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“Plunderers of the
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By Carl Watner

Introduction

In my article “The Fundamentals of Voluntaryism” I
argued that although certain services and goods are es-
sential to human survival, it is not necessary that they be
provided by coercive government. An example of this is
the history of private postal communications. From time
immemorial men and women have had the need and de-
sire to correspond with one another. At first, travelers going
to distant places would be enlisted to carry written mes-
sages. Ship captains, transport drivers, merchants, even
itinerant preachers and peddlers were employed to per-
form similar functions. If no travelers were available and
the message was important enough, a private messenger
would be hired. From such services evolved more routine
delivery systems involving regular couriers, established
routes, and scheduled deliveries.

Good communications were also an essential part of
maintaining rule over political territories. The far flung
Persian, Roman, and Islamic empires, the monarchies of
western Europe, and the republics of North and South
America all created postal organizations to deliver gov-
ernment-generated mail within their geographic confines.
In some instances government systems existed before pri-
vate ones; in other cases governments usurped the pri-
vate prerogative of mail delivery. The catalyst for
blackmarket mail services existed wherever and when-
ever abnormally high government postal rates were de-
manded or delivery performance was unsatisfactory. From
before medieval times to today’s Federal Express and
United Parcel Service, philatelic history attests to the ex-
istence of thriving private mail services.

Despite their often bungling attempts, practically ev-
ery country in the world has claimed the postal power as
a prerogative of its political sovereignty. “The principal
purpose of the postal monopoly has been to compel writ-
ers to use the government post so that government offi-
cials, by reading letters, could discover and suppress com-
munications of treason and sedition.” This was true in the
ancient dynasties of Persia and Rome, no less than in
Stuart and Elizabethan England, and modern America.
King Charles I of England, fearing for his life in 1637,
practically “outlawed [all] private correspondence.” An Act
of 1657, passed during the Cromwellian protectorate de-
clared that “the possibility of espionage upon private com-
munications” was “to be one of the great benefits of the
post to the state.” The Postal Act of Queen Anne in 1711,
still in force at the outbreak of the American Revolution,
permitted “postmasters to open any letters at the order of
the Secretary of State or of the Secretary of the Province.”

In 1777, the Continental Congress appointed a special
postal inspector to “communicate to Congress any letters
which might come into his possession containing schemes
inimical to the United States.” Since then, the American
government has censored the mail of armed forces per-
sonnel during times of war, enforced foreign exchange con-
trols, placed mail covers on suspected tax evaders, cen-
sored the postal distribution of pornographic materials,
and enforced laws against “mail fraud”. Most modern gov-
ernments, like the United States, use the post office to
spy on and control their citizens.

Post Office History: Worldwide

Evidence of organized postal systems, both private and
government, is found as far back as the twelfth Phara-
onic Dynasty (circa 2000 B.C.). In the late thirteenth cen-
tury, Marco Polo encountered the vestiges of the ancient
Chinese postal system dating from the Chou Dynasty
(1122 to 255 B.C.). The Persian postal system of Cyrus
the Great (553 to 528 B.C.) was honored by Herodotus, a
Greek of the 5th Century B.C., whose tribute to the an-
cient postal messenger is inscribed on the pediment of the
New York Post Office: “Neither snow nor rain nor heat
nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift
completion of their appointed rounds.” When the Islamic
empire assumed control of large areas of the Roman Em-
pire, including its postal system, one calif is reported to
have said that “his throne rested on four pillars and his
power on four men: a blameless judge, an energetic chief
of police, an honest minister of finance, and a faithful post-
master, ‘who gives me reliable information on everything’”

Like countries in the western world, China and Japan
eventually witnessed the rise of private postal systems.
In China “during the middle years of the Ch’ing dynasty
(1644-1912) there were several thousand of these private
post offices,” although the last of them did not close its
doors until 1935. The Min-Chu, or private letter compa-
nies, called hongs, evolved like the private mail expresses
in the United States. They had their origin “in the needs
of bankers and merchants for some means of transport-
ing correspondence, documents, and money.” During the
15th Century “there were scores of letter hongs in opera-
tion, some of them covering a thousand miles or more of
routes.” In Japan, during the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644
A.D.) private agencies began to carry both private and
business correspondence. They were “extremely reliable
and reimbursed the sender if valuable contents were lost
in the mails. These companies were originally connected
with banks or merchant’s establishments but gradually
made their services available to anyone willing to pay the
low letter rates of 2 to 20 cents.” They continued to oper-
ate until 1873, when the postal service was monopolized
by the Japanese government. '

“While the postal arrangements of antiquity were cre-
ated by absolute governments for their official business

continued on page 2




The Voluntaryist

Subscription Information

Published bi-monthly by The Voluntaryists, P.O. Box 1275,
Gramling, SC 29348. Yearly subscriptions (six issues) are $18
or .050 ounce or 1.5550 grams of fine gold. For overseas
postage, please add $5 or Vs of the regular subscription price.
Single back issues are $4 each or /s of the regular subscription
price. Please check the number on your mailing label to see
when you should renew.

“Plunderers of the
Public Revenue”:
Voluntaryism and the Malils

continued from page 1

and were imposed upon the people, the postal services in
the Middle Ages grew with the needs of the various classes
of society. Thus, instead of a centralized and uniform state
post, there arose exceedingly diverse postal services made
up of many hundreds of independent institutions. Princes,
religious orders, and universities all created private mes-
senger facilities. With the increase of trade and industry,
independent cities, and commercial enterprises also found
a need for the exchange of messages. Many of these ser-
vices were placed at the disposal of the public, a develop-
ment which was almost unheard of in earlier times.” Ex-
amples range from the postal service of the Hanseatic
League, which tied together a great part of northern Eu-
rope, to the international service provided by the House
of Taxis (originally for the members of the Habsburg Dy-
nasty, but later open to the public) from the early 1500s to
the mid 1800s, to the Butcher Post in Germany (where
butchers, who travelled widely on cattle buying trips, were
entrusted with private letters to carry), to the Stranger’s
Post in London (where, from the 15th Century on, foreign
businessmen organized their own system for sending let-
ters and packets abroad).

The emergence of powerful nation-states, as well as
the incipient industrial revolution, profoundly affected
postal service all over Europe. As soon as feudal politi-
cians consolidated their control, the official demand for
rapid and reliable communications grew. “In answer to
this need, ruling monarchies in Western Europe began to
create royal posts, similar in many respects to those which
had existed in ancient times, for the transportation of of-
ficial messages. The first nation on record to make this
step was France,” in 1477, where Louis XI established a
Royal Postal Service. Similarly, the discovery of the print-
ing press, the slow but steady extension of education, and
spread of commerce contributed to an increasing public
demand for postal service. Where few facilities for deliv-
eries existed, such as in France after the Royal Post was
started, private citizens regularly bribed the royal couri-
ers to carry their mail. Eventually, “authorization was
given to the official postal service to accept private let-
ters.” This, in turn, usually led the political sovereign to
declare the monopolization of all letter carrying. “There
were two major reasons for these actions. The first was

revenue. The charges levied on private use of the royal
mails proved an excellent means of subsidizing the offi-
cial service. The second was security,” to assure the king
that his enemies could not secretly communicate without
his knowledge .

The British Post Office

The interaction of public and private forces can be seen
0 the operation of the Dockwra’s Penny Post established
in London in 1680. Although the Crown (and later Parlia-
ment) had asserted its monopoly power over mail deliv-
ery in England as early as 1609, seventy years later there
was still no regular delivery service in London. William
Dockwra remedied this situation by organizing a company
which collected intra-city mail, sorted it, and delivered it
from four to eight times daily. The charge was one penny
for every letter or packet. Other features of his system
“were that letters were prepaid and stamped to indicate
place of posting and the time they had been sent out for
delivery.” By November 1682, his service began generat-
ing a profit, at which time the Duke of York, to whom the
Post Office profits had been assigned, used his political
clout to confiscate Dockwra’s business and continue the
service. Some years later in 1709, Charles Povey, another
enterprising businessman, set up a half-penny post in
London, restricting his deliveries to the more populous
areas of the city. The government instituted a law suit
against him, and his post was closed within seven months
of its beginning.

The English had a long tradition of bypassing the gov-
ernment post office because of poor government service
and high rates. “Under Charles II and James II there were
searchers lurking here and there who stopped suspected
persons and vehicles and searched for letters just as cus-
toms officers do now for dutiable goods.” When the searches
stopped during the reign of William III, the ‘bootlegging’
of letters increased. The public was so ill-disposed to co-
operate that the “postal authorities were almost in de-
spair.” The tradition of evading the government post in
England continued well into the 19th Century. When
Rowland Hill, the reformer of the British postal service,
began his inquiries in the 1830s, he discovered that eva-
sion of postage and the bootlegging of letters extended
through all strata of society. The major ways of circum-
venting the government post included use of private ex-
presses, placement of letters in bookseller’s parcels, in
warehousemen’s bales, in stagecoach parcels, delivery of
personal letters in weaver’s bags, and in private packages,
“such as those containing food and dainties sent by coun-
try folks to their sons in the universities,” and by unau-
thorized use of the Parliamentary seal and franking privi-
lege.

The British postal system’s inadequacies were the pri-
mary causes behind the widespread bootlegging. However,
instead of urging postal “freedom” and abandonment of
the postal monopoly, Rowland Hill suggested that two
major reforms be made in the operation of the govern-
ment system. His “solution was a uniform rate of postage,
regardless of distance, and prepayment of postage [by the
sender] by means of adhesive stamps sold by the post of-
fice.” Both steps were designed to improve the efficiency
and service of the government post office. At that time,
the least expensive rate of service within the country was
fourpence. Hill proposed that a letter mailed and deliv- -
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