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Introduction

As early as 1826 Rowland Hill had written about the
possibility of sorting letters along the road in
specially fitted mail coaches. Despite the fact that
mail was first carried by train on 11th November
1830, it took a further seven years before George
Karstadt, a Post Office Surveyor, first suggested the
idea of using special railway carriages for the sorting
of mail whilst en route.

This lead to an experimental Travelling Post Office
(TPO) on the Grand Junction Railway between
Birmingham and Warrington. The first TPO was a
converted horse box and was manned by Edward
Ellis and Henry Mellersh together with George
Karstadt’'s son, Frederick. The first journey
undertaken by the TPO took place on 20 January
1838.

This trial was so successful that, within a couple of
months, a Bill was passed which obliged Railway
Companies to provide a separate carriage for sorting
letters en route. The first train carrying a
purpose-built sorting carriage ran from Euston to
Denbigh Hall, where the mail was transferred to mail
coaches to continue the journey by road. The
London to Birmingham line was opened throughout
its entire length in September, and by the end of
1838 the TPO service had extended to Preston.

Extending the Service

The establishment of new rail routes, together with
the heavy increase of mail following the postal
reforms of 1840, ensured the rapid growth of the
TPO service. By 1852 there were 39 railway clerks
employed and the service stretched as far as Perth,
Newcastle, and Exeter.

In 1859 agreement was reached for the Night Mall
trains to and from the north to have strictly limited
passenger accommodation and increased postal
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facilities, and in 1885 Special Mails, trains devoted
solely for Post Office purposes, were introduced.
1885 also saw the first parcels sorted en route.

In the years leading up to the First World War, there
were over 130 TPOs making up an intricate web of
interconnecting routes reaching every corner of the
land. However, the War saw many TPOs suspended
due to war-time economics and staffing difficulties.
Recovery after the War was slow and a number of
trains were never reinstated. It was not until the
1930s that substantial investment was made in TPO
rolling stock again.

Later Developments

In 1936, the GPO Film Unit made the classic Night
Mail documentary showing the Postal Special's
nightly run from London to Scotland. Featuring a
verse by W H Auden and music by Benjamin Britten,
the original production budget was set at £2000 but
upon completion it had cost an estimated £3546.
However, even from its first public showing at the
Arts Theatre, Cambridge, it was apparent that it
would be a great success.

The centenary of the TPO service in 1938 was
marked with an exhibition at Euston station. A
selection of Rolling Stock was on display, including a
replica of an 1838 sorting carriage. There was also a
working model representing the ‘Down and Up
Special’, a term assigned by the Post Office in 1923
to the Euston-Aberdeen TPO.

The TPO service was again suspended during the
Second World War, from 1940 until 1945. During
this period a few key services still ran as ‘bag tenders’,
trains which only carried closed bags of mail. Services
were quickly restored after the War, but the reduction
in the number of deliveries saw only 43 of the pre-
war 77 services reinstated.
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The nationalisation of the railways, following the
Transport Act in 1947, led to a process of
standardisation of TPO vehicles, although the first
BR-designed TPO stock was not used until 1959.

With the introduction of a two-tier postal system in
1968, it was decided to sort only first class mail on
the TPOs. This led to the withdrawal of a few
marginal TPOs on economic grounds. During the
mid 1980s, large scale revisions and alterations to the
TPOs were undertaken to align them with the Royal
Mail Distribution network, reducing the number of
TPOs to 35in 1988. The network in 1994 consisted
of only 24 TPOs operated by approximately 550
staff.

In September 1996 there was a major development
in the working of TPOs. As part of Royal Mail’s
Railnet project, trains for almost the whole of the
South-East of the country now depart from the
16-acre London Distribution Centre in Willesden,
and smaller developments will cover the rest of the
country. This will eventually eliminate the need for
TPOs to leave from main line railway stations.
Many routes will be renamed, and some will be
discontinued.

Exchange Apparatus

The Post Office had been experimenting with a
mechanical apparatus to pick up and put down mail
from a moving train since 1837. This wasn’t ready
by the time TPOs were introduced and mail was
exchanged manually. Trains merely slowed down
and mail bags were thrown out; to collect mail the
guard was expected to seize bags from the end of a
pole that was thrust towards him.

A new system was developed by a senior Post Office
clerk, John Ramsay. This consisted of an iron frame
covered with a piece of net, and was attached to the
near side of the TPO. This net opened out to receive
mail bags suspended from the arm of an upright
post erected by the side of the railway line (known as
a gibbet). As one bag was collected into the net,
another was released from the train and dropped on
the ground. Successful trials were held in May 1838
and the first gibbets were erected at Berkhamsted
and Leighton Buzzard in June.
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Ten years later, John Dicker, an inspector of mail
coaches, submitted an improved design, with nets
fixed at the side of the railway track to catch the bags
dropped by the train. His system remained in use,
largely unchanged, from its introduction in 1852 until
the demise of the apparatus system in 1971. The use
of high speed trains means that it is no longer
necessary to transfer mail whilst moving, and TPOs
now stop at stations instead.
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The Royal Mail Archive Search Room at Freeling House is
open Monday to Friday, 10.00am - 5.00pm,

and until 7.00pm on Thursdays.

We are open selected Saturdays 10.00am - 5.00pm,

please call or see our website for dates.

Please bring proof of identity to get an archive user card. In
most cases there is no need to make an appointment, but
please contact us in advance if you have any questions.
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