
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 History of the Postal Service in Guyana 

By Dmitri Allicock 

The French during their occupation in 1782 established the first postal service in historical 

Guyana. ‘They announced that a ship will sail for France eight or ten times every year by 

which anyone can send a letter to other countries. 

With the dawn of this age of instant internet communication and gadgetry it is easy to forget 

centuries of the Postal Service of Guyana which was once regarded as an essential instrument of 

nation building that adapted very well to serve alongside radio, telegraph, telephone and 

changing technology. 

No post office existed prior to the unification of the colonies of Essequibo, Demerara and 

Berbice in 1831 to form British Guiana. Mail infrequently arrived by ships of the Dutch West 

India Company and though no postage was charged, a fee of one guilder was required upon 

delivery. 

Guiana was still under the administration of the Dutch when the English packet service was 

established in the West Indies.  



After 1740, there was an influx of English settlers to the Guiana colonies. Many of them came 

from the West Indies and sent letters to the island via private ships. According to W.A. 

Townsend’s Postal History of British Guiana ‘In 1755, the Falmouth Packet Service was opened 

in Barbados and many of the traders called there for the transport of letters to England. 

This arrangement was soon disrupted as the French during their occupation in 1782 established 

the first postal service in Guyana. According to Townsend, ‘They announced that a ship will sail 

for France eight or ten times every year by which anyone can send a letter to other countries.’ In 

January 1783, Adrian Long was appointed as the first Postmaster for Demerara. A fee of 5 

Stuiver [stiver] was charged for the delivery of each letter. In Essequibo, a fee of 2 shillings was 

charged for the delivery of letters, and one-half shilling was charged for those wishing to send 

letters to Europe. The system for the delivery of mails was disrupted as the Dutch regained 

control of the colonies in 1784. They abandoned the office of the Postmaster and gravitated to 

the use of the delivery of mails at the Secretary’s Office. 

In 1791, mail service was provided to the colonies of Suriname and Berbice as a result of a 

subsidy that was paid by the Court of Policy. During the years 1793 - 1795 mails were received 

and sent via Barbados. A vessel was chartered by the colony as a ‘packet boat’ for the delivery of 

mails. The efforts of the postal service were concentrated on the communication between 

resident colonists and those in other territories. J C de la Coste, an Attorney at Law, is credited 

with the attempt to establish a local postal service. As the proprietor of the first printing office 

and the first newspaper in Demerara, he implemented a policy that all subscribers to his 

newspaper would be entitled to have their letters delivered free of charge. 

In 1796 the British purchased De la Coste’s printery and started the Royal Gazette. On June 11 

that year it was resolved by the Court of Policy that “in the consideration for the community that 

a Post Office shall be established at Stabroek at the expense of the colony under the management  

of a proper person who shall receive an annual salary of 1200 guilders.” To raise the sum for 

this venture the fee of five stivers was to be charged for the delivery of each letter. However, for 

mails forwarded abroad no fees were charged. The Court of Policy stated that the site of the 

Demerara Post Office was in the Stabroek district. In 1834, the office was removed into the New 

Public Buildings where it remained until 1857. 

Avenues for a faster and ultimately a more reliable service saw the implementation of the 

steamer service. With the support of The West Indian Committee, Mr. John McQueen secured a 

new mail contract for the construction of 14 wooden paddle steamers averaging 1800 tons and 3 

wooden steamers averaging 250-300 tons. On January 3, 1842, the first mail steamer; The Clyde, 

accommodating some 100 passengers, arrived in British Guiana. Fees of 1 shilling and 1/2 pence 

for mails to Britain and other foreign destinations, 4 pence for a single letter for British colonies 

and 2 pence for newspapers were charged by the new Royal Steam service. Other countries such 

as Suriname took advantage of the British Guiana Royal Mail connections to enhance their 

capacity for distribution of mails to Europe. This service would serve British Guiana until the 

end of the First World War. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stuiver


The 1856 British Guiana 1c magenta is regarded by many philatelists as the world's most 

famous stamp. The stamp was purchased in 1980 at Robert. A. Siegel auction in New York 

by John E. DuPont, for $US935, 000 and is worth millions today. 

 

The nucleus of the present postal service was introduced in 1850 with the usage of postal stamps. 

On July 1, 1850 the first adhesive postage stamp of British Guiana was issued. Mr. E. T. E. 

Dalton, the postmaster at the time, had submitted several designs for local postage stamps at the 

requests of the Governor. These designs were approved and a supply of the said stamps was 

ordered from Waterloo & Sons of London. However, time did not permit them to be 

manufactured in London to coincide with the date for the introduction of a new postal scheme 

where the rate of postage was to be charged by the ounce according to the distance. Thus a 

supply of ‘The Cotton Reels’ was printed at the office of the Royal Gazette to fulfill the demand 

of the local postal service. On June 15, 1850 a notice made it compulsory for prepayment of 

postage by means of postage stamps on all letters posted in the colony from July 1 of that year. 

In 1860, British Guiana took control of the internal Post Office. The imperial government was 

still in control of overseas mail. The revenue derived was split between the two. The office was 

erected on January 3, 1860 and came into operation on May 2, 1860. The first office of the newly 

formed Colonial Post Office was that of a single room of the Royal Agricultural & Commercial 

Society’s building. 

 In 1863, a money order service was initiated between British Guiana and Britain, in 1867 

between British Guiana and Barbados and in 1866 between various parts of Guiana. By 1885 

postcards were introduced to the colony.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postage_stamp


1914 Post office Square- Water Street Georgetown- The Royal Agricultural & Commercial 

Society building / reading rooms with Pilot's Office Tower and Post Office to the left. The 

adjacent building on the right was the Guyana Museum. The buildings far left were Booker's - 

including the Drug store where the great fire of1945 was started. 

In 1886, the postage of parcels from British Guiana to Britain became possible and inland parcel 

postage was initiated in 1888. In 1894, two more rooms were added to accommodate the surge of 

business. These were let to the Postal office at $150 per month. In 1901, the central office was 

transferred to the government  building as a temporary location before the Tower Hotel was 

purchased in 1914 under the regime of Sir Walter Eggerton and converted to the general Post 

Office. 

Further improvements were made to the service with the introduction of airmail. In September 

1929 the first regular air mail service by P.A.A. Inc., piloted by Colonel Lindenburg, arrived. 

The development of the postal service was hindered in 1945 when a fire destroyed the Tower 

Hotel. Temporary accommodation at the Regent Hotel was also destroyed by fire in 1947. 



From then until the construction of the new post office, operations were housed at a makeshift 

office at Avon House on Main Street, the Town Hall basement and the fire brigade annexe. 

On February 27, 1950 Governor Charles Wolley K.C.M.G laid the foundation stone for the new 

Post Office. Before a large crowd on August 11, 1952 the building; described as ‘one built to 

meet the future as well as present needs’, was declared open by the Archbishop of the West 

Indies, Alan John Knight. 

The new 1952 GPO Georgetown and Telecoms Office building- Considered state-of-the-art at the 

time, the 90-room furnished structure was constructed of steel and reinforced concrete with two elevators 

and a 7-foot in diameter Westminster chiming-clock dial. The building today also houses a section of the 

Guyana Revenue Authority, while some floors are rented to businesses. 

 

 Older than the birth of British Guiana in 1831, the impressive journey and history of Guyana’s 

Postal Service faces an uncertain future, its once indispensable role of information and discourse 

is now challenged by the internet, mobile telephony and private shipping services. Time and 

distance have disappeared in this digital age but perhaps like it was over a century ago, the Postal 

Service of Guyana will adapt and survive to cope with the changing landscape of the future. 

                                                                   

[Ref: Stabroek News July 25, 2002. Archives- A brief history of the Postal Service in Guyana] 


