PILLARS OF THE COMMUNITY

The evolution of the British pillar box in the reign of Queen Victoria
INTRODUCTION

For over a century and a half, the pillar box has been a distinctive, practical and extremely popular feature on
the streets of Great Britain, This exhibil explores how the first pillar boxes came to be introduced, then follows
their evolution until the ideal designs were arrived at towards the end of Queen Victoria's reign. These
designs have remained standard up to the present day, and have also been used in locations across the globe.
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Inwvoice, dated 9% January 1885, featuring an illustration of a
stylised octagonal pillar box and the words ‘Manufacturers of

PAGES  the Registered Gully & Universal Pillar Post Office’. Though
the firm fud lost the contract 28 years earlier, Johm M Butt &
1 Company were still proud of the fact that they used to supply
1 pillar boxes for the Gloucester, Western and Southern Districts.
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1. BEFORE THE PILLAR BOX 1.1 Reasons behind the lack of pillar boxes

Betore 1839 postage was usuallv paid on the deliverv of a letter.
[tems were therelere unpaid freight, which the Pest Othice wanted
to keep as secure as possible, With mail volumes low due to the high
prives charged, and ne budget for staft to clear the boxes, the postal
authorities were reluctant to install letter boxes awayv irom post offices.
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From 1814 every post office
was obliged to have a letter
box on the outside for posting
unpaid letters, though some
were nstalled before this date,

Entare posted unpand from Beltast to Glemarm on 4% amuary 1819, charged 54, the
rate for a destaviie of betipden 25 and 35 Irish miles. The cover bears a Beltast muléage
dante-stamep avid “ oo Late” handstamp, as 1 mssed the coemng mail despatch.
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Some post offices and
receiving houses in
London  had letter
boxes where a lion's
mouth was carved as
the posting aperture.
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The closes| thing Lo

roadside letter boxes were the
Bellmen, who walked the streets of
London for one hour each evening,
ringing a bell and accepting letters
into a locked bag for a fee of one
permy. Letters were then carried to
the Ceneral Post Office in mail carts,

Outside London, equipment
was changed to meet local
needs: eg, using a basket
instead of a bag in Ware, and
blowing a horn in Morley
mstead of ringing a bell.

' ._ . _
LT T I I————

Error:
averprint offsel

tad



1.3 Griginator of the pillar box

1.2 Creating the need for pillar boxes I late 1849, arter seeing a letter in The Times, Rowland Hill
proposed an  expenment with a view to placing boxes
throughout T ondon. However, Hill's huge workload associated
with the new postal svsiem meant no turther action was taken,

Rowland Hill's postal reforms culminated in the adoption o Lo obtain the penny rate,

the Universal Penny Post on 104 January 1840, The low postage rates postage had to be pre-

meant that everyone could now afford to send a letter, and usage soared. paid by the sender. The
only way to do this was ' ; :
by taking the letter to a Ssewspiper [ty stamp applied fo The Limes. The
powk ke mvepeiing: pillhe st uali fied Hie weuspaper o foe pos b,

boxes sited away from
post offices were still not a
viable proposition,

Several members of the public
suggested  the introduction o
pillar  boxes, based on therr
travels in mainland  Furope:
some  liuropean countries had
roadside letter boxes long before
they were introduced to Britain,
tor example, |rance erected its
tirsl boxes as earlyv as 1633,

Wrapper sent from Derry to Dublin
ot 247 March 1840, unth ¢ "Pmd at
Derry / 1d" handstamp on the front
and an additional square "Paid’
mark of Dicblin dated 25% March.

This changed when stamps and postal stationery were introduced from 6™ May 1840. The public could
now buyv these items in advance, meaning only one visil to a post oftice was now required. Pillar boxes
sited away from post offices for the public to post their letters were now something worth considering,

LT nark appiied oo wvapper sent frome Sins te Vermins on 2000 Aaech TS Lotier
boces ine Deance conbarnend e den Hificabion stanep, aplied by e colleching posman.

Howewver, the person wuversally credited as the originator
of the pillar box in Great Britain is Anthony Trollope, better known
as a novehst, but who also worked tor the Post Office for 32 vears,
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2. THE TRIAL IN THE CHANNEL ISLANDS

2.1 Trollope’s plan
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In his role as a Western District Survevor's Clerk,
Anthony Trollope was sent to Jersey for twenty days in
November 1851 to improve postal services there.
Trollope suggested the use of pillar boxes to save the
public walking to the main post office to post a letter.

Trollope was aware of pillar boxes being in use in France and
obtained permission from the Jersey authorities for four pillar

also
boxes to be erected in St Telier, Irollope proposed

pillar boxes for Guernsey.

A drawing was produced and John
Vaudin, a local iron founder and blacksmith.
was commissioned to make the pillar boxes.

The three rear panels each carried a cast cipher and roval arms. The arms
are not those of Queen Victoria; thev date trom the reign of George III.
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2.2 Introduction in Jersey and Guernsey

In October 1852
blocks of granite
were installed to
act as bases for the
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public at four sites

new pillar boxes.

Reverse: gramite paper (marginal pair)

Painted red, the
pillar boxes were
opened to the

mn 5t Helier in
November 1852,

Guernsey  opened
six pillar boxes on
B February 1853,
including ‘No. 1" at
Union  Street  amd
others at Hauteville
and Elm Grove,

Whilst nene of the original Jersey boxes survive, the one in Union Street, Guernsey is still in use at its
original site, the oldest working pillar box in the British Isles. [t has become a tourist atiraction on the island!
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3. NON-STANDARD PILLAR BOXES

[he Postmaster of Jersey reported to London that
the experiment had been a success, [t was decided
therefore to extend pillar

boxes to the mainland.
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In 1854 Square boxes by Ashworth of Burnley
were used in the Northern District and also

by Trollope when he became a Survevor in

the north of Ireland.

3.1 Extension of the scheme to the mainland

The first

pillar box on
the mainland,
macde by
Abbott & Co.,
was opened at
Botchergate,
Carlisle in
September
1853,

[he Gloucester,
Western and Southern
Districts used octagonal
boxes cast
by John M Butt of
Gloucester from
December 1833,

Liverpool's first pillar
boxes, with gas lamps
on top, were supplied
locally by Bennett's
Foundry in 1854,
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in 1855 the Birmingham Disirict Survevor ordered
three pillar boxes in a fluled design from Smith &

Hawkes, a local toundry.
Due to an error, the boxes
were cast eight feel tall,
with a vertical aperture
ard a large crown on top.

In 1856 the design was
corrected, now forming
a doric column with a
simple cone replacing

' the former large crown.

A distinctive  gothic
VR’ cipher was placed
between the two bands
above the aperture.

3.2 Fluted pillar boxes
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One box was sent to London to be
viewed by the Postmaster General.

[t was erected at London Bridge.
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The Seuthern District Survevor began
to use Fluted boxes in his area;
one example is still in use al Eton.
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3.3 London'’s first pillar boxes
London had a large
network of receiving
houses, dating back to
the Tondon Pennv
Post. This negated the
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need for pillar boxes n |
the capital. |
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London Twopenny Post cover posted at the Aylesbury Sireet receiing house on 4% March 1339,
writh 3 charge mark, as bie destimation wws [sleworth in Mhe “vountry’ area, which cost 14, more

In 1854 Rowiand Tiill, the
newly appointed Secretary to
the Post Office, proposed pillar
boxes o reduce the cost of
receiving houses in London.
Hill asked about the design of
boxes In Pans, but preferred a

rectangular design

In April 1855 six pillar boxes, cast by
H & M D Grissell of Hoxton, were opened
at six locations in central London; "No. |
was located in Fleel Street. The boxes had
a sloping rool with a large ball on the top

Ty

The Postmaster General direcied
Hill to mwlude the disiance lrom
the General Post Ofthee in
5t Martins-le-Crand on each box.
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4. NATIONAL STANDARDISATION 4.1 Towards standardisation

Londoners hated the new pillar boxes; the press lampooned the boxes, likening them to stoves. In 1856 the
Department of Science & Art, created after the 1851 Greal Exhibition, was asked to produce a new design.

The dessgn was cvhindrical with a hexagonal base, and featured elaborate mouldings of lions” heads, thistles,
daftodils, shamrocks and roses (the flowers of the home nations). The boxes were made by Smith & Hawkes
and pamted bronze.
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Other mnovative teatures included a compass tile r
sel into the cap and a separate frame, holding the !
collection plate, attached to the nearest lamp post.
|
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For the rest of the country, the
‘Ornate’ box, bul without the |
ormamentation, was introduced. ‘
Only one example remains in use,

al Kent Railway Station in Cork.

# |FROM PILLAR TO POST
® [HILSIHINYI HALYIUD

08.10.02

The new boxes opened in
1857, Although primarily for
London use, some ‘Ornate’
pillar boxes were deploved in
large cities like Manchester.
This was the beginning of the
move towards full national
standardisation. The standard
colour became green,

10



Ihe ‘Omate’ and 'Feonemy Ornate’ pillar boxes were too
small for large cities like Liverpool, where, unlike London,
newspapers as well as letters could be posted. Policemen
had to be deploved to stand by overflowing boxes.
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4.2 First national standard and objections

In 1859 an improved design, cast by

Cochrane

& Co. of Dudley was

introduced, to be used across the
country and available in large and
small sizes, for citv and provincial use,
The small version in use in Rochdale
was surmounted by a lamp post.

MAURITIUS

i e e o T

A new stvle box was

trialled in the cty in
1858, but local children
stole items from it so it

was swiftly removed,

Even the large version ol the new box was not big enough for the Postmaster of Liverpool. In 1863, after a long
battle with the postal authorities, seven extra-large pillar boxes were made by Cochrane for use in the city.,
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I'he ‘Liverpool Specials’ leatured rope bands and a large crown on top,
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4.3 Penfold pillar boxes
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Sir Rowland Hill
retired in 1864
and was replaced
as Secretary by
John Tilley.
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Tilley favoured a hexagonal shape tor tuture pillar boxes.

| W Pentold, an architect, was asked to prepare some designs. He

™
: was inspired by the classical Tower of the Winds in Athens, a water
Ik tower adormed with the wind deities, and the Temple of the VWinds
i at Mount Stewart, in northern lreland.
:; .
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Pentold’s design included k Er 3

the roval arms and a cap E i i E :
decorated with acanthus E | | ; i
leaves, surmounted El | 2 3

by an acanthus bud. T o . 1I

T

In an etfort to please evervone, three sizes
were cast by Cochrane & Co.: Type A, large;

Type B, small; and ' Asﬂgm
Tyvpe C, medium. = [
: o B 10
Eﬁmnmsg' : e | posane o
3

b a——

i

T T T

4
|

o . ———

Rowal Matl "Smart Stamrp’ 2% (lass postage paid impring



3 Penfold pillar boxes
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[he Pentold pillar box
urderwent some design
changes during its 13
vear preduction run
trom 1866 to 1879 the
original  specitication
had the aperture above
the coat-of-arms.
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Provvter's prowef of fromel comer (hrte- oot blogk of four)

Because letters were

| becoming trapped, it was decided to lower the
aperture, changing places with the royal arms

I 1874 the colour was changed trom green fo red.

lhe final, design change saw the cipher moved
| up the box, changing places with the notice
' holder. The public had to stoop to view the
collection times!
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pillar boxes, i two sizes,
remained in use until the end of Victoria's

5. LATE VICTORIAN PILLAR BOXES

5.1 Reversion to cylindrical shape

The Office ol Works reverted to
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a plain,

cvlindrical design, as il was much cheaper to
make. [n 1879 the firm of Andrew Handvside
produced {wo sizes. The aperture was placed
under the cap to keep the elements al bav.

17 Oct. 1970
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In 1887 the Secretary was
asked if the omission ol

a cipher or the words ‘Post Office’ was intentional.
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In 1874 the lower price of coal and the improved iron trade led John Tilley to ask the Office of Works,
a government body, to seek resh tenders for the manufacture of pillar boxes.

In 1883 the aperture
position was lowered
because letters were
becoming trapped in
the top of the boxes.

It was an oversight, so the Secretary ordered the

reign in 1901,
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As letters were gelting larger
it was decided to enlarge the
design of the aperture in 1900.

cipher, etc, should appear on all tuture castings,
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[he idea

ol

5.2 Introduchion

of dual aperture pillar boxes

a mulk-

aperture pillar box was first
mn 1857, when
Rowland Hill divided the

submitted

capital into
postal districts. The bex,
based on the ‘Ornate’, had

a slot for each district, Tt . ?q

was never adopted.

tem

wee BF AR

oyal Makl

Stampa

% i

TV

AR AR AR AL
g\.
]

LA i

VTS

‘v
o

Bl R R R

Tomsbrle Pillorbws 100

[N e

thterieaf
fro T9H)
‘Irefand’s
Postage: a
History"
prestige
booklet,

Years later, in 1896, a postal

official of the EC District

suggested dual aperture

pillars with compartments

for London’ and 'Country’

letters.
A successful experiment was
conducted with two wall-
mounted boxes placed side
by side in Telegraph Street.
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Entire sent within the Western Cendral Dhsbrict on
|| T9% [aprriary 1859; the shamp has beew convelled by a
8 WC 17 obliterator, The semder has mcluded e
Y postal distriet in the address.
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In 1982 ie third series on o theme of Irish
Arehiiohue theoagih The Aats Wt sushed
and the 9 designs in this set somse of
the best known buildings of Ireland from St.
MucDura's Church i
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6. LEGACY OF THE VICTORIAN PILLAR BOX
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Ihe three sizes of pillar box in use at the end of Queen Victoria's reign have remained standard through
subsequent reigns, to the present day. They have been exported to areas of British influence across the world
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Some foreign countries with no links to Britain have also adopted the British style of pillar box,
sometimes even copying the red colour scheme.

I'he cvlindrical pillar box has become such an iconic item, asked to imagine or draw a pillar box. most
people would come up with an identical response: a black base with a red body, topped off by a cap.
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