Carrying the Mail from Victoria

Purpose
This exhibit explains the development of eatly foreign mail from the Australian colony of Victoria. The pur-
pose is to illustrate how:
e improvements in maritime transport changed Victoria’s outgoing mail routes;
e speeds, routes and schedules of mails were altered by economic events and wars;
e changes in rates and postal treaties influenced a sender’s mailing options.

Scope & Organization

The period shown begins in the 1830s, when what is now the state of Victoria was the Port Phillip District,
a relatively undeveloped part of the British colony of New South Wales. It continues through the Crown’s rec-
ognition of Victoria as a separate colony in 1850, and ends with Victoria’s 1891 membership in the UPU.

The covers are organized first by transportation era, as defined by the predominant types of ships available
at the time. The progression of these eras demonstrates the evolution of mail conveyance from reliance entirely
on private, unscheduled sailing ships to contract steamships plying a number of different routes. The time spans
of each era were influenced by geopolitical factors outside of Victoria’s control.

Within each era, covers are organized by route and carrier. It is important to recognize that rates and routes
can span the boundaries between eras. For example, a cover’s outgoing ship fee was the same whether conveyed
under sail or by steamer. The date brackets for the four transportation eras shown are approximate, and overlap:

e The Age of Sail: Private Ships & Toulmin Packets 1837-1853

e The First Contract Steamship Service 1852-1856

e Return to Sail in the Crimean War: The Clipper Ships 1854-1857

e Return of Contract Steamship Service 1856-1891
Background

The first few Port Phillip District settlers arrived in 1835, grew to 224 by November 18306, and to 3,511 by
late 1838. The population of the District—an area the size of Minnesota—did not surpass 50,000 until late
1848. This explains why letters from Victoria before the 1851 gold rush are uncommon. Letters sent be-
fore the Iate 1840s are rare. Important covers are framed in bright blue.

The first post office opened in April 1837 in Melbourne, the primary port and departure point for nearly all
foreign mail, whether direct or via Sydney. Overland mail to Sydney was available from January 1838, but took
more than four days and was subject to aboriginal attacks, so most mail to Sydney went via ship.

Melbourne
Port Phillip District / Victoria
The red route is the path from Sydney
of Sir Thomas Mitchell’s 1836 land
survey, which opened southwestern
New South Wales for settlement.
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The Age of Sail Via Cape Horn
Noncontract Sailing Ship

Via Melbourne & Sydney

8 May 1838, Weribee, Port Phillip District

3d ship-letter fee paid
Revenue cutter Prince George, Melbourne 21 May to Sydney
Barque Cecilia, Sydney 8 September to Deal, arrived 22 January 1839
London rated 1/4 due: 4d India letter rate, 1s inland from Deal to Exeter
Received 26 January 1839 260 days

Only two earlier foreign-mail letters are known from the Port Phillip District

The fastest route to England passed below New Zealand’s South Island to ride the Southern
Ocean’s strong westerlies, the “roaring forties” and “furious fifties”. In the North Atlantic the
route veered westward to avoid adverse winds and currents along the African coast.



