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THE POSTAL SERVICE - EARLY HISTORY
1516

Henry VII establishes a “Master of the Posts”, a position which
later evolves into the office of the Postmaster General.

1635

Charles I makes the postal service available to the public,
with the cost of postage being paid by the recipient.

1654

Oliver Cromwell grants a monopoly over the mail delivery
service in England to the “Office of Postage”.

1657

Fixed postal rates are introduced.

1660

Charles II establishes the General Post Office.

1661

The postage date stamp is first used and the first Postmaster
General is appointed.

1784

The first mail coach is introduced between Bristol and
London. Early mail coaches were similar to ordinary family
carriages but bore the Post Office livery.

1793

Uniformed postmen appear on the streets for the first time.

1830

The first mail train from Liverpool to Manchester Railway
makes its first deliveries.

1831

The official Postal Service arrives in Porlock
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The Royal Mail Coach – London to Bristol
© The Postal Museum (www.postalmuseum.org)
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EARLY DAYS ON EXMOOR
Until recently, Exmoor was a comparatively isolated place
and the postal service as we know it was late arriving in this
part of the country. Navigating the rugged terrain was
difficult and until 1970 mail was routinely delivered on foot or
horseback, following old postal routes across the moor.
Walking routes could be 15 miles or more and posties would
often carry basic supplies such as food and medicines, and
pass on local news between outlying villages and farms. A
postie would carry mail from one village or farm to another,
delivering and collecting as he went until he reached the
limit of his area when he would leave any undelivered mail
to be collected by the postie for the neighbouring area.
As roads improved, motorbikes and vans took over deliveries
and ponies were no longer needed. One of the last ridden
rounds on Exmoor was ridden by William Blackmore in the
1960s.
In November 2017, Dr Helen Blackman, archivist at the
Exmoor Society’s Dulverton Resource Centre, and Lisa
Clarke, a volunteer at the Moorland Mousie Trust’s Exmoor
Pony Centre, set out on two Exmoor Ponies to re-trace the 12
miles of William Blackmore’s postal route from Withypool
through Lanacre, Blackland and Hillway and back to
Withypool.

www.exmoorsociety.com
www.moorlandmousietrust.org.uk
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William Blackmore, Mounted Postman.
Photo by kind permission of The Barbara Adams Collection

Lanacre Bridge
Dr Helen Blackman riding Abbi & Lisa Clarke riding Fudge
Photo ©Barry Hitchcox 2017

1831

A Local Penny Post service is organised in Porlock
by a local carrier via Taunton General Post Office.
A Local Post is a mail service that operates only within a
limited geographical area such as a town or a single
transportation route.
In its early days the Post Office network operated only on
trunk routes along important lines of communication and
many towns and villages were without an official Receiving
House where people could collect or send mail.
In areas where there was no Post Office, it was legal for
anyone to carry mail themselves, or to employ someone to
take their mail for them, to the nearest General Post Office.
These non-official carriers would also bring mail back from
the General Post Office - for a fee.

An Act of 1765 gave the Post Office legal authority to set up
Local Penny Posts for any town, though few were created
until the early nineteenth century. A single uniform postage
rate of one penny per letter was charged, within the area,
subject to a weight limit, usually around 4oz.

Some larger Penny Posts were
divided into a central town area
and an outlying country area, with
letters to or from the latter paying
an extra charge of one penny. If
posted in one Penny Post and
delivered by another, both
pennies were charged and
delivery charges were often
noted on the letter.
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1836

The wording suggests Mr Ancell owned the Post Office. Was
he the Postmaster in 1836?
(A Britschka was a long, spacious carriage with a folding top over the rear
seat and a rear-facing front seat. It was constructed to give space for
reclining at night when used on a journey and could be adapted with all
manner of conveniences (beds, dressing tables etc.) for the traveller, making
it a 19th-century equivalent to a motor-home. Wikipedia)

1845

Porlock is issued with its own undated circular handstamp.
This is an implement used to apply a postmark by hand.
Letters could be either pre-paid by the sender, or post-paid
by the recipient, and the letter was handstamped
accordingly to indicate which. It was not until 1859 that it
became compulsory for all letters to be pre-paid using an
adhesive stamp.
Following the introduction of the Penny Black stamp in 1840,
applying the postmark prevented the re-use of the same
stamp.
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1859

Porlock starts selling money orders.

The UK money order system was established by a private firm
in 1792 but the high fees made it unpopular. Around 1836
the system was sold to another private firm which lowered
the fees and significantly increased its popularity and usage.
Seeing its potential, the Post Office took over the system in
1838, further reducing the fees and thereby increasing usage
and profitability.
A disadvantage of the system was that funds had to be sent,
by the purchaser, to the paying Post Office before payment
could be made to the recipient of the order, a possible
reason for the later establishment of the somewhat simpler
Postal Order System.

1861

Porlock becomes a Savings Bank office.

In 1861 Palmerston’s Government passed the Post Office
Savings Bank Act, enabling the General Post Office to
provide a simple savings scheme for ordinary wage earners
so they could "provide for themselves against adversity and
ill health".
It soon attracted many customers eager to find a safe place
for their savings.
Backed by the Exchequer, the money deposited in the Post
Office Savings Bank (POSB) was used by the Chancellor,
William Gladstone, to offset against public spending. This was
a simple way for the government to borrow money and
meant the POSB could pay a good rate of interest.
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1864

Royal Mail coaches are running daily between Williton &
Lynton via Porlock

ROYAL MAIL COACH Leaving Williton Railway Station, daily, (Sundays
excepted,) after the arrival the 2.49 p.m. train from Taunton, passing
through Dunster, Minehead, (where fifteen minutes will be allowed for
refreshments,) Porlock, and Lynmouth, arriving at Lynton about 7 p.m.
The above coach will leave Lynton 7.15 a.m., daily, (Sundays
excepted,) passing through Lynmouth, Porlock, Minehead, (where
fifteen minutes will be allowed for refreshments,) and Dunster, arriving
Williton time for the 12.36 p.m. train to Taunton, which meets the up
and down Express and Parliamentary trains. “Prince of Wales” and
“Pilot” Coaches Now run daily, (Sundays excepted,) to and from
Minehead, and the Williton Railway Station, as follows: Leave
MINEHEAD, 7.20 a.m., and 11.0 a.m. Leave WILLITON, 2.49 p.m, and
6.44 p.m. Passengers obtaining Tourists’ Tickets for the return journey, for
Dunster, Minehead, Porlock, Lynmouth, Lynton, and Ilfracombe, should
leave Taunton on the 2-5 pm, train, which is due at Williton at 2.49 p m.
Parties wishing to secure places and other information will please
address - Preddy and Thristle, General Coach Office, Feathers Hotel,
Minehead.
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The coaches stopped at the Ship Inn where two additional
horses were harnessed up before attempting the haul up
infamous Porlock Hill. A lad from the Inn would ride up with
the coach to bring back the horses once they had reached
the top. Passengers frequently disembarked and walked up;
mainly to lighten the load but also, no doubt, because it was
safer than sitting on top while negotiating the hill. It was not
unknown for passengers to go to sleep and fall off – the
origin of the saying “to drop off”.

negotiating the ‘devil’s elbow’ part way down Porlock Hill
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1871

Drusilla Jane Hawkins is Postmistress. Her husband is William
Hawkins, boot and shoemaker.

1872

The Royal Mail Coach runs daily between Williton and
Porlock
West Somerset Free Press. 1872
NOTICE. THE ROYAL MAIL COACH, Prince of Wales,” will continue
during the winter months to run daily to Porlock, leaving the Williton
Railway Station at 2.51, and reaching Porlock at 6 p.m. Leaving Porlock
9.30 a.m., and arriving Williton at 12. PREDDY and THRISTLE, Proprietor.

The journey took approximately 3 hours each way.

1870s
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1874

Porlock becomes a Minehead RSO

An RSO is a Railway Sub Office receiving correspondence
from a travelling post office.
A Head Post office is usually the main post office in a town or
city. A sub post office serves outlying areas, not necessarily
providing a full range of services, and is normally responsible
to a Head Office.
Most sub post offices collected mail locally, bagged it, and
sent the unsorted bags to their Head Office to be sorted. The
sorted bags were then returned to the sub post office for
delivery in their local area.
An RSO was different in that it still collected mail locally and
bagged it but, instead of sending it to their Head Office, the
mail bags from an RSO were sent to a specified railway
station and picked up by a Travelling Post Office (TPO). Bags
of mail sorted on a TPO and destined for eventual delivery
from a particular RSO were dropped off at the nearest
railway station and taken directly to that RSO, not to the
Head Office.
The creation of RSOs was a time-saving procedure. There
was no point in carting unsorted mail bags to a Head Office
to be passed on, unsorted, to a TPO. Better to just take them
directly to the TPO.

1879

Mary Taylor is sub postmistress.
She kept a general shop and employed her daughter, Jane
as post office assistant.

1881

Porlock becomes a telegraph office, related to Taunton, and
has its own unique 3 letter code.
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1890

Jane Taylor, assistant postmistress and daughter of the sub
postmistress Mary Taylor, is tried for fraud and embezzlement
of Post Office savings accounts.
The case occupied many column inches in the local
newspapers during October and November 1890.
In October, Jane was brought before Dunster police
(magistrates) court, charged with several counts of fraud
and embezzlement of Post Office money. Bail was refused
and she was remanded to Exeter gaol for eight days before
being recalled to stand trial.
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Over a period of time, Jane had received Savings Bank
deposits of £20, £10 and £8 from Elizabeth Paramore, £3 from
Mary Anne Barratt, £5 from George Hawkins, £10 from Betsy
Sage, £10 from Philip Burgess, £6 from Robert Rawle, £4 from
John Groves, £10 from Joan Floyd, £5 from Richard Redd,
and several others, all of which she failed to transmit to Head
Office. Jane was also charged with forging receipts and with
destruction of Post Office property by destroying savings
books in an attempt to cover up her actions.
The matter had originally been investigated by Mr George
Robert Everitt, a senior official of the Savings Bank who, on
making a routine audit of the cash records, found several
irregularities. When questioned by him in court, Jane
eventually said she had found the money in a tin box but
had been in such a muddle she had no idea how it got
there. However, Everitt discovered she had borrowed the
money in an attempt at a cover-up and that Mr Willis,
manager of Stuckey’s Bank next door, had given her the
notes in exchange for a cheque.
She was indicted at Somerset Winter Assize in Taunton on 24
November 1890.
Summing up, the judge said it might have been accepted
as a genuine case of muddle had it not been for the bank
notes in the tin box. He said it was one of the most serious
cases he had ever had to consider and, though he had
tried, he could find no extenuating circumstances to excuse
her great crime. Jane was sentenced to five years penal
servitude.
Her mother, Mary, had been in bad health for some time
and had left the running of the post office to her daughter.
She had had no suspicion that anything was wrong.
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1891

John Walter Willis is Postmaster, butcher, draper and grocer.

1897

The Post Office in what is now New Cottage. The creepercovered building next door is Stuckey’s Bank, later to
become the present day Post Office.

1898

John Willis is summoned by Inspector of Weights and
Measures
Taunton Courier & Western Advertiser 7 Sept 1898
John W. Willis, butcher, of Porlock, was summoned by Nathan W. Crick,
inspector weights and measures, for having, the 5th ult., a balance in
his possession for use for trade which was unjust.—Defendant pleaded
guilty.—Mr. Blackford appeared for him.—Fined 5s and cost's, 5s.—
Robert Snow Brown, butcher, of Porlock, was summoned for a similar
offence the same date.—Defendant did not appear. —Fined 10s and
costs, 7s.
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1909

Porlock is classed as a Post Town relating to Taunton and the
telegraph line is extended from the Post Office to
Porlockford.

POST OFFICE TELEGRAPHS. Pursuant to the Provisions of the Telegraph
Acts, 1863 to 1892: NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that His Majesty's
Postmaster - General, having obtained consent in that behalf of the
body having the control of the public road between Porlock Post
Office and Porlock Ford, intends to PLACE a TELEGRAPH over and
along the said public road, and for that purpose to ERECT and
MAINTAIN POSTS in and upon the said public road under the powers
conferred on him by the Telegraph Acts above-mentioned. H.
BABINGTON SMITH, Secretary. General Post Office.

1911

Gladys Irene Crage & Florence May King are employed as
Post Office assistants.
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c1912
with Johnny Floyde’s donkey cart outside the building that will become
today’s post office

1919 ?
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1926

The Western Daily Press reported the death of Porlock
Postmaster, Mr H V Vinnicombe.

DAZED AND FELL. Inquest on Postmaster of Porlock.
A verdict of found drowned was returned at an inquest held at Porlock
yesterday on Mr H Vinnicombe, the postmaster, who was found
drowned in the dock at Porlock Weir on Friday.
Evidence was given of searching for deceased on Thursday night by J.
Warner, who stated there was no reason why deceased should have
taken his own life. Although not in good health, deceased was always
cheerful, and it was his habit to go for walks to Porlock Weir.
Medical evidence showed that deceased suffered from high blood
pressure, for which he was under the doctor.
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When found, he was lying on his right side the middle of the dock, and
had been dead about twelve hours.
Dr. Idris expressed the theory that deceased had become dazed
owing to high blood pressure after his rapid walk to Porlock Weir, and
had tumbled over the wall into the dock. The Coroner returned a
verdict accordingly, and drew the attention of the harbour authority to
the dangerous state of the dock wall.
Deceased will be buried at Hammersmith Cemetery.

1926

The Post Office is taken over by H & M Rawle who run it as
Post Office and Stationers.

1920s
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1932

Porlock becomes a Minehead PO Local, a sub post office of
Minehead which it still is today.

1930s

late 1930s?
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1950
to
1967

The Post Office changes hands several times between 1950
and 1967.

1968

The post office is bought by John Jackson Sharpe and
Pamela Mary Sharpe who convert it from the post office into
a private dwelling house, New Cottage, and moves the Post
Office next door into the old Stuckey’s Store building.

The various Postmasters are:
John Currie and Dorothy Primrose Curry.
Mr Isherwood
John William Earl, and Gwendolen Constance Earl

The mail was brought each morning to Porlock from
Minehead. Six postmen started work at 6am sorting the mail
in the back room of the post office. The mail vans were kept
by Pollards Garage in the lane opposite (now Pollards Court)
and deliveries covered an area approximately from Brandish
Street to Broomstreet, and Cloutsham to Stoke Pero.

late 1960s
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1978

The Post Office in 1978
Watercolour painting
by kind permission of Mr John Jackson Sharpe
postmaster from 1968 to 1985

1985

Dennis and Jennifer Meadows take over the Post Office.
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1999

1999

2004

Andy and Adrienne Short take over the Post Office.

2015

2015
Photo © Barry Hitchcox 2015
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Stuckey’s Bank and Store
1900s In the 1900s, the building housing the present-day Post Office
was occupied by Stuckey’s Bank.

The bank’s founder, Vincent Stuckey, was born in Langport
Somerset.
During the 18th century his 'S & G Stuckey & Co' was second
only to the Bank of England in the amount of notes it issued
across England and Wales.
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In 1909 Stuckey’s merged with Parr’s Bank, and nine years
later the merged bank was taken over by the Westminster,
which became NatWest and is now part of the RBS Group.
A row of heavy duty safes hidden behind the modern wall
remains as witness to its banking past.

The building later became Stuckey’s Store until it was
completely modernised to house the present-day Post
Office.

page 23

Stuckey’s Store 1897
by kind permission of Andy Short, Postmaster
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