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Postal History ςwhat do we mean?

The study of Postal Systems and how they operate

- the routes taken
- the rates
- the markings
- the means of conveyance

Studying and utilising used postal items 

Historical Artifacts in fact

Historical Military events impact postal 
systems in many ways

- Routes are disrupted
- Rates tend to increase
- New markings are required
- Means of conveyance change

- We will all have our own examples and 
the interest these events add may be why 
many of us became postal historians in 
the first place



The Treaty of 
Tordesillas - 1494

ÅSpain and Portugal divide up the Newly 
discovered worlds, down a line roughly half 
way between the Cape Verde Islands and the 
islands discovered by Columbus

ÅThe tip of Brazil, when discovered, fell on the 
Portuguese side. Spain exploits the mainland 
and larger Antilles islands

ÅThe other European powers do not sign ς
England, France, Holland



The Lesser Antilles Å.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ

ÅSt Christopher (1625)

ÅBarbados (1627)

ÅNevis (1628)

ÅAntigua (1632)

ÅMonserrat (1632)

ÅVirgin Islands (1650)



The Lesser Antilles ÅCǊŀƴŎŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ

ÅFrench Guiana (1624)

ÅSt Christopher (1625)

ÅGuadeloupe (1635)

ÅMartinique (1635)

ÅSt Lucia (1650)

ÅSt Domingo (1664)



Jamaica & Cromwell

ÅDuring the Commonwealth period after the 
English Civil War, England was at war with 
Spain from 1654-60.

ÅAn expedition to capture San Domingo failed, 
but a consolation attack on Jamaica in May 
1655 succeeded and England gained her 
largest island colony in the Caribbean.

ÅFormally ceded by Spain in 1670



Early Mail

Early mails were carried by first available ship

1660 Act requires letters to be handed at the first 
port of call ςShip Letters, on which a Ship Letter 
charge was levied and inland postage was due

This 1663 letter from Nevis is to a merchant to his 
wife, in Little Minories, very close to the area burnt in 
the Great Fire three years later. Carried by the 
ΨIƻǇŜŦǳƭ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΩΦ

One letter from 1655 from Jamaica survives.

Two letters of 1656 are known from Barbados.

Whilst 1693 is thought the earliest from Antigua.



War of the Spanish Succession

When Charles II died childless in 1700 he named 
Philip of Anjou his heir and this was supported by 
France.

England, Austria and Prussia backed the Austrian 
Archduke Charles and this led to war 

In 1713 Charles succeeded to the Austrian throne as 
Charles VI, and England stopped subsidising her 
continental allies, leading to the treaty of Utrecht.

Philip kept the Spanish throne but gave up claims to 
the French one.

England kept Gibraltar and Minorca and the other 
half of St Christopher ςplus the right to trade with 
Spanish America. ÅCharles II, the last Hapsburg ruler 

of Spain



The First Packets

With no postal markings it is hard to estimate how 
long these early letters took to arrive.

Dummerproposal for a regular packet service with 
four vessels taking 100 days to ensure security of the 
mail ςfast ships

!ƴƴǳŀƭ ǎǳōǎƛŘȅ ϻфΣллл ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ Ψ.ǊƛŘƎŜƳŀƴΩ ǎŜǘ 
out 21 October 1702 and on return voyage carried 
1,500 letters.

1703 ς7 voyages

1704 ς6 voyages

1705 ς9 voyages

1706 ς10 voyages

Letter in Lambeth Palace Archive showing that 
marks of origin were sent, only Dummerletter 
from Barbados to survive ς29 October 1706



The DummerPackets ÅMost surviving letters are from 
Jamaica (<15).

Å29 Jan 1706 letter to London 
ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ōȅ ΨtǊƛƴŎŜ DŜƻǊƎŜΩ ǊŀǘŜ 
3N arrival date stamp ς85 days

ÅWeather and warfare took their 
toll, four vessels were lost on 
their first voyage. Last sailing 
July 1711

ÅWith peace no incentive to 
revive the service.



Early to mid 18th

century

¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƛŀƴ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мсфлΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛƴƛ-
ice-age in northern Europe led to economic 
devastation in Scotland and the Act of Union 
with England in 1707.

Trading rights lead to trading tensions. 
French and English pioneers try their luck on 
neutral islands such as Dominica

²ŀǊ ƻŦ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ 9ŀǊΦ !ƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ 
heroics capturing the treasure ship and 
getting home in 1744 to boost public funds 
(and his own) ςShugboroughHall

1743 Anson captures the Spanish treasure ship off Manila 
after sailing round the world



War of the Austrian Succession

Could a woman succeed to the Austrian 
throne. Charles VI died in October 1740 and 
Prussia supported the claims of the elector of 
Bavaria over Charles daughter.

Britain supported Austria financially but 
when the French joined the war in 1745 the 
security of the transatlantic colonies was 
threatened.

Britain imposed a continental blockade and 
restarted a monthly packet service as set out 
in a Post Office notice of 7 December 1745.

The captured Spanish Treasure must have 
helped.



The second packet service

Letters showing marks of origin have 
survived for 

St Christopher ςone

Barbados ςa handful

Jamaica - four



The second packet service

The cost was 1 N 6 per sheet

Service ran until the peace treaty of Aix-la-
Chapelle in 1748

Cost cutting led to transfer of the vessels to the 
Corunna service in 1749



Government Packet

Contract signed 6 November 1755 for 7 years

Ships must be at least 150 tons and British 
built

At least 16 Officers and men, 8 carriage guns, 
six swivel guns

Subsidy almost £9,000 per annum, £1,900 
compensation for vessels lost to the enemy.

7 January 1758 from Jamaica to London, rate 
1N6, arrival 5 April ς88 days in transit ς
ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ōȅ ΨbŜǿ 5ǳƪŜΩ ŎƘŀǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ {ǘ Yƛǘǘǎ ōȅ 
French privateer



Seven Years War

{ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ мтплΩǎ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ƘŀŘ ǎǉǳŀŘǊƻƴǎ 
permanently stationed in the West Indies, 
France did not.

The French and Indian Wars started in 1754 
and spread worldwide to embrace Wolfe 
ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ vǳŜōŜŎΣ /ƭƛǾŜΩǎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŀǘ tƭŀǎǎŜȅ 
and many European battles.

Minorca lost early on, Byng executed ςΨǇƻǳǊ 
encourager les autresΩΦ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǊŜǎǘŀǊǘ ²Ŝǎǘ 
India convoys despite blockade.

1759 Guadeloupe captured. French relief 
squadron caught by Boscawen off Cape St 
Vincent and largely destroyed ςcontinental 
blockade the pattern thereafter

1762 Martinique, St Lucia & Havana captured 



The Treaty Islands

ÅAt the end of the War Britain retained vast tracts in Canada 
and India, France received the Louisiana territory

ÅIn the Caribbean, Britain received Dominica, Grenada, St 
Vincent and Tobago ςǘƘŜ Ψ¢ǊŜŀǘȅ LǎƭŀƴŘǎΩ ςGuadeloupe, 
Martinique and St Lucia restored to France

ÅThe new government packet service was permanent ς3 
boats, rates unchanged from the Dummerservice 50 years 
earlier.

ÅNote the calls in Florida and South Carolina. Florida was 
another territory awarded to Britain ςthe war restricted 
Spanish North America to Texas, California and Mexico



French packet services

The French also ran a packet service from San 
Domingo that included Martinique and Guadeloupe

Here we have a letter of 8 October 1772 from St 
Pierre, Martinique to La Rochelle showing a red 
Ψ/ƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ ǇŀǊ ƭŀ FlotteΩ ƳŀǊƪ ƛƴ ǳǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ мтср ǘƻ мтфмΦ

La Flotte is situated on the Ile de Re which is very 
close to La Rochelle

However most correspondence was entrusted to 
private ships



Peace and War

Many new marks of origin supplied to the 
packet offices.

Antigua and St Kitts handled much of the 
mail and the devices were soon worn and 
needed replacing. A myriad of styles can be 
found.

But the war had been expensive, new taxes 
were required to pay the debts. The British 
government thought colonists should 
contribute to the costs of their defence.

Ψbƻ ǘŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ

The Boston tea party, and the start of the 
seven year war for independence, which the 
French could not resist joining in.



French Success
The War on the north American mainland 
was the priority for Britain

When France joined the war in 1778 there 
were opportunities in the Caribbean.

Dominica was occupied on 7 September that 
year, and occupied until the peace treaty  in 
1783.

This letter to the Comte de Vissieuescaped 
the British blockade and entered France via 
Holland. It is sent by his nephew who was 
the deputy commander in Dominica.

De Bouilleland forces and De Grasse fleet 
menaced all the British possessions. 

wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ŀǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Saintes April 1782 ςthe Battle of Dominica to 
the French

24 British packets were captured 1777-1782 
ςalmost 



A fortnightly service plan

Notwithstanding the war losses the service 
steadily improved.

1777 ς1779 ςmonthly sailing, 12 p.a.

1780 ςtwo packets, one sails for Jamaica, 
one for the Islands ς15 sailings

1781 ς18 sailings

1782 ς20 sailings

1783 ς22 sailings

Sufficient sailings to introduce a fortnightly 
service, if it can be supported by local mail 
boats Letter from James Lumsden in St Lucia dated 14 Dec 1782 to 

General Grant in London, entrusted to packet in Antigua.
St Lucia was captured by Britain in 1778 and restored to 
France at the peace. 29 Jan arrival mark, shows 46 transit.



Revolution

A letter with the seal of the public prosecutor 
to the citizen mayor of Rumilly

Symbolic of the times, sent from one of the 
Department Conquison 11 Brumaire Year III 
ς1 November 1794.

! ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŦƭŀǾƻǳǊΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ



Martinique

A letter from June 1796 at the quadruple 
packet rate of 4s from Henry Clinton writing 
to his brother who was ADC to HRH The Duke 
of York ς.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ ƛƴ /ƘƛŜŦ ŦǊƻƳ 
1798 to 1809

It shows the swift addition of Martinique to 
the packet route and the introduction of 
British marks of origin



Price rises

2 December 1796 entire from St Kitts

Yet another new hand stamps of origin, this 
the Earliest yet discovered.

It arrived on 14 January, after the 4 January 
change so the packet rate of 1/- has been 
struck through and replaced with 1/8 to 
include the 8d inland postage from Falmouth 
to London.

This continued to be a dangerous time for 
packet ships and 17 were captured between 
1798 and 1800.

Grenada introduced a fancy Crown mark



Insurance Fraud

Despite the hostilities innovations continued 
to be made.

In October 1798 Lloyds received a claim for a 
lost ship and were of the view that the policy 
had been taken out only after the policy 
holder knew the ship had foundered.

Francis Freeling took this up as a mater of 
urgency and the first date stamps to be sent 
out went on the November packet.

This cover shows the earliest date stamp 
recorded from anywhere in the Caribbean 
and also the village mark of Falmouth, 
Jamaica.



Other 1799 date stamps


