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BOOK REVIEW
by Mark Maestrone

The “Austerity Olympics,” as London’s 1948 Games
came to be known, were, indeed, conducted on a
shoestring budget. These first post-World War II
Olympics cost the grand sum of £750,000 (about £23
million in today’s currency). Compare that with the
expenditure of approximately £9 billion on the 2012
Olympics and it’s clear that the 1948 organizers count-
ed every penny!

It can safely be said that for Olympic philatelists,
this was also something of an austere Games with just
four host country stamps, one slogan Olympic machine
cancel and no venue postmarks. There were also no
official cacheted First Day covers, nor licensed picture
postcards. Or looked at another way, a collector of the
1948 London Olympic Games actually has a fighting
chance of assembling a complete collection.

The author, Bob Wilcock, is a long-time Olympic
philatelist who has specialized in the Olympic Games
of London (1908, 1948 and of course 2012). In this
colorful and highly informative compendium, he
concentrates not on the action on the field, but rather
bringing together the various pieces of the collectibles
puzzle from philately, to postcards and ephemera.

Naturally enough, philately takes center stage in
the first two-thirds of the book. I found captivating the
genesis of the four British stamps. At first, the plan was
for only two stamps to be issued, the standard for
commemorative sets at the time. This number was
eventually increased to four. Some 15 artists submitted
a total of 26 designs of which six were selected for
presentation to King George VI for his approval. All the
essays, some of the artwork, and the background
stories of the process are told through the republi-
cation of Douglas Muir’s insightful and informative
treatise on the “The 1948 Olympic Games Issue” which
originally appeared in the Philatelic Bulletin in 1989. As
Wilcock notes in his foreword, “all the artists designs

held by BPMA [Brit-
ish Postal Museum
& Archive] are now
reproduced togeth-
er for the first time”
in this book.

The many flaws
and varieties identi-
fied on the four
British stamps –
most of which I’d
never heard of –
are carefully docu-
mented. Wilcock
also covers the slo-
gan Olympic ma-
chine cancel, the
different types of Wembley circular date stamps, and
the various other cancels that tell the story of these
Games used from other post offices at remote venues
and the multiple residential facilities set up for the
athletes (a central athletes’ village would have been
prohibitively expensive). Wilcock also documents the
brief twelve-day torch relay from Ancient Olympia to
Wembley’s Olympic Stadium.

The philatelic contributions from other countries,
while small, are thoroughly covered. And because the
Games would be nothing without the athletes, they,
too, are introduced to readers through philatelic
commemoration. It’s quite amazing how many Olym-
pians from 1948 have been represented on stamps
and, in some cases, postmarks. No less than five pages
are required to record the many tributes to famous
Czechoslovak long-distance runner, Emil Zátopek.

The final third of the book is devoted to the paper
ephemera from these Games. Wilcock mentions that
although detailed, this section is merely “representa-
tive … of the fascinating material available to be
collected.” Included are cigarette and other collector
cards, vignettes and labels, programs, tickets, organiz-
ing committee publications, maps, and much more.

The production values are excellent. Printed on
slick paper, the pages are overflowing with crisp, clear
illustrations in full (and accurate) color. This durable
softbound book measures 7.7" x 9.8" in size.

For 1948 Olympic collectors of all stripes, this guide
is for you. And if you’re not yet a fan of these Games,
after reading this book you will probably never again
pass over those 1948 Olympic covers in the dealer’s
box without stopping to take a second look!
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