
Purpose 
 

This exhibit examines the postal history of the 
Danish West Indies and its role as the transit hub 
connecting the West Indies with Europe, North 
America and South America. Its major role in 
maritime commerce of the 19th century 
encompasses a wide range of nationalities, routes 
and markings with particular emphasis on the 
development of established packet routes.  
 
Scope 
 

The exhibit begins in 1748 with the Danish West 
India Company and ends in the early 1880s at the 
first major revision of postal laws after the DWI 
entered the General Postal Union in 1877 when 
transitional rates took effect. In 1879, the Universal 
Postal Union was formed and standardized rates 
took effect. The exhibit shows only mail handled at 
St. Thomas with transit markings present, closed 
bag transit mail has been eliminated as a result. 
 

Extensive census and personal research is presented throughout the exhibit. Significant items are matted on red.   
 
Background 
 

When St. Thomas opened to foreign trade after 1747, it became an active trading port for ships of all nations, and there 
was a brisk trade with neighboring islands. Mail from the other DWI islands (St. Croix and St. John) also connected with 
St. Thomas, a natural hub with its deep and nearly 
enclosed bay of Charlotte Amalie. The early mails from St. 
Thomas were mostly to Denmark and its main trading 
partners the United States and Great Britain. During the 
British occupations of 1801-02 and 1807-15, shipping and 
trade were largely forced into British channels. 
 
St. Thomas, with its superior deep-water harbor, became 
the largest port in the West Indies with the rapid growth of 
the  entrepôt trade from 1816 to about 1880. Various 
commission houses of foreign merchants—British, French, 
American, Spanish, German, etc. operated to facilitate  
trade, which involved enormous correspondence. In 
connection with the trade, St. Thomas merchants 
increasingly engaged in the practice of forwarding mailing. 
At times, they operated private post offices to facilitate mail 
forwarding: the Foreign Letter Office 1847-60 and the St. 
Thomas Express Office 1861-66. The number of different 
firms identified as forwarding agents at St. Thomas (more 
than 325, including proven and probables) is larger than in 
any other place in the world except for New York and 
London.  
 
Until regular mail packets served St. Thomas, the mail 
depended on private sailing ships of opportunity, though a 
few local firms owned and operated their own ships. British 
packets began to call in 1807, but other mail packets 
started regular service much later. 
 
The Danish Post Office was established in 1855 and DWI 
stamps were issued for the first time. Few were used, 
almost all on local mail, but the exhibit shows many foreign 
usages.  The Danish Post handled foreign mail alongside 
the British, French, Spanish and Private operations until 
joining the UPU in 1877, when foreign post offices were 
ordered closed. 

Danish West Indies Foreign Mail to UPU 

  

Exhibit Organization 
   

  1748-1800 Early Danish Colonial Mail 

A. Ship Letters to/from Europe 

B. Ship Letters to/from North America 

  1801-1842 British Packet Period 

A. First British Occupation 1801-02 

B. Tortola Packet Mail to 1809 

C. Second British Occupation 1807-15 

D. British Postal Agency 1817-20 

E. Loose Packet Letters 

  1842-1877 Foreign and Danish Post Offices 

A. British Packet 

B. German Packet 

C. Spanish Packet 

D. French Packet 

E. American Packet 

F. Venezuelan Packet 

G. Ship Mail 

  1877-1880s Universal Postal Union 

A. Transitional Rate Period 1877-1879 

B. Standardized Rates from 1879 (Epilogue) 

The Transit Hub of the Caribbean 
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