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Cyril R H Parsons looks at some of the Travelling Post Office 
carriages now in the care of heritage railways following the demise 
of the service in 2004 and highlights their place in both postal and 
railway history. As construction of the Mail Rail Experience at the 
Postal Museum continues he also looks briefly at preserved Mail 
Rail cars.

The withdrawal of the last of Britain’s 
travelling post offices (TPOs) after the 
night of 9/10 January 2004 gave heritage 
railways the opportunity to acquire 
examples of redundant rolling stock. 
Some of those carriages were over 40 years 
old when the service ceased, but a few 
much older carriages had already been 
preserved in heritage railway centres. The 
first experimental TPO ran in 1838 as a 
means of accelerating letters; the story of 
the development of the service and the 
parallel evolution of carriage design is 
fascinating. Some heritage railway centres 
that include these carriages in their 
collections are helping to keep memories 
of the TPOs in the public consciousness 
through attractive exhibitions and 
demonstrations linked to the preserved 
carriages.

After giving 75 years’ service, Mail 
Rail, the two-foot gauge railway that 
ran beneath London, was moth-balled 
by Royal Mail in 2003. That railway ran 
between Paddington in west London 
and Eastern District Sorting Office in 
Whitechapel in the east. Recently GSM 
published a two-part article by Len 
Stanway in which he outlined the history 
of this unique railway. 

Thus it seemed appropriate to include 
here reference to rolling stock from both 
these railways; greater emphasis is given 
to the TPOs, in part because more TPO 
stock has been preserved and so is on show 
across a wider area of England and Wales. 
Table 1 discloses the names, addresses 
and other contact information of heritage 
railways understood to have in their 
collections either or both types of stock.

Veteran stock
The design of the carriages, including the 
TPOs, used in the early days of the railways 
varied widely, in part because of the 
diversity of those first railway companies, 
in some instances serving a relatively small 
area. Sadly, none of the early four or six-
wheel vehicles have survived.

The oldest surviving TPO carriage is 
West Coast Joint Stock (WCJS) No 186 
that dates from 1885. The term ‘joint 
stock’ relates to an agreement between 
the London & North Western Railway and 
the Caledonian Railway to pool sufficient 
postal stock to permit the London-

Aberdeen duties to be worked by the same stock throughout. For some years this carriage 
has been on display at the National Railway Museum (NRM) at York (Fig 1). Visitors can view 
the sorting frames and other fittings inside the carriage over a half-door. A replica built by 
the London Midland & Scottish Railway of the first TPO carriage to mark the centenary in 
1938 of TPO service is also to be seen at the NRM.

In 1999, what is now the Postal Museum acquired London & North Western Railway No 
20 sorting carriage from the Birmingham Railway Museum. The carriage was very badly 
dilapidated and underwent extensive restoration before it went on public display in spring 
2007 at what is now the Crewe Heritage Centre (Fig 2). The carriage dates from 1908 and 
until 1940 saw service on the Crewe to Holyhead ‘Irish Mail’ route. It was not withdrawn 
until 1961, so during its working life it was modified considerably, in particular with regard 
to its number which changed three times and to the different liveries of the successors to 
the L&NWR. However, before restoration commenced the decision was made to restore it 
as far as possible to its original L&NWR livery, though the carriage retained its final number 
(30244). The carriage was quite advanced for its time with steam heating and the added 
luxury of a toilet! In common with the WCJS carriage the sorting frames and other interior 
fittings can be viewed over a half-door (Fig 3). The carriage is currently on loan at the 

Fig 1 West Coast Joint 
Stock carriage dating 
from 1885 (left) and 
one end of the replica 
of the first TPO carriage 
built to mark the 
centenary of TPOs in 
1938 (right). Both can 
be seen at the National 
Railway Museum in York

Travelling Post Offices and Mail Rail 
Cars at Heritage Railway Centres

By Cyril R H Parsons

Fig 2 Restored L&NWR 
sorting carriage at 
Bressingham Steam & 
Gardens. Image © Royal 
Mail Group Ltd, courtesy 
of the Postal Museum

Gardens. Image © Royal 
Mail Group Ltd, courtesy 
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Bressingham Steam & Gardens in Norfolk 
but may be moved before the 2017 season. 

Great Western Railway stowage van 
No 814 built in 1940 has also been 
preserved. This carriage, complete with 
exchange apparatus, saw service on the 
Great Western TPO until 1959 when it 
was transferred to Southern Region. The 
Didcot Railway Centre, which already had 
erected line-side apparatus, acquired the 
carriage in 1975. This heritage centre 
started demonstrating the use of exchange 
apparatus in 1979. In the late 1990s the 
Nene Valley Railway (NVR), that operates 
near Peterborough, erected exchange 
apparatus and before it had acquired and 
restored its own TPO carriages it borrowed 
No 814 from the Great Western so that it 
could demonstrate the apparatus (Fig 4).

At least three of the seven TPO carriages 
built for Southern Railway in 1939 have 
been preserved. Sorting carriages Nos 
4920 and 4922 are respectively at NVR 
and the Bluebell Railway in East Sussex. 
The former (Fig 5) is understood to have (Fig 5) is understood to have (Fig 5)
been fitted out as a museum, while the 
latter sometimes ran in special trains 
run in conjunction with the Bluebell’s 
railway letter service but has not been 
seen recently. The Pontypool & Blaenavon 
Railway in South Wales has stowage van 
No 4958 that is used primarily as a storage 
coach. Unusually, these Southern Railway 
TPO vehicles are painted in the railway’s 
green livery.

In view of the number of TPO routes 
that the London, Midland & Scottish 
Railway (LMS) operated for the Post 
Office it seems strange that only two 
sorting carriages, both built at Wolverton, 
have survived. The Midland Railway Trust 
at Butterly in Derbyshire has No 30225 
that dates from 1939 and is open for 
visitors to inspect. Sometimes stewards 
are on hand to answer questions from 
visitors interested in the history of the 
TPO service and the carriage of mail by 
rail. The second, No 30272 built for British 
Rail in 1950 but to LMS-design, is at NVR. 
This carriage, believed to be undergoing 
restoration, gained some notoriety as it 
was included in the formation of the Up 
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Name Address Phone Website Notes

Amberley Museum & Heritage Centre Station Road, Amberley, Arundel BN18 9LT 01798 831370 www.amberleymuseum.co.uk Mail Rail only

The Bluebell Railway Sheffield Park Station, Uckfield TN22 3QL 01825 720800 www.bluebell-railway.co.uk TPO only

Bressingham Steam & Gardens Blooms Nurseries, Low Road, Bressingham, Diss IP22 2AA 01379 686900 www.bressingham.co.uk TPO only

Buckinghamshire Railway Centre Station Road, Quainton, Aylesbury HP22 4BY 01296 655720 www.bucksrailcentre.org TPO & Mail Rail

Colne Valley Railway Yeldham Road, Castle Hedingham, Halstead CO9 3DZ 01787 461174 www.colnevalleyrailway.co.uk TPO only

Didcot Railway Centre Station Road, Didcot OX11 7NJ 01235 817200 www.didcotrailwaycentre.org.uk TPO only
Gloucestershire Warwickshire Steam 
RailwayRailway

The Railway Station, Toddington, Cheltenham GL54 5DT 01242 621405 www.gwsr.com TPO only

Great Central Railway Great Central Road, Loughborough LE11 1RW 01509 632323 www.gcrailway.co.uk TPO only

Kirklees Light Railway Park Mill Way, Clayton West, Huddersfield HD8 9XJ 01484 865727 www.kirkleeslightrailway.com TPO only

Launceston Steam Railway St Thomas Road, Launceston PL15 8DA 01566 775665 www.launcestonsr.co.uk Mail Rail only

The Midland Railway Trust Butterley Station, Ripley DE5 3QZ 01773 570149 www.midlandrailway-butterley.co.uk TPO only

National Railway Museum Leeman Road, York YO26 4XJ 08448 153139 www.nmr.org.uk TPO only

Nene Valley Railway
Wansford Station, Old Great North Road, Stibbington, 
Peterborough PE8 6LRPeterborough PE8 6LR

01780 784444 www.nvr.org.uk TPO only

Pontypool & Braenavon Railway 13 Broad Street, Blaenavon, Pontypool NP4 9ND 01495 792263 www.pontypool-and-blaenavon.co.uk TPO only

Severn Valley Railway 1 Comberton Place, Kidderminster DY10 1QR 01562 757900 www.svr.co.uk TPO only

Table 1: Details of Heritage Railways having TPO & Mail Rail Stock

Fig 3 Interior of the 
L&NWR sorting carriage 
photographed at Crewe 
Heritage Centre, while visitors 
had unhampered access

Fig 4 GWR stowage van on 
loan at Nene Valley Railway 
for demonstrating mail bag 
exchange

Fig 3 Interior of the 
L&NWR sorting carriage 
photographed at Crewe 
Heritage Centre, while visitors 
had unhampered access

Fig 5 Southern Railway sorting 
carriage open for viewing 
at Wansford Station of Nene 
Valley Railway
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Fig 5 Southern Railway sorting 
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Special TPO that was involved in the Great 
Train Robbery in August 1963.

The Great Central Railway in Leicestershire 
has an LNER sorting carriage 70294 built at 
York in 1937 (Fig 6). This carriage first saw 
service on the East Coast main line services 
such as the North Eastern TPO and the 
London York and Edinburgh TPO until the 
1960s when it was transferred to the shorter 
East Anglia route.

Modern stock
Starting in 1959 British Rail built a total of 
96 sorting carriages, 40 stowage vans and 
nine brake stowage vans, the design being 
based upon the British Rail Mk 1 passenger 
stock. Some of the later carriages were 
‘recycled’ side-corridor passenger vehicles 
that had become surplus to requirements 
following Dr Beeching’s recommendations 
to close unprofitable routes in the mid-
1960s. During the 1960s, British Rail phased 
out steam traction, so by 1968 diesel or 
electric locomotives hauled all trains. As a 
consequence of these changes the need for 
exchange apparatus diminished; with trains 
reaching speed of up to 100mph the health 
and safety risks associated with using the 
apparatus were too great. 

The Great Train Robbery of 1963 led to a 
thorough review of carriage design. Carriages 
built after that date incorporated additional 
security features; also the size of glazed 
windows was reduced. As almost all TPOs 
then travelled at night windows had minimal 
use... except for checking who was on the 
platform at station stops. Thus there are three 
variants of the 1960s stowage vans – those with 
exchange apparatus still in situ, those with 
empty recesses that had accommodated the 
apparatus and those to which the apparatus 
was never fitted.

The first of the BR-built fleet of TPO 
stock to enter preservation was sorting 
carriage 80307. The Post Office donated it 
to the Severn Valley Railway (SVR) based 
in Kidderminster, the birth place of Sir 
Rowland Hill, in 1990 in connection with 
the 150th anniversary of the Penny Black. 
Co-incidentally, that year saw the silver jubilee 
of the SVR (Fig 7). That railway now has three 
of the BR-built sorting carriages, but only 
one, No 80300, is on display. No 80307 is now 
understood to be at the Great Central.

Table 2 lists by heritage railway the TPO 
stock now in preservation. The information 
disclosed in this and other tables has been 
taken from various sources including heritage 
railways’ websites and may not be up-to-
date. Although all the railways listed were 
contacted either by email or letter and invited 
to up-date the information about their TPO 
carriages or Mail Rail cars, not all responded. 
Thus readers wishing to visit heritage railways 
specifically to see TPO stock are strongly 
urged to contact the venue concerned in 
advance to confirm that the carriages they are 
interested in seeing will be on show on the 
date of their proposed visit. 

Some railways hold special events 
celebrating the carriage of mail by rail and, 
if available, demonstrate the exchange of 
pouches containing mail bags between TPO 
carriages and line-side apparatus (Fig 8).
These special events are certainly worth a visit 
as there is usually so much more to see and 
hear about the carriage of mail by rail than 
on a normal ‘steaming’ day.

Fig 6 LNER Fig 6 LNER 
sorting carriage sorting carriage 
on the Great on the Great 
Central Railway in Central Railway in 
LeicestershireLeicestershire

anniversary of the Severn 
Valley Railway and the 
150th anniversary of 
the Penny Black in 1990 
(Reduced)

Fig 7 Special cover 
marking the 25th 
anniversary of the Severn 

Name
Pre-1960 
Railway Co

BR Mk 1 
Sorting Carriages

BR Mk 1 
Stowage Vans

BR Mk 1 Stowage 
Vans with ExchangeVans with Exchange

The Bluebell Railway Southern – SC None None
Bressingham Steam & 
Gardens

LNWR – SC None None

Buckinghamshire 
Railway CentreRailway Centre

None 1 1 None

Colne Valley Railway None 1 2

Didcot Railway Centre GWR – SV None None
Gloucestershire 
Warwickshire Steam 
RailwayRailway

None None 4

Great Central Railway LNER – SC 4 3 (including 1 BSV)

Kirklees Light Railway None 1 None
The Midland Railway 
Trust

LMS – SC None None

National Railway 
Museum

WCJS – SC 
Replica of first TPOReplica of first TPO

None None

Nene Valley Railway
Southern – SC 
LMS – SC

2 3 (including 1 BSV) 2?

Pontypool & Braenavon 
RailwayRailway

Southern – SV None None

Severn Valley Railway None 3 None

Table 2: Types of Travelling Post Office Carriages at Heritage Railways

Key: SC = Sorting Carriage; SV = Stowage Van; BSV = Brake Stowage Van
Note: Not all the details above have been verified, so readers are strongly recommended to check with the Centre 
concerned in advance of a visit.

Fig 8 A demonstration at NVR Fig 8 A demonstration at NVR 
of exchange apparatus using of exchange apparatus using 
BR-built TPO stock in Royal BR-built TPO stock in Royal 
Mail red livery... even though Mail red livery... even though 
that livery was not introduced that livery was not introduced 
until well after the withdrawal until well after the withdrawal 
of the apparatusof the apparatus
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Heritage railways
No two heritage railways are the same. For 
example some, such as the Severn Valley 
in Worcestershire and Shropshire and the 
Great Central in Leicestershire, have miles 
of track over which they can let visitors 
experience travel behind a steam locomotive. 
Others, such as the Buckinghamshire and 
the Didcot (in Oxfordshire) railway centres, 
are confined to much smaller, compact sites 
occupying perhaps 25 acres, so train rides are 
of much shorter duration. However, other 
features amply compensate for that which 
is lacking in track mileage. For example the 
Buckinghamshire Railway Centre (BRC) has 
as its impressive visitor centre the former 
Oxford Rewley Road Station (Figs 9 and 10).
Generous funding from Oxford University 
and the Heritage Lottery Fund made possible 
the move brick by brick of this architecturally 
important listed building. 

Heritage railways generally depend to 
a greater or lesser extent upon volunteers 
to carry out many of the tasks necessary to 
keep them open to visitors. A significant 
proportion of today’s volunteers are retired, 
so there is a constant need to recruit new 
ones to take the place of those who are no 
longer able to carry on. As a consequence of 
individuals’ enthusiasm for particular aspects 
of heritage railways changing over time, the 
emphasis of particular railways also changes. 
For example one centre was for some months 
unable to demonstrate exchange apparatus 
until it could train sufficient volunteers to 
meet the health and safety obligations of 
giving such demonstrations.

BRC has a sorting carriage and a stowage 
van (Fig 11) both BR-built in the 1960s plus (Fig 11) both BR-built in the 1960s plus (Fig 11)
a general utility vehicle (GUV). Not one of 
these has exchange apparatus, but visitors 
can expect the following on each day that the 
carriages are open:

• Sorting carriage fitted out as it would 
have been while in service (Fig 12); also the (Fig 12); also the (Fig 12);
opportunity to have a go at sorting letters;

• Stowage van with a series of illustrated 
information posters summarising the history 
of moving mail by rail.

• GUV with a series of illustrated 
information posters (Fig 13) summarising (Fig 13) summarising (Fig 13)
the story of the Great Train Robbery that was 
committed locally and a tableau featuring a 
corner of the kitchen at the robbers’ hideout, 
Leatherslade Farm.

• Stewards willing and able to answer 
questions about the TPOs. Several are very 
knowledgeable on the subject and, having 
worked for the Post Office, can speak from 
experience of sorting and carrying out a 
range of duties associated with the TPOs. One 
steward who regularly collected the pouches 
of mail despatched by the Up Special at 
Leighton Buzzard in the early 1960 admits to 
not having seen the interior of a TPO sorting 
carriage until he joined the team of stewards 
in 2008!

The museum on the far side of the site 
houses, among many other objects, both large 
and small, Mail Rail car No 803 and a 240 cu 
ft Royal Mail van dating from 1946. This van 
would have been used for conveying mail 
bags between a local sorting office and the 
railway station, also for delivering bulk mail to 
larger customers. 

On Sunday, 14 August 2016 the 
Buckinghamshire Railway Centre will be 
staging its annual Moving the Mail event. 

This year the emphasis will be on Mail 
Rail, with the Centre hosting the Postal 
Museum’s travelling exhibition telling 
the story of that unique railway. One 
of the stewards will also be giving an 
illustrated talk about the same subject.
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Fig 9 Photographed at dusk Fig 9 Photographed at dusk 
the Visitor Centre at the BRC the Visitor Centre at the BRC 
– the former Rewley Road – the former Rewley Road 
Station removed from Oxford Station removed from Oxford 
brick by brick in 1999/2000. brick by brick in 1999/2000. 
Image © Ben JacksonImage © Ben Jackson

Fig 10 An interior view 
of the re-erected Rewley 
Road Station with a 
restored royal dining 
coach in the foreground

Fig 11 A stowage van 
and sorting carriage at 
Buckinghamshire Railway 
Centre ready to receive 
visitors

Fig 12 The interior of 
the sorting carriage at 
Buckinghamshire Railway 
Centre. A steward explains 
how letters were sorted. 
Note the hanging mail bags Note the hanging mail bags 
on the right ready to receive on the right ready to receive 
bundles of sorted lettersbundles of sorted letters

Fig 11 A stowage van 
and sorting carriage at 
Buckinghamshire Railway 
Centre ready to receive 
visitors

Fig 13 A visitor reading Fig 13 A visitor reading 
the story of the Great Train the story of the Great Train 
Robbery in the General Robbery in the General 
Utility Vehicle at the Utility Vehicle at the 
Buckinghamshire Railway Buckinghamshire Railway 
CentreCentre

Fig 14 A preserved Mail Rail Fig 14 A preserved Mail Rail 
car at the Amberley Museum & 
Heritage Centre in West Sussex. 
This example carries the green 
livery true to the period during 
which it was in service
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Name
Car No 
(1930)

Bogie Units Date Delivered Date Withdrawn Notes

Amberley Museum & 
Heritage Centre

808 213, 214 April 1931 June 1982
Previously at West Somerset 
Railway, MineheadRailway, Minehead

Buckinghamshire 
Railway CentreRailway Centre

803 203, 204 May 1931 April 1982

Launceston Steam 
RailwayRailway

761 119, 120 May 1930 ?

National Railway 
Museum

809 215, 216 April 1931 October 1977 ? In store

Science Museum 
Outstation

807 211, 212 April 1931 November 1981 ? In store

Table 3: Preserved Mail Rail Cars at Heritage Railways & CentresPreserved Mail Rail cars
Relatively few of these cars are in the 
collections of heritage railways and all 
of those identified are from the second 
generation of cars built in 1930 and 1931. 
Table 3 discloses details of the cars believed 
to be in the care of heritage railways. Figure 
14 shows one such car at the Amberley 14 shows one such car at the Amberley 14
Museum & Heritage Centre in West Sussex. Museum & Heritage Centre in West Sussex. 
In addition, cars from this era are in private In addition, cars from this era are in private 
ownership at the Beeches Light Railway in ownership at the Beeches Light Railway in 
Oxfordshire. Both the latter railway and the Oxfordshire. Both the latter railway and the 
Launceston Steam Railway run on two-Launceston Steam Railway run on two-
foot gauge tracks, so Mail Rail cars can on foot gauge tracks, so Mail Rail cars can on 
occasions be seen on the move, whereas occasions be seen on the move, whereas 
most of the others are in static displays. most of the others are in static displays. 

The original four-wheel Mail Rail cars The original four-wheel Mail Rail cars 
that went into service in 1927 suffered 
from a number of design faults, some 
of which had not taken account of tight of which had not taken account of tight 
curves on the tracks, particularly at 
places on the route where the trains 
could be turned around. This led to the could be turned around. This led to the 
introduction of the second generation 
cars. These cars each comprised at 
either end a four-wheel power bogie 
with the pair of bogies supporting a 
rigid body for carrying four-wheeled 
containers of mail. King pins at either 
end of the rigid body connected it 
to the smaller, trailing wheels of 
the bogie. About a dozen of the cars 
entered service during 1930 and car 761 at entered service during 1930 and car 761 at 
Launceston Steam Railway appears to 
be the only one from that first batch to be the only one from that first batch to be the only one from that first batch to be the only one from that first batch to 
have been preserved. The other four 
cars listed in the table entered service 
in the following year.

Of course the Postal Museum has 
examples of the 1927, 1930s and 1980s examples of the 1927, 1930s and 1980s 
cars in its collection so enthusiasts look cars in its collection so enthusiasts look 
forward to seeing these cars when the 
Mail Rail Experience opens in 2017.

Postmarks and 
commemorative covers
From 1860, that is when the Post 
Office first allowed customers to post 
letters into TPOs, datestamps were 
needed for cancelling the adhesives 
affixed to the letters to pre-pay 
the postage and the ‘late fee.’ The 
same datestamps also found use on 
internal documents. Examples of 
operational datestamps from that 
period are much sought after by 
enthusiasts.

During much of the 20th century collectors During much of the 20th century collectors 
seeking examples of slogan and special hand-seeking examples of slogan and special hand-
stamps could send their covers to the relevant stamps could send their covers to the relevant 
office for reposting. That reposting facility 
was not available for obtaining impressions 
from the TPOs’ operational datestamps. 
The only way was to post covers either onto 
the relevant TPO or, if there was one, in the 
Late Fee box, at a station served by the TPO. 
Groups of collectors organised ‘agents’, 
including some commercial enterprises, to 
arrange for covers to be posted to receive 
such datestamps. Thus from the 1970s 
examples of most operational datestamps are 
available on either plain or specially printed 
covers.

Starting in the late 1970s the Post Office 
introduced a number of revisions to the TPO 
Network with the overall aim of improving 
quality of service. Some of the revisions 
led to routes being changed, extended or 

withdrawn. Where existing services ceased, perhaps replaced with new TPOs operating over withdrawn. Where existing services ceased, perhaps replaced with new TPOs operating over 
different routes, covers were produced marking the last run of the old and the first run of the 
new (Figs 15 and 16). Of course, the steady decline in number of TPO routes over the 15 years 
before all ceased in 2004 led to some of the BR-built TPO stock becoming redundant.

A few of the heritage railways operate railway letter services and create commemorative 
covers sometimes linked to demonstrations of exchange apparatus (Fig 17).

As this article’s focus is on preserved TPOs, it is not the place to review the many railway-
related special postmarks including those linked to stamp issues depicting railways and 
locomotives including the one commemorating in 1980 the 150th anniversary of the opening 
of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway. However, we conclude with a cover (Fig 18) marking (Fig 18) marking (Fig 18)
the withdrawal of the last exchange apparatus in October 1971. 

Acknowledgements
The author is grateful to other members of the TPO Group at BRC, particularly those who 
in the past worked for the Post Office, for sharing information about how the service used to 
operate. He also acknowledges with thanks those who have provided photographs to illustrate 
this article. Unattributed photographs are the author’s own. By engaging with visitors that had 
railway or Post Office connections he also learned more about the railway side of operating the 
TPOs; he really values those conversations.

Fig 15 Last Fig 15 Last 
day cover day cover 
from the from the 
Highland TPO Highland TPO 
that ceased in that ceased in 
October 1978 October 1978 
(Reduced)(Reduced)

Fig 16 Last day Fig 16 Last day 
cover from the cover from the 
Derby–London TPO Derby–London TPO 
that ceased in May that ceased in May 
1995 its duties 1995 its duties 
being absorbed by being absorbed by 
the new North East the new North East the new North East the new North East 
TPO (Reduced)TPO (Reduced)



Key developments in moving mail by rail 
First carriage by train. Mail was first carried by train in the UK on 
11 November 1830 on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway only 
eight weeks after the first passenger travelled on the railway. Within 
weeks the frequency and speed of the railway trains linking the two 
cities was having a damaging effect on the horse-drawn mail coach 
services and the contractors sought to surrender their obligations to 
provide a service.

First sorting carriage. In 1837 George Karstadt, a Post Office 
surveyor, suggested that letters could be sorted in moving railway 
wagons. On 20 January 1838 the proposal was first tested using a 
converted horsebox forming part of a train on the Grand Junction 
Railway travelling between Birmingham and Liverpool. Thus was 
born what are known today as TPOs. On 22 May 1838 the first 
regular TPO ran between London, Euston and Denbigh Hall 
(north of Bletchley). The number of services grew rapidly during 
the 19th century as the railway network expanded, but declined 
steadily since 1914.

Exchange apparatus. A significant disadvantage of steam traction 
was the locomotives’ poor acceleration from a standing start and 
even worse their inability to stop where required. For this reason 
trains including TPO carriages did not stop at all stations to which 
they were due to despatch mail. Instead from the earliest days mail 
bags were despatched by throwing them onto the platform, while 
bags were hung from a pole so that the mail guard could pick them 
up. Even with trains travelling at 25 mph (three times faster than a 
horse-drawn mail coach) both the mail and bystanders were at risk, 
when mail bags were being exchanged in this way!

These problems led to the development of apparatus for TPOs 
to both receive and despatch mail while moving. The line-side 
apparatus comprised standards erected beside railway tracks and 
from which leather pouches containing mailbags were suspended in 
readiness for despatch to a moving TPO. The passing train caught 
the pouch or pouches in a net on the side of the TPO. 

To despatch pouches containing mailbags from the moving TPO, 
they were suspended from traductor arms. Shortly before the TPO 
was due to make a despatch the arm was put out over the track. 

Upon impact the pouches dropped into a netted enclosure next to 
the line-side apparatus.

John Ramsay, a senior Post Office clerk, developed the original 
apparatus, which was first tested successfully in Britain on the 
London and Birmingham Railway at Boxmoor (near Hemel 
Hempstead) on 30 May 1838. On 27 October 1838 apparatus at 
Boxmoor, Berkhamsted and Leighton Buzzard was brought into 
regular use. In 1852 the Post Office introduced an improved design 
of exchange apparatus proposed by John Dicker, an inspector of 
mail coaches. This system continued in use, largely unchanged, for 
119 years.

Corridor connection. For much of the 19th century most TPO 
vehicles, both sorting carriages and stowage vans, were four or 
six-wheeled and rarely more than 30ft (9 metres) long. Following 
the invention of bogies in about 1874, vehicle length could be 
doubled to around 60ft (18 metres). Ideally, once letters had been 
sorted and bagged, the sorting staff wanted those bags moved out 
of their way and into the stowage van. However, until the corridor 
connection (gangway) had been developed such transfer of bags 
was possible only when the train stopped at a station.

In the 1860s the Post Office funded experiments to develop 
gangways, which were first brought into use in Great Western, 
South Eastern and London & North Western vehicles. Following 
difficulties with early models the Post Office adopted in 1869 
an improved version patented by George Lansdowne in 1864. 
Thus today’s passengers regularly using corridor connections 
on passenger trains should be grateful to the Post Office for 
encouraging this aspect of design of passenger carriages!

End of the line, almost. The last remaining TPOs ran for the last 
time on the night of 9/10 January 2004; the carriage of pre-sorted 
mail by rail ceased at about the same time. However, by December 
2004 Royal Mail resumed small-scale movement of Christmas mail 
in closed carriages. Subsequently it negotiated a new contract with 
a different freight provider and resumed using its Class 325 electric 
multiple units (EMUs) to move pre-sorted mail on both the West 
Coast Mail Line between London and Glasgow and on the East 
Coast Main Line between London and Newcastle upon Tyne.
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Fig 17 A very philatelic 
cover from the Didcot 
Railway Centre in 1995 
having been carried by 
the railway letter service 
and been despatched 
through exchange 
apparatus (Reduced)

Key developments in moving mail by rail 

Fig 18 Cover marking the Fig 18 Cover marking the 
demise after over 130 years demise after over 130 years 
of the exchange apparatus of the exchange apparatus 
(Reduced)(Reduced)
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