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Welcome to topic # 020… today 
Doyle and I will be looking at the 

mail service during our time.



Throughout the Sherlock Holmes’ 
stories, Holmes and I constantly 

communicated with each other, law 
enforcement officials…



…and clients through letters and 
telegrams sent and received throughout 
the day, often with replies coming only 
a few hours after the first is sent.



Given its speed and efficiency for sending and 
receiving messages, the communication system 
developed in Victorian England has been labeled 

the precursor of the present-day Internet.



Until the mid-1800s, a family 
member who traveled or moved 

away from home quickly lost touch 
with those who remained behind.



A letter was simply 
beyond the reach of 

many.



The British Post Office was established in 1682 
and was used from its inception as a source of 
revenue to finance, among other things, the 

almost constant warfare with France.



When national finances lagged, the cost of mailing 
a letter would increase. The charge was based on 

the distance and number of pages sent, often 
adding up to more than the lower-class daily wage.



The burden was also on the recipient to pay 
the postage. (It being considered unseemly to 
prepay the service and suggest the recipient 

wasn’t able to afford it).



To reduce costs, the writer might turn the 
page horizontally and write perpendicular to 

the original text and use a wax seal to 
avoid the added charge of an envelope.



Another trick would be to include a code on 
the outside of the letter. The recipient 
would get the message, but avoid the 

charge by refusing the letter’s receipt.



1837 became a watershed year for 
communications in Britain and the 

world.



During her first year as monarch, Queen 
Victoria created a committee, chaired by 
Rowland Hill, to study the postal problem.



He had already noted issues such as that mentioned 
above as well as the unnecessary cost of letter 

carriers having to make numerous trips to deliver and 
collect postage when the recipient was not at home.



In response, he proposed 
a uniform pre-paid postal 

rate of one penny.



In 1840, the Penny Post was 
inaugurated, allowing for any letter 

up to one ounce to be sent 
throughout the country for a penny.



In May, 1840, the pre-paid postage 
stamp was introduced along with pre-paid 
envelopes, called “Mulreadies” after a 
well-known artist who illustrated them.



Also in 1837, Charles Wheatstone and William 
Cooke demonstrated the first electrical telegraph, 
sending messages between Camden Town and Euston 

railway stations (about nineteen miles apart).



Their device involved using an electrical current to 
create an electromagnetic field to move needles 
located on a grid containing 20 of the 26 letters 

of the alphabet to spell out messages.



At first, the system was used to send information along railway 
lines to monitor trains’ locations, but its commercial value was 
soon recognized and the devices were installed in post offices 

across the country to send other messages as well.



The Wheatstone and Cooke device, 
however, required six electrical cables, 
and while they were able to reduce the 

number over time…



…it was Samuel Morse, Alfred Vail 
and Leonard Gale who are credited 

with the world’s first global 
telecommunications network.



These men had been working on their 
own electrical telegraph using a single 
cable and code of “dots” and “dashes” 

to send messages.



They only got around to patent it 
in 1840, but its greater simplicity 

moved them ahead of the 
Wheatstone and Cooke device.



Until the introduction of the Penny 
Post and telegraphy, the speed of 
communication had not changed 
significantly from Roman times.



With the advent of Hill’s reforms, the volume 
of mail increased exponentially, leading to 

numerous deliveries each day (twelve in London 
and elsewhere at least six).



And telegraphed messages 
traveled even faster.



A murderer known to have boarded a train at 
one station was apprehended upon his arrival 

at Paddington Station after the police 
received a telegram with his description.



For Holmes and myself, such speed 
served us with the rapid responses 

needed as we sent enquiries across the 
city, country, and the world.



Receiving additional information in a matter 
of hours often gave us that one essential bit 

needed to solve a mystery.



Yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…
So we have completed 
topic # 020 in our 

series… 
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