The information for these presentations comes from a seéer.i
- Stationary Office in the 1940's. This is one of a number of books that were bought by my father during WW?2.
- They were sold [usually for 6d or 1s] to keep people informed of various theatres of war and as a boost to morale.

These books have now been donated to the Imperial War Museum archives and other organisations, grateful thanks .
are due to Arthur for his sterling work in scanning them to digital format, which | appreciate, was no easy task.

PJ

every care has been taken i ion of this presentation, responsibility cannot be accepted for an: rs th
)




HE POST OFFICE WENT TO WAR CONTENTS

Imminent Danger Overhead

by

General Post
lan Hay London Only

Military Malil

HI'S MAJESTYGOS STATYHONERY
OFFICE Engineers

Calais View

Crown Copyright
Published 1946 Fatthiestiuiy




13

NET

i

Below is a copy of the | etter which is 6shownd on the front

Supreme Headquarters
ALLIED EXPEDITIONARY FORCE
Office of the Supreme Commander

22 June 1944
Dear Captain Crookshank

The build up of the necessary forces for the current operations has
] involved the construction of a vast network of communications
radiating from key centers of vital importance in the United Kingdom.
The greater part of this work has been undertaken by the Engineers
and Staff of the General Post Office . It is my great pleasure, on
behalf of the Allied Expeditionary Force, to ask you to pass on to
them my sincere appreciation for their contribution and for the long
hours they have worked and for the excellent cooperation they have
given toward our success.

Sincerely
h Dwight D. Eishenhower

Captain Rt. Hon. H.F.C. Crookshank, P.C., M.P,
The Postmaster General,

House of Commons,

Whitehall,

London, §.W. 1
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AWORD TO THE READER

G.K. Chesterton, in one of his Father Brown stories, describes how a detective on the trail of a suspicious character
once kept watch on a certain block of flats for a whole morning without observing a single individual enter or leave.
And yet a man had been in and out under his very eyes. He was the postman, and the postman is so much part of an
urban landscape that a highly trained observer did not even notice him.

All of which is symbolic of our attitude to our Public Services, and to the Post office in particular . So long as these
function normally we are almost unconscious of their existence ; just a man with a perfectly sound heart is quite
unaware that he possesses a heart at all. It is only when the heart misses a beat & or when one letter or postcard in
twenty million goes astray &that we become Post Office conscious, and sit down and write indignant letters to our local
paper about Government inefficiency .

When, at the request of the Postmaster General, | set out to compile this little record of Post Office service during
the years of War, | did so equipped with nothing beyond the profound ignorance and mild disfavour which distinguishes
the majority of the British public in its attitude towards Government institutions .

My researches have involved me in much travel and innumerable contacts with all sorts and conditions of Post Office
workers .

| rise from my task a confirmed Post Office fan.

lan Hay




Chap'ter | '

THROUGHOUT our history as a nation it has been our cheerful habit to declare war first and then prepare for it.

This, besides involving the hasty creation of various new Government Departments dgradually and painfully achieving efficiency by the only method feasible in the circumstances, that of trial and error
throws a sudden and heavy strain upon those already existing,
by compelling them to intensify their activities to almost unmanageable proportions.

E OUTBREAK of war on September 3", 1939, though it failed to dislocate the Post Office
chine, submitted its working to anincalculable strain .

een per cent of the staff vanished into the Forces during the first week. A large number of
Se were young men.

en came the blackout, an especially heavy handicap upon an institution whose working hours run
through the night. Letter sorting is carried on in many cases under a glass roof o the great
rting -office at Mount Pleasant resembles a railway station in this respect 8 and since adjustable -
ckout material could not be obtained in sufficient quantities, these roofs had to be blacked-out Fifty thousand officials joined the Post Office Home Guard.
anently . This involved the perpetual use of artificial light, as well as insufficient ventilation .

. . . N

e postman, mail porters and van-drivers employed on outdoor and station work had to conduct

uch of their business groping about in the dark, without lamps, and it became difficult to convoy ~ 1he Post Office Home Guard, it may be noted, was a truly democratic force, for a ma n @
he mails to the railway stations in time to connect with their trains . therein did not necessarily correspond with his status in the Post Office . Its main function wi

the defence of the Post Office telegraph and telephone systems in the event of an invasion, and.
As for actual delivery of the mails, the first thing that happensin war-time from the Post Office definite quota was kept perpetually on duty for this end, those not so employed at the mom
point of view is that, with the population dispersed throughout the country to military centres or ~ being fitted into the general defence scheme of the district . Volunteers were forthcoming fro
munition factories, millions of people change their address; and having changed it, embark uponan  all parts of the United Kingdom, and no less than 50,000 joined up dabout four divisions in fact .
orgy of affectionate correspondence with those left at home, thereby increasing the labours of
sorters and postmen beyond measure.

nd at any moment this department or that might be called uponto deal with a rush order. For . ) -
instance, when H.M.S. Courageouswas sunk early in the war a thousand Post Office Bank books had ~ Then came the bombing. It began with the Battle of Britain in the summer of 1940. Then
0 be replaced forthwith, for until they received them the survivors were penniless. September 7" came the Blitz proper, during which London was bombed for ninety -two consecuti
nights. V1 6 snd V20 followed as the years went by, and each of them took their toll of P
rovidentially no bombs fell in the first six months, and during that time the Post Office had Office  plant and personnel.
pportunity to make provision firstly for the more complete linking up by telephone and telegraph . : ) » ) e |
f Home Defences, especially Fighter and A.A. Command,with every aerodrome, gun centre and There is no need here to tell aninhabitant of a British city what an air-raid is like. Our narratlv'
earchlight centre in the country. [We shall have a good deal more to say about that later ] is concerned only to describe the experiences of the Post Office and its servants during some

econdly, steps were taken, so far as human prevision could ensure it, to provide alternative routes those visitations .
nd circuits in the event of the damage which was bound to come [for electrical plant is the most . » . . )
ulnerable of targets] to the telecommunication services of the country in general. Mention has already been made of the difficulty of carrying out the collection, sorting, ani
delivery of the mails under black-out conditions. To ordinary difficulty was now added acut
A.RP. services were organised in all departments, and the Post office in due course contributed a ~ danger to life . During one night alone in September, 1940, twenty -three London post offices were
highly efficient contingent of the Home Guard, raised within a few days of Mr E d e rappsal and ~ hit. and at one time or another every London railway terminus was put temporarily —out of
distributed into zones corresponding with the Regional organisations of the Post Office . (el
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his meant that the mails for a pa?ticuletr destination could not be despatched from their usual
point of departure, but had to travel from other termini by an alternative route, or be conveyed by
oad to some station further down the line. Thus, when Waterloo Station was rendered
unapproachable, the mails for the south-west were despatched from Clapham Junction or
Wimbledon, or, at the height of the devastation, from asfar afield as Surbiton or Woking. And, of
course, no one knew until the last moment what station, if any, would be incapacitated at a given
moment. In other words, the postal services during the nightmare period were one long series of
hasty improvisations & a perpetual ad hoc.

The same difficulties applied to incoming mail. But whatever had happened during the night,
somehowor other about breakfast, or not long after, the grateful Londoner found his letters in his
letter -box & if he still possessed a letter -box. Perhaps not all of us realised in those days how far
the regular appearance of the postman, with his cheerful morning face and reassuring fables of
enemy planes shot down, went to restore the confidence and hope of many a sorely tried little
ousehold.

»

ven more vulnerable to raid damage wasthe Post Office telephone system.
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Canl help you?

.

London is dotted through the telephone exchanges, and is itself one vast underground network of
telephone wires, connecting some 6000 ,000 subscribers . Raid damage to these services can be of
two kinds. A bomb may fall upon an exchange, destroying or damaging enough equipment to
disconnect 10,000 subscribers at one single blow, or it can fall in a street and sever a bunch of
underground cables containing thousands of wires. The latter is the lesser disaster of the two;
still, to identify and join up all those broken ends on either side of the break, especially since the
location of the break may be a crater filled with water or sewage, is no light or pleasant task. For
this reason the attempt to join up the broken ends was occasionally abandoned, and the break by-
assed, so to speak, by inserting extra lengths of cable across or around the obstruction .

# Then there was the personal danger to which the switchboard operators were exposed.
Switchboard rooms are usually situated at the top of a building, which increased the risk.
Fortunately most London telephone exchanges ere now automatic, and the subscriber, by simple
dialling, can make local calls without any humanaid at all. But all Trunk and Toll exchanges are still
largely hand-operated, and here the danger was extreme and the strain terrifying

Despite this, practically 100 per cent. of the switchboard girls volunteered to remain at their posts
uring alerts, and were as good as their word.
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As time went on a small number of 0 | adsitt copetating positions were installed in protectel
accommodation in most exchanges; but because of their limited capacity, the operators continue
to work in the normal switch -room even during periods of imminent danger, lest the calls of thos
subscribers  who regarded a heavy air raid as a suitable occasion upon which to ring up their -
friends,

might delay an urgent call for help or an important communication for the Defence
Services . -
1

London bore the brunt of the bombing throughout the war, but practically every one of the great
provincial centres, especially the seaports, took its turn. It was in London though, as the focal
point of our national communication system, that these visitations were most acutely felt . .

We will take the Provinces first .

ey
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Birmingham Head Post

Office was hit twice .
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Birmingham was the earliest sufferer, andthen Coventry. The raids started in August, 1940, witr}
at first, comparatively small dislocation of the Post Office services; but they rapidly increased ?
violence. ¢

On November 14", 1940, there occurred the now notorious raid which devastated the city ©
Coventry and added a new verb to the language of terrorism to 0 ¢ o v e nd Tha tael lasted for
eleven hours and all public services were dislocated . Incendiary bombs fell uponthe Head Po!
office and Sorting Office buildings, but were extinguished by the Post Office staff . A fire in the
Telephone Ma n a g efficé svas kept under control by the engineering staff until the fire services
were able to deal with the matter . 23,000 0 f a u Werescteated in the telecommunication services:

and 4,500 subscribers had their telephones put out of action. E

Thanks, however, to anticipatory measures taken long before the war began, Coventry was not Ieft:
entirely cut off from communications with the outside world; for 6 T hDefence telecommunications
Control Ci r c we are t0ld, 0 c o n t itonfunetidn throughout the raid, a circumstance of which
Regional Commissioner, A.R.P. services, and the civic authorities were able to take full advantage.é}

=



he worst experience of Birmingham, eighteen miles away, came a week later . Birmingham is a very
rge city indeed, and hitherto the damage had been less concentrated ; on this occasion the East
Building of the Head Post office was twice hit and the Telegraph Instrument Room wrecked.
Fortunately there were no casualties, and emergency services were immediately put into motion
rom reserve premises already prepared. But telephone cables and ducts were badly damaged. So
errific  was the force of some of the explosions that a group of 4-inch steel pipes were
fterwards found protruding vertically from the pavement to a height of 8 feet bent over at the
op into various fantastic shapes 8 0 t haeh o | says ¢the report, 0 p r e s ethet appegrance of a
hydra -headed monster .6

hilst other Midland towns were attacked with varying degrees of violence, one or two surprisingly
scaped practically scatheless.

he Luftwaffe nowturned its attention to the south and west. In the first of a series of savage
saults on Bristol [on the night after the Birmingham raid. one branch post office was completely
molished and another gutted .

e Central Telephone Exchange was ringed with fire, which however, was kept under control by
 tireless efforts  of the staff until the City Fire Service could attend . In this way equipment on
ich the whole of the West of England depended for its telephone service was saved from
struction . About 3,000 telephones were put out of action.

a later raid on Bristol in the early hours of Saturday, December 6", 1940, the Head Telegraph
ice was destroyed . Nevertheless, a new public office was opened on Monday morning at the
ual hour, while the telegraph service was maintained in the basement and without any noticeable
ak in service .

en more disastrous to communication services was the raid on Southampton a week later . The
pper floors of the Central Telephone Exchange with all their equipment were burnt out, and the
ead Telegraph Office was badly damaged.

At Plymouth and Devonport five devastating raids occurred within a fortnight . But 0 T hRlymouth
Telephone Exchange premises were saved, after being completely surrounded by fire, and now
stand as an island monument amid a sea of total destruction covering fifteen acres. The Devonport
Post Office and Telephone Exchange were completely destroyed by fire . But the Post Office
engineers were on the road before daybreak, carrying out a pre-arranged scheme for restoring
vital defence communication services, while others repaired breaks in the cables in the numerous
craters onthe road.

ith the beginning of 1941 the enemy switched his operations further west. South Wales had its
irst experience, and a heavy experience it was. The Head Post Office at Cardiff was put out of
ction by blast. The railways were cut in numerous places, and mails had to be conveyed by road
cross the gaps. Swansea suffered even more, for the centre of the town was destroyed . Two
ranch post offices were completely demolished, and Telephone House hit by a bomb which
enetrated all floors and set fire to the basement.

ut somehow, in city after city, through all the confusion and terror of those devastating
experiences, Post Office officials carried on somehow, from high to low. One night in January a
postman-driver while clearing a pillar-box in the village of Blackpill, on the coast-road between
Swansea and Mumbles, was mortally wounded by a shell-splinter during the height of araid. But he
declined to be moved until full arrangements had been made for the conveyance of the solitary
mailbag for which he was responsible to its proper destination . Then he consented to be conveyed
to hospital, where he died 8 one of athousand unsungdevotees to duty in those splendid days.

Cables stripped of lead
cover and insulation by

Joining up after a raid.

So the tale went on & Portsmouth, Clyde-side, Sheffield, Belfast, Liverpool, Manchester, with
occasional return visits . There is no need to repeat it at length, for it varies little except in detail
Men and women died, post offices and telephone exchanges were destroyed or damaged, but
somehow the mails were delivered and emergency switchboards set working, usually within a fe!
hours.

The last heavy raid of what may be called the Blitz proper took place on May 10", 1941, when the, *
House of Commonswas burnt out. But at this point our new night-fighters made their debut and
turned the scale, and the country as a whole enjoyed a comparative respite for ayear or more.



Central Telegraph Office pre-war days..

C.T.O. after the fire.
[Sscanned in two sections]
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CT.O.
reconstructed

During this period the Post Office, whose energies on the telecommunications side had been mainly
absorbed hitherto in the maintenance and extension of the Defence Services [of which the public
knew little or nothing at the time but about which I shall have a good deal to say hereafter], was
able to devote itself in part to overtaking the arrears of service due & considerably overdue o to

the private sector .

But in early 1942 the Luftwaffe, goaded into action by our methodical and increasingly successfi
long-distance bombing excursions, came back, this time upon those strange, aimless visitations
which came to be known as the Baedeker raids 0 on Canterbury, Bath, York, Exeter, and other
historic and ecclesiastical centres . .

d
These old Cathedral Cities, with their narrow streets and half-timbered buildings, became
veritable death -traps upon such occasions. At Exeter, twelve members of the Post Office staff &
including some women, were trapped in the basement telegraph office . The surrounding buildings
were in flames, and the Post office over their heads a raging furnace ; the doors of the emergency

exits were red-hot. Nevertheless, the staff pressed on with the despatch of urgent messages,
and even contrived from time to time to keep Bristol informed of their personal situaton. 6 Th an k s
to the pre-arranged emergency organisation set up between Regional Headquarters and the A.R.P}-
Controllers concerned, no loss of life or serious injury occurred .6

About this time an unexpected burden added itself to the tribulations of the Post Office Staffs 1
The names of the places raided, instead of remaining wrapped in mystery until a certain level had
elapsed, were now proclaimed as soon as they occurred. The result was an avalanche of enquiry
telegrams from anxious friends and relations . The number of telegrams delivered in Bath on a
normal day is about 500; on the day after the announcement of the raid at 16,250 had to be dealt
with . One more raid during this period may be mentioned here, for the manner in which its results
were met and countered is typical of a hundred other instances of routine heroism. The following
is extracted from the official report :- b

May 8: HOME COUNTIES REGION .

Great Yarmouth. Cobholm Island Sub-Post Office was badly damaged during the raid. The sua
postmistress, a widow, at about 3 a.m. accommodation for the Post office in a neighbouring private
house. Here she opened up business at 9 a.m. and carried on as though nothing untoward h:
happened. Her devotion to duty and her concern for her customers, especially the old ag
pensioners, is a good example of the spirit displayed by Post office servants during these trying

times .
3
V -

The most shattering raid of all, so far as Post Office property and equipment were concerned, took
place on the night of Sunday, December 29%", 1940, when the City of London was set ablaze to al

extent unequalled since the Great Fire itself 274 years before 0 except that this time St.Paul 06 s
escaped. At one moment 1,500 fires were raging at once The area with which we are particularly
concerned was St. Ma r t dlenG¥asid and its environs, the very heart of the British postal an
telegram system. The buildings chiefly affected were the Central Telegraph Office, which stands
on the opposite of Newgate Street from St. P a u Tubes Station, and the Wood Street Building,
just north of Cheapside a few hundred yards away, which housed three great automatic Telephone
Exchanges 8 London Wall, Metropolitan, National, and an essential part of two other Exchanges5
City and Central .

-



t first the staff had to deal mainly with showers of incendiary bombs, which were extinguished
jithout much difficulty . A more serious danger was the threat of fire spreading from adjacent
uildings, already well alight. Their chief handicap, however, was the low pressure of the water in
he hoses, for every hydrant in the City was in use that night, and in 1940 there was none of the
mergency water -tanks which became such a familiar feature of our streets later on.

resently, about seven o 6 c | ahigk-explosive bomb fell close to Wood Street building, blowing in
oors and windows and admitting a rain of whirling embers and flaming debris. But the grim battle
ever slackened, while down in the shelter the operating staff stuck to their job at the emergency
anual switchboard ; for calls of the kind that have to be completed manually, even at an automatic
xchange, were still coming in. Indeed some 0 o v e r firdffic wwas actually being dealt with in the
witchroom onthe sixth floor, almost untenable through smoke and heat.

this time the surrounding streets were a roaring furnace, and littte hope remained of saving the
ilding or its precious equipment. At ten o 6 c |Policekand Fire Brigade officers gave the word to
b a nstiip.dh Even then four diehards, together with three firemen, remained and fought on &
hout water now, for the supply had failed altogether & until after midnight, when they were

remptorily ordered to leave the building. Just after the last man left, a blazing wall collapsed
blocked the last road out.

e fire raged the whole of the next day, Monday, and it was not until Tuesday that an estimate
Id be made of the danger or, much more important, the steps to be taken for immediate
ablishment of a substitute telephone service.

Alone amid ruins. Wood Street Building in which 15,000 telephone lines
terminated ---

arly 15,000 exchange lines had terminated in the Wood Street Building. With whole streets
g in ruins all round, it was obvious that many of these stood no need of immediate attention ; but
remainder, some 10,000 in all, had to be restored somehow. This was contrived, chiefly by
ecting up the subscribers concerned with other Exchanges round about, and by re-opening the
Id Clerkenwell Manual Exchange which had been closed down after conversion to automatic
orking, but which had been left standing to meet any such emergency. The old Clerkenwell
Exchange wasrenamed 0 Ke lév i n

-—-and the operat ar.

Much labour was involved in the clearing away of endless rubble and the pumping out of water, as
well as in the laying of emergency cables; so a large extra staff of engineers was brought in, many
from provinces. These had to be fed and a canteen was established in the neighbourhood and kept
open all round the clock; for the work never ceased, even in the blackout.

Progress in the work was at times retarded by the fact that many of the workers were strangers
0 each other and to London. A Welshman at one end of the circuit and a Highlander at the other,
e are told, sometimes found themselves involved in mutual difficulties of a linguistic character .

ut in less than ten days time the communicational crisis was past. The more important
ubscribers 8 Government office and outstanding City houses d had been given service, while a
undred telephone call-boxes were set up in what was left of Cheapside and Moorgate Street for

e general public. From that moment the work rehabilitation moved to a steady and triumphant
onclusion.

T bave finished it inthe t i meemarked a workman at the conclusion of his labours, 6 h @een a
ma njébs | wo u | Havedniissed it for anything.6

Such was the spirit of 1940 8 41.



Rowland Hill still on his pedestal.

Sir Rowland Hill KCB, FRS (3 December
1795 827 August 1879) was an English
inventor and social reformer .
He campaigned for a comprehensive
reform of the postal system, based on
the concept of penny postage and his
solution of prepayment, facilitating the
safe, speedy and cheap transfer of

government postal official,
usually credited with originating the
basic concepts of the modern postal
service, including the invention of the

Source: Wikipedia

guard at &a-.GraMar t

The Central Telegraph Office, the heart and centre of the whole British telegraph system, w
completely gutted the same night.

There will be more to say about the C.T.O. later in this narrative ; it will suffice to mention here
that it acted as a clearing-house for the inland telegram system of the British Isles and the
overseas telegraph services. It housed within its five storeys an enormously valuable electric plant
and employed a staff of 3,000.

Like the Wood Street Building close by, it was set on fire by burning debris blown in from adjacen
buildings. A great effort was made to save it, and in the end some at least of the more portabl
electric apparatus was evacuated. §

But though by the following morning the C.T.O. itself had been reduced to a shell, its soul wel
marching on. As early as 1938 & long before the Munich crisis, in fact &the possibility of such
lethal visitation as this had been fully considered, and it had been determined by the Post Office
authorities that whatever else happened to London there must be no complete disruption
telegraph services at this focal point. Accordingly a reserve telegraphic instrument rool
containing 100 circuits was established far underground in the reinforced cellars of King Edwar
Building next door; and as the C.T.O. collapsed in ruins, the spare equipment flashed into action.

This sufficed for all Defence priorities, but not for the full public services. Hence the notice:
which one encountered on so many hoardings and inside so many public vehicles about that time :-
0 Do tetégraph dwr i t\Withio six months, however, four subsidiary telegraph stations, known as
Riﬁg@ffi&-é’, h@dhBen set up around the outskirts of London 8 at Addiscombe, Hendon, Acton, and
Stratford ; and these, in conjunction with the CT.O., had been reconstituted to the extent of two
storeys, were sufficient to restore the telegraph services to normal so far as equipment was
concerned. But not, alas - manpower! That is another story, and will unfold later . This chapt
however must not close without some reference to two indispensable arms of the Post Officg
Defence Forces during this hazardous period dthe Headquarters Medical Staff Fire Fighters al
First Aiders .

As regards the first of these, the implications of air warfare and its particular impact upon P
Office  Services had been well thought out before hostilities began, and a miniature Medi
Department had been set up in the secure depths of King Edward Building. It functioned by nig
and day, and proved an immense boon through the whole raid periods. Later it rendered invalual
service in two other and unforeseen directions o as a dormitory for Post Office workers wh
homes had been destroyed, and a general hospital for those who had 6 g o ® ie c[ksdally with of
too good cause] and could not be accommodated in the already overcrowded hospitals of Lond
Thus the Post Office looked after its own, in wards established both in K.E.B. and Mount Pleas
with the devoted aid of the Post Office doctors and their home-trained nursing staff .

Firefighting teams, too, were organised betimes. Volunteers were everywhere on hand &
Faraday Building there was one team composed entirely of women & and a high standard
efficiency was demanded and attained . To-day in many a badly blitzed town you may observe
single building standing up, gaunt and solitary, amid an ocean of desolation. That is the local Po!
Office, preserved from destruction by its own particular firefighting staff .

Such is the tale of the Second Great Fire of London. It has been told here in some detail becaus
the courage and initiative with which it wasfaced and mastered are but a pattern and reproduction
of what was going on all over the country .




T IS MANIFESTLY impossible to appreciate the changes involved in Post office routine and the
pecial demands imposed uponits personnel and equipment by a state of total war unless we possess
some working knowledge of the scope and complexity of the Post Office services in time of peace.
This is especially necessary since most of us are strange incurious &in other words grossly ignorant

regarding the organisation and functions of our national nervous system, for that is what the Post
ffice represents .

n my Word to the Reader mention was made of 20,000,000 letters or postcards. That figure
presents roughly the average number posted and delivered in the United Kingdom in a single day.

d while we are onthe subject of postal statistics let us have a few more, and get them over.

e General Post Office is the largest single employer of labour, most of it highly skilled labour, in

country . It possessed 24,000 post offices, 5,800 telephone exchanges and over 50,000
phone call-offices, serving nearly 4,000,000 telephone instruments . It maintained over 17,000
tor vehicles and over 20,000 bicycles.

e
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1 24,000 52,000 4,000,000
POST OFFICES CALL OFFICES TELEPHONES __ % g
17,500 25,000 88,000
MOTOR VEHICLES CYCLES POSTING BOXES

All this involved not merely ownership, but manufacture [or purchase], storage, and repair. These
commitments were supervised by three separate Departments o Contracts, Stores, and Factories .

With the outbreak of war the responsibilities of all three were enormously increased. In the first

place all material had to be dispersed against the hazard of air attack, and emergency stocks laid
to meet the inevitable increase in wastage.

The long experience of the Post Office in the production of certain types of equipment was placed

t the disposal of the Government. Its experience, for instance, in outfitting postmen enabled it
0 provide uniforms required by the Ministry of Home Security for the Civil Defence Services. It
ent a hand, too, in the successful operation known as 0 P | ud tled provision of submarine oil
ipeline. The Stores Department even supplied several hundred bicycles to the Admiralty .

astly, since the ordinary Post office contractors were unable to meet the whole of the enormously
creased war-time demand for telecommunication equipment, the Post Office tackled the problem
at first hand, and set up its own factories for the production of telegraph and telephone

switchboards, together with a good deal of novel and secret apparatus for the use of Defence
Network .

But there is only one figure which the reader should bear in mind, and keep on bearing in mind 9 the
figure 73,000. That represented the Post Office Staff absent onActive Service.

Rugby Radio. One of the most
powerful wireless stations in the
world. It has masts 820 ft.
high.




n addition to what may be called Post office business proper dthe conveyance of mails, the issue
of stamps and money orders and the despatch and delivery of telegrams 06 the G.P.O. in 1939
controlled the entire telephone service of the country, except in Hull and in the Channellslands .
The telephone service had been taken over 27 years previously from a private companyand was now

undergoing expansion on national lines. A systematic campaign was in progress to make the
telephone as essential an adjunct to a British household as the kitchen stove. A thousand salesmen
continually toured the country, enlisting subscribers and rendering the British public telephone -
minded. Conspicuous red telephone kiosks were springing up everywhere, and public fancy was
being tickled by such ingenious novelties as the golden-voiced TIM .

Wireless telegraphy had come to its own, and not only telegraphic but telephonic communication
with distant parts of the globe had become a matter of everyday business routine . The main Post
ffice Radio Station at Rugby, one of the most powerful in existence, with its twelve masts 820
t high, provided a novel and stimulating spectacle for travellers approaching by train from the
outh .

e Post office wireless stations round our coasts also kept regular touch with ships at sea.
ether it is a trawler fishing in the White Sea, a luxurious cruiser halfway round the world, a
aler in the Antarctic, or a small coaster in home waters, the Post Office maintains constant
ch with it. In peace-time [but in peace-time only] many ships can communicate with homes on
re by radio telephone as well. But the most important service of these stations, especially in

stormy waters round our coasts, is the provision of assistance to vessels in difficulty or
tress . Throughout the war this service has proved invaluable firstly in cases of submarine and

%tface raider attack, and secondly in summoningaid for aircraft crews brought down onthe sea.
T

ce 1935, too, the Post Office has taken an ever increasing amount of work, chiefly financial,

m the shoulders of various Government Departments . In addition to its own Post Office Savings

ank the Post Office to-day functions as the recipient of various taxes and duties owed to the

Revenue collecting Departments & motor licences, dog licences, Income Tax stamps, for instance 8

and pays out on behalf of the Ministries concerned Old Age Pensions,Wi d o wr&l®r p h aPersién
and Navy, Army and Air Force Pensionsand Allowances.

¢
.

-

The demands of total war have increased some of these responsibilities to an astronomical degree.
By 1945 the Post office was paying in Service pensions and Separation Allowances alone nearly
£8,000,000 a week, while Savings Bank deposits had increased from £500,000,000 to
£ 1,600,000,000.

These figures are set down mainly for the delectation of those capable of absorbing them; as for
the rest, few people really understand figures and nobody remembers statistics . Nevertheless, a
further word must be spoken on this subject .

War -time finance, whereby both the income and expenditure of the national Treasury have been
raised to fantastic heights, and 6 t o kpeary me havescovered the disbursement of untold millions,
IS a mystery too deep for any but experts, and can be respectfully eschewed as a topic for
discussion here. But some mention of the National Savings Campaign must certainly be made,
ecause that vast undertaking has been responsible for a proportionate increase in the labours of
the Post office, especially that end of the counter at which the business of the Post Office
Savings Bank is conducted .

In other words, the Post Office has been employed throughout the war as custodian of the war
savings of the people 8 in Savings Bank deposits, Defence Bonds, Savings Certificates and humble
Savings Stamps.

)

.

A
Post Office Coast Wireless Station. #

The whole country has contributed, and not only this country but others & Allied Nationals, Indian)
Americans, and even Nationals of enemy countries resident in Great Britain . His Ma j e s oy
made a notable effort ; indeed the Savings Branch of the Army swelled to such proportions that i
accounts had ultimately to be transferred to the War Office .

A

And not before it wastime, the Post Office was contending with grievous staff and accommodatio.
shortages . Upwards of 700 members of the Savings Department alone, men and women, had joined*
the Forces. Beside this, numerous members of the Savings Department staff had been lent to
other Government Departments . -

But it was the growth of work that told chiefly, and this had to be made up by the employment of
temporary staff and part -timers more than 7,000 in all. Yet, despite their unfamiliarity with a
complicated job and their own domestic preoccupations, the new-comers rose to the occasion and
were soonworking like veterans . :

:
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Counter Training Staff. Instruction is under rigid
and realistic lines.

ne of the principal points of human contact between the Post Office and the public is the post
office counter, and the public is prone to judge the postal services generally from the attitude of
the young ladies behind it. The postal authorities are well aware of the fact, and even amid the
stress of total war do their best to produce as competent and acceptable an article as possible.

This brings us to Counter Training Centres. The largest of these is in London, and is situated in
that unromantic but businesslike thoroughfare the Euston Road. Let us make a brief tour of some
of the classrooms.

Each class, we note, is limited to eight pupils. These are almost entirely girls, though occasionally a
an past middle age or a disabled soldier figures amongthem. The instructors are of both sexes,
ith women predominating .

n the first room a woman instructor is giving a lecture on the Post Office Savings Bank. Each
upil has before her a savings bank book, together with a formidable collection of all forms,
lockets, and slips essential to such mysteries . The instructress elucidates these one by one, and
er disciples are encouraged to ask questions.

Next door another instructor, an elderly manthis time, is lecturing on Registration of Letters and
Postal Packets. Registered mail is the pampered bantling of the G.P.O. It is segregated from
everything else, each address is entered in a book, a receipt is given, and all letters and parcels are
kept in a locked cage while passing through the office .

The lecturer has just posed a little conundrum. o He risea gold wat ¢ he,séys, 0 wa i toi be g
. Under what category doesitt r avel ?6

Each pupil promptly buries her young nose in her copy of The Post Office Guide & majestic volu
which you may observe any day upon any Post Office counter. Presently one of the girls finds fl
answer. 0 A e we | Isteeranynouaces

0 Ri gMotv, at whoserisk does it travel? Look that one up.6 -

So it goeson, from classroom to classroom. In the next one we visit atalk being given on Overseas
Parcels, and the multifarious regulations governing limit of weight, customs declaration, and
censorship. In the next the subject is. C.O.D. deliveries 6 parcels delivered by the Post Office on
behalf of tradesmen at the ¢ u s t o ndeor. 8Qaiery, does the postman collect the money, or so
specially appointed official? The answer is that the postman collects on goods having a value o
£10 or less; for anything higher the customer must go to the Sorting Office and complete the
transaction himself .

The last room in the passage is occupied, a little surprisingly by a class of Wrens in uniform,

undergoing special instruction in the handling of Fleet Mail 6 of which more will be heard later . .
But it is at the close of each lecture that the real interest and excitement begins, for then v\%
proceed from words to deeds.

.

At the end of each classroom stands a complete replica of a post-office counter, with brass grille,’
cash-drawer, date -stamp, scales, stamp book, and the inevitable Post Office Guide. Hither ou
class repairs, to indulge in a game fascinating to children of every growth & playing at shop.

But this game is played under rigid and realistic rules. One of the pupils takes her stand, with a
slightly conscious air, behind the counter ; a second approaches the front, carrying perhaps a parcel
or aletter . She is impersonating a member of the public. The other six stand by; their turn will
come presently . The instructress exercises benevolent supervision over all. =
The transaction may be a simple one, but it has to thorough . The customer, we will say, wishes to
send a small parcel to Ipswich . The girl behind the counter weighs it, makes sure it is for anislal
address, says what the cost will be, tears the necessary stamps out of the stamp book [there is
right and wrong way of doing this], takes the money, pushes the stamp under the grille and giv
change. The point to observe is that the parcel is a real parcel, the stamps are real stam
[though purposely defaced, as are the postal orders in the drawer], and the money is real money.
This is to accustom the pupil to find her way readily about stamp book and teach her to give chang
quickly and accurately . .

Throughout this interview the waiting six have to ask pertinent questions. What are the limits
weight and dimension permitted to an ordinary parcel? Would it have been cheaper to send thi
parcel by letter post? If a parcel goes astray can a customer demand compensation? Is a cle
ever justified in refusing to accept a parcel?

The answers to these and all of these posers is buried somewhere in the Post Office Guide, and
the girl behind the counter does not know a particular answer she ought at least to know where.i
the Guide to look for it.

Sometimes the instructress intervenes to hurl some special spanner of her own into the works
Supposing a customer, she asks, were to proffer and unwrapped tennis-racket with a mere tie -0
label attached, could that be accepted? The answer is Yes, because a tennis-racket unwrapped is
a perfectly inoffensive weapon, incapable of hurting fellow -parcels in transit . If it had been a
carving-knife or a pair of skates that would have been different

Rather surprisingly the pupil behind the counter knows this answer, and gives it without reference
to the Guide and with obvious satisfaction .



ut pride goes before afall. 0 Y ospoke then in a sharp and superior v o i csays the instructress .
0 Y oas good as told the customer that she was asking a stupid question. Every customer is
entitled to a polite answer, however you may feel about it. We &Have that transaction again.6

nd we do. During the encore | converse with the instructress .

0 We Overg particular about standard of manners behind the ¢ o u n t she says. 0 Wehave to be.
Goodness knows we get enough unreasonable complaints to deal with without asking for reasonable
ones! The girls do their best, but it i s ravays easy, especially for the Temporaries and Part-
imers . And then the customers! Have you ever tried to imagine what the British public looks like
rom the other side of a post-office counter on a busy day & and every d a y & lsusy day when
h e r &wms on 0 all tapping the counter, or trying to get served out of turn! Some of the new
ifls get quite frightened . But they grow used to it, and after a bit they can keep smiling even at
end of along day. They make surprisingly few slips too. But | sometimes wish the public would
ember afew of these things .6

due course the pupils sit for an examination. If successful, and after a brief period as a looker-
, a girl finds herself assigned to a full time job behind the grille. She has her own till, which
bably contains as much as £250 in notes, stamps and cash at any given time, and she is
countable for every penny. At the end of each day she has to balance her stock to ensure that
lere is no balance against her. All of which involves a good deal of totting up of figures during
re moments.

ost Offices fall into three categories. There is the head or District Post office, a sort of local

.H.Q ., which in addition to transacting general Post Office business, is also a sorting centre . In

London probably the most august of these is the South-Western District Office, near Victoria

Station . It handles all the official Whitehall correspondence, together with that of the Houses of

~ Parliament and of Buckingham Palace itself . London has over 100 Sub-district offices, which are
the local sorting and delivery centres .

Then there are the ordinary Branch Post offices & the kind most of us use every day. There are
more than 200 of these in London alone. The class of business they do varies a good deal with the
locality . In the working class districts in larger cities the busiest end of the counter during the
war was that devoted to Allowances and Pensions Here as much as £ 6,000 a week would be paid
out to s o | d idependadts. Perhaps the busiest purely postal branch office was Charing cross Post
Office in the Strand, London, for here was where visiting foreigners and country cousins repaired
to buy postage stamps for their innumerable letters and postcards home.

Third comes the Sub-Post Office, tucked away generally as an adjunct to some other business &
the local g r e e n g r pethaps.0 Ehe proprietor of a sub-post office is not a salaried official like
branch office worker. He receives an annual allowance calculated on the amount of postal
usiness done by him; and he provides accommodation, staff, and fittings . In normal times some
tradesmen rather like to have a sub-post office ontheir premises; it helps their regular line.

The Post Office
postal traffic
elastic .

is beset by staffing difficulties
fluctuates in a manner sufficient

even at normal times, for the simple reason that
to try any permanent establishment, however

For instance, a wet Sunday in any large town means a bursting pillar -box in every street on Monda
morning; the average citizen having abandoned his Sunday walk in order to overtake arrears of‘
correspondence . .

These difficulties are increased almost to nightmare proportions in war-time. Normally, Post
Office  employees are mostly men d sorters, mailbag handlers, drivers, postmen, and of course, the 4
large engineering staff .

With the coming of war thousands of these are spirited awayto sterner duties: in the huge Parcel
Section at Mount Pleasant in London, by 1944, all actual sorting had to be done by novices who had
taken the places of regular sorter .

A Government Department in need of staff has to apply for it, like humbling institutions, to the
Ministry of Labour. Thus, the Post Office was constrained in due course to delegate the greater
part of its work, some of it very strenuous work indeed, to 0 n edinectable womeno This official
designation is not so derogatory asit sounds: it merely meansthat these ladies must be volunteers,
above or below a certain age and, therefore, exempt from o d i r e.¢ tMosb of them ranked as
0t e mp o wakerg émployed for the duration only, and were not eligible for a pension. Presently,
all over the country, women were sorting letters, handling parcels, driving vans, repairing motor
vehicles in Post Office garages and trampling the roads as postmen in all weathers .

L
Even so the supply of Post Office labour was found to be nothing like equal to the demand,so0 p &
t i mehad © be bought in. It was difficult to train these, for they were busy on domestic work
as well, and had neither the time nor the energy for a thorough course of instruction . [Any one of
them might already have spent a couple of hours standing in a fish queue before comingto the Post
Office training school that morning.] But they did their best, and o n eliest is a lot. Some of
them were borrowed for short periods from the Services, and since a sailor or soldier is never s
happy as when he is doing something which is not his proper job, these worked with a will. .
At the time of the Christmas rush all help was acceptable. Age and youth were equally welcome.
At one sorting table in London a week before Christmas these eyes beheld, in the course of a sing
afternoon, a retired bank manager in grey spats, an elderly spinster from South Kensington, ‘
policeman off duty, the mother of afamily from Pal m&reénsao c | i pnpniferd, and a ho:
of schoolchildren [or ¢ j u v e nincluding @ pair of indistinguishable twin -sisters from a school i
Tottenham, all working like veterans and obviously enjoying the job. Over 80,000 meals wer
served in the canteen that week.

All over the country, in great centres like Manchester and Glasgow, Liverpool and Birmingha
similar scenes of ordered turmoil were being enacted, and by Christmas morning, war-time or
not a letter or parcel had been left undelivered .

.
Before conducting this introductory survey of the Post office in war-time it will be interesting t
remind ourselves that the postal services of our country are now just over 300 years old. In 1683
King Charles | enjoined one Thomas Withering to organise a State Service for the Conveyanceol
Private Letters from London to Chester, Holyhead, and thence to Ireland ¢ a nta bring bacl
answers from all places onthat road within six days.6 That service maintained [and expanded to al ?

L}

extent undreamed of by King Charles or Mr Withering] in good times and in bad ever since.
.i
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After the London Fire. Telegraph messengers accepting messages in the street.




OUNT PLEASANT is the largest Post Office in the world, and few Londoners have seen it. It

cupies a site some nine acres in the Borough of Finsbury not far fro Gr a yink sRoad, midway
etween Ki n @réss and Farringdon Street Stations .

s name, as Artemus Ward might have said, is 0 r o6 @ r c a sfariak thé beginning of the
ineteenth century 6 Mo umlt e a sveasa héige rubbish heap which stood upon some rising ground
erlooking the Fleet River, outside the walls of London City. In due course the Mount itself
sappeared and its site was occupied by a House of Correction knownas Cold Bath Prison. It wasa
Jebtors prison as late as 1885. A Post office building began to take its place a year or two later,

ut did not achieve final form until 1934, when the present imposing premises, housing some 6,000
,000 Post Office  workers, were completed .

-

ing the war an acreage of such extent was not likely to go scot free from the bombs of the
strious Hun, and Mount Pleasant was hit altogether nine times.

most disabling of these blows was dealt by a single bomber and a single bomb, which, on June
, 1943, completely gutted the Parcels Section, a building of three storeys. The section was
ved pro tem. to the Agricultural Hall, Islington, but was back after a year. The new Parcels
ction is still something of a makeshift, comprising only one storey above ground and lacking most
the latest time -saving gadgets; but, with its uninterrupted floor -space it could, and does, handle
nighty volume of postal traffic for all that . The sorting -floor alone covers two-and-a-half acres.

he

d olarg®st postal services are centred in Mount Pleasant and the King Edward Building
ady mentioned] in the heart of the City. KE.B., as it is usually called, takes care of the
strict known as E.C. [and many other places] for London addresses, and houses the highly

portant Foreign Section responsible for despatching the great bulk of the correspondence
addressed to places abroad.

But for the moment we are concerned with Mount Pleasant.

he Mount Pleasant Building, besides the vast Parcels Section, also houses the Inland Section &in
ther words the section which deals with the letters for the Provinces, and for that matter letters

assing through London from one provincial district to another ..

eneath Mount Pleasant lies the largest and most important station of the Post Office Railway, an
stitution which deserves more than a passing word.

ost of us have heard vaguely of the existence of such a railway, but few have seenit. It runs
)m east to west at an average depth of 70 feet d&like the ordinary Tubes.

—

Londonds

Signalling the control cabin that the

The trains are driverless.

train is ready to proceed..

The Post Office has
its own underground
railway, 70 ft. below
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