that are asterisked and highlighted as there is now some 
uncertainty over how reliable these variants are. Whatever, there remains a large number. 
 
Table. 2 – 1968 Mexico Olympic s Perforation Variations 

Value Colour Perf 
Variations 

Variant 
No. 

Paper 
Type 

Quantity  
Printed 

1c Grey black 11.1x11.4 
11.4x11.1* 
11.4 
11.4 
12.4 
12.4 
12.4x12.7 
13.1x13.3 
13.3x13.1 
13.3x13.4 
13.5 

11 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Non-Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Non-Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

3,000,000 

5c Yellow (shades) 11.4 
11.1x11.4* 
12.4 
12.4x12.6 
11.4x11.6 

5 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

2,000,000 

8c Pale orange 12.4 
11.4 
13.1x13.3* 
13.3 
13.3x13.6 
13.5 

6 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

1,500,000 

15c New blue 11.1x11.4 
11.4 
12.4 

3 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

1,000,000 

30c Dark lavender 11.4 1 Fluorescent 90,000 
 Note:  *denotes that this is now unverified/uncertain as the original measurements 
            were made with old “Instanta” gauges.  

 

I am not able to say with any certainty why there are so many perforation variations. To the 
naked eye they would appear almost negligible, but seemingly there was something amiss 
during the perforation process where whatever was intended – a perforation of 11.5 is my 
guess – was not realised. The 1c is clearly the workhorse value as more were printed and 
therefore perhaps this is why this value has more variations. However, eleven still seems a 
lot!   
 
 



b) 1969 Airmail Overprints  
The original series were intended for regular postage, so in April of the following year a 
number of originals were overprinted and then issued as airmails. These are exactly the 
same stamps but with a centrally positioned overprint with the word: “AEREO” with some 
pieces of plant-like decoration either side. It’s as basic as that. See figures 12-14 below for 
examples:- 
 

      
 

Figs.12-14 – 1969 Airmail overprints 
 

As you can see from the images, the colour of the overprinting varied according to the value 
and base colour. The 1c was overprinted in scarlet; the 5c, 8c and 15c in black and the 30c, 
curiously in bistre, not black. Why bistre and not black? Goodness knows. Black would have 
sufficed. Altogether, 104,000 were overprinted with 40,000 (over 38%) for the one cent 
alone. There is a full print-run listing below:- 
 
1c – overprinted scarlet – quantity 40,000 
5c – overprinted black – quantity 25,000 
8c – overprinted black – quantity 15,000 
15c – overprinted black – quantity 12,000 
30c – overprinted bistre – quantity 12,000 
 
Intriguingly, there are no perforation variations this time. They are all gauged at 11.4. The 
interesting thing about this set are the botches. The 5c can be found with an inverted 
overprint as well as a double overprint of which one is inverted. Additionally, the 5c, 8c, 
15c and 30c all have examples of vertical pairs where one does not have the overprint. If 
found, the purchasing price of these stamps rises quite considerably. 
 
 

c) 1970 International Labour Organisation Overprints  
Notwithstanding their original purpose, these issues were then roped into other duties. In 
March 1970, just two values were overprinted to mark the 50th Anniversary of the United 
Nations agency, the International Labour Organisation. The overprint simply reads: 
“Cineuentenario O.I.T.” but the issues still look messy. See figures 15 and 16 below. 
 



   
 

Figs.15 & 16 1970 ILO Overprints 
(Left: 8c overprinted in black; Right: 15c overprinted in carmine red) 

 
I say two values, but there were two different coloured overprintings for each. The 8c pale 
orange and the 15c new blue were both overprinted in black, and then again in carmine red. 
Each overprinting was in quantities of 25,000, so for the two values and two colours that’s 
a total print-run of 100,000. I understand that a handful of the 15c were also overprinted 
with gold as a trial, but I doubt that you will ever find them.  
 
The 8c with carmine red overprinting can be found with inverted lettering. It can also be 
found alongside both types of the 15c overprinting in vertical pairs with one missing the 
overprint altogether. All the overprints come with a perforation of 13.3, but the 8c carmine 
red can also be found in 12.4 and the 15c carmine red in 11.4. There is never a dull moment 
with these issues.   
 
 

d) 1971 Re-issue 
Another year on, and no new Olympics due for a further year but the design is now re-issued 
– not overprinted. However this time it’s with different colours, but only two values - one 
cent and five cents. Except it’s not quite as simple as that for there are now four in the set 
with one 1c and three 5c. 
 
It is all a bit odd. The Olympic rings are still there but they are clearly no longer celebrating 
that event. There is no attempt to cover them over. They have not even bothered to remove 
the date, “1968” is still there in red. So is this an economy job? But why then have a single 
one cent and three five cent issues? There were 3 million of the 1c printed and a million 
each of the three 5c. That’s six million stamps, so it is hard to see where there were any 
economic savings here. Unless they were for the dealers and collectors? Not a market I would 
have chosen for this particular design.  
 
The new colours help but still fail to alleviate what is fundamentally a poor design. See 
figures 17-20 below. 
 

       
 



Figs.17-20 – 1971 Olympic Reissues with new colours 
 

Let’s briefly say something about the colours. The 1c is now a brown grey instead of grey 
black as well as rosine and yellow green. The 5c comes in three completely new colours:- 
 

1. Rose (which is actually pink), rosine and dull green; 
2. Red brown, rosine and dull green; and now, 
3. Royal blue, as well as rosine and dull green 

 
There is a version of the latter colour as greenish blue, but either way these darker blues 
are a preferable alternative to the original blue employed. The red brown would have had 
more impact if a tad darker too, while the rose/pink is another mistake and still fails to 
work. I remain unimpressed.  
 
No pun intended, but there are more fun and games with the perforations. Remember, this 
is a reissue, these are newly printed stamps and the perforations should now have a 
consistency. Table 3 below provides the permutations. 
 
Table. 3 – 1971 Olympics Reissues Perforation Variations 

Value Colour Perf 
Variations 

Variant 
No. 

Paper 
Type 

Quantity  
Printed 

1c Brown grey 11.1x11.4 
11.4 
12.4 
13.1x13.3 

4 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

3,000,000 

5c Rose (pink) 11.4 
11.1x11.4* 
11.4x11.1* 

3 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

1,000,000 

5c Red brown 11.4 
11.1x11.4* 
11.4x11.1* 

3 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

1,000,000 

5c Royal blue 13.3 
13.1x13.3* 
13.3x13.1* 

3 Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 
Fluorescent 

1,000,000 

 
Note the asterisk and highlighting again as the original measurements are uncertain and 
cannot be conclusively verified due to the changes in measuring gauges. Notwithstanding 
that, you can still see that there is a good deal of variance between issues.  
 
This is a deeply flawed and unattractive series, but there are complexities that make them 
worth seeking and collecting. And the Quetzal is still there too. Incidental, but perhaps 
celebrating its escape from a bad design.  
 
 
 
   
 
 


