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In the early 19th Century mail from the West Indies took about a month or even longer to travel the 
four thousand miles to Europe. Dependant on the vagaries of wind and war, mail by sailing ship 
provided a very slow and unpredictable service. 

The advent of steamships offered a considerable opportunity to speed up the mail. The first to 
exploit this were the Dutch who sent the paddle steamer ‘Curacao’ to the Dutch West Indies in 
1827 (Figure 1). Her return journey took 25 days. British Admiralty packets - small 6 gun brigs - 
carrying mail to the UK just couldn’t compete. Figure 2 shows mail from the quickest sailing ship 
journey of the time that I have recorded (29 days transit time). 
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The introduction of steamer mail between the Caribbean and the UK had an immediate effect on 
the time it took to get the mail home (Figure 3). It also, eventually, reduced variability in journey 
time. Initial problems in establishing routes and the use of paddle steamers to traverse very large 
waves were eventually overcome. By the late 1850’s the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company could 
rightly claim that it provided a reliable scheduled mail service between the Caribbean and the UK. 

 

Figure 3 

Slowness has a habit of returning to this route. Anyone who sends a postcard home today would 
appreciate that things can still work slowly between the Tropics and Europe.  

This article is dedicated to the memory of Joe Robertson, a first class researcher of tropical postal 
history, one of whose last acts was to send me a postcard from the West Indies. Sadly it arrived 
after he had died. 
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