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As the nation prepares to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the end of World War II, The British Postal Museum & Archive (BPMA) will be paying special tribute to the often forgotten heroes of the General Post Office.

In 1939, the General Post Office (GPO) controlled all civil communications channels: mail, phone and telegram.  As the largest employer in the country, it was turned upside down when one third of its staff joined active service.  Sorting offices and telephone exchanges were bombed at a time when the whole population was on the move – either to fight, evacuate or support the war effort.  Communications were vital and under these extraordinary conditions it is remarkable that they kept operating normally.  

This was due to the unfailing dedication of the GPO staff, who risked their lives to keep services going.  Women carried on running the telephone exchange (often at the top of buildings) during the blitz, and postmen braved collecting mail from pillar boxes buried in rubble as nearby bombs were being defused.

Did you know…?

· 73,000 men and women from the GPO joined the services on the outbreak of war, and of these 3,800 never returned

· A further 50,000 GPO workers joined the Home Guard

· 413 people lost their lives whilst on Post Office service as civilians

· 700 Post Office workers received decorations and awards

· Post Office engineers built the first ever computer ‘Colossus’, which helped to crack the Nazi Enigma and Lorenz codes

Written and recorded sources from the British Postal Museum & Archive reveal an incredible amount about the determination and struggles of day-to-day postal workers across the country.  In July 1941, the following official instruction was issued to Post Office staff: ‘All members of staff must know that it is their duty to STAND FIRM and to CARRY ON with their normal vocations…unless they definitely instructed to the contrary’.  The work force responded well to this, and despite being under constant fire from German long range guns, Dover’s Head Postmaster reported that ‘in no case has Hitler being cited as an excuse for failure to report for duty.’  

In a radio broadcast in November 1940, the Assistant Director General of the GPO appealed to the public to be sympathetic to the pressures of the postal service:  ‘…and when you are in your shelters I hope you will remember that the letters you posted are being handled by postal workers in spite of the barrage, blitzkrieg and black-out…’.   

The BPMA will reveal the incredible story of how the Post Office went to war to the public at the Ministry of Defence’s ‘Living Museum’, in St James’ Park from 4-10 July.  
BPMA Learning & Outreach Manager Libby Buckley said:  ‘We are delighted to have this opportunity to commemorate the outstanding contribution to the war effort that was made by GPO staff, and to remember those who gave their lives. Their contribution served as a life-line to military operations, morale and business, and should never be forgotten.’  

This year, the BPMA are placing special emphasis on exploring the postal service during the First and Second World War.  As well as mounting an exhibition at the Living Museum, an award from the Arts & Humanities Research Council has made it possible for the BPMA to joint fund a PhD researching the experiences of women working in the Post Office during the two world wars.  The BPMA are also currently conducting a nation-wide survey into Post Office war memorials, in order to ensure the preservation of memorials to the dedicated staff of the GPO.  The results of these projects will be made available online at www.postalheritage.org.uk.
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Further details

Further images, quotes and facts relating to this story are readily available.  For more information call Emma Roberts on 020 7239 2114/07971 790781, or email emma.roberts@postalheritage.org.uk 

More information about the British Postal Museum & Archive can be found on the website www.postalheritage.org.uk 

Living Museum

The Living Museum is coordinated by the Ministry of Defence and will be open to the public From Monday 4 July – Saturday 9 July from 12pm – 7pm, and on Sunday 10 July from 9am – 2pm.  The Living Museum is in St James’ Park, London, and admission is free.  For more details visit www.postalheritage.org.uk
The British Postal Museum & Archive

The British Postal Museum & Archive (BPMA) is the leading resource for all aspects of British postal history.  From staff record to stamps and from transport to telegrams it cares for the visual, written and physical records from over 400 years of innovation and service.

The BPMA is a combined Museum and Archive bringing together the Royal Mail Archive and a Museum Store which illuminate the fascinating story of communication in Britain and throughout the world. 

The BPMA is working towards opening a new combined site in 2008, where the Museum collections will be permanently available to the public.  

The Archive Search Room is open to the public to use and enjoy from 10am – 5pm Monday to Friday, and until 7pm on Thursdays.  It attracts and inspires academics, design students, philatelists and family historians from all over the country.  The Archive is located in Freeling House, Phoenix Place, London WC1X 0DL.

The Museum Store is open to the public on various dates trough out the year, and is enjoyed by visitors of all ages, Royal Mail employees and the local community.  The Store is located in Loughton, Essex, IG10 3UD

To arrange a familiarisation visit call Emma Roberts on 020 7129 2114. 
The British Postal Museum & Archive is principally funded by The Royal Mail Group Plc. The British Postal Museum & Archive is the public identity of the Postal Heritage Trust. Registered Charity Number 1102360, Company Number 4896056
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