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Postal Service Contributions to National Infrastructure

Executive Summary

Throughout its 220-year history, the Postal Service has been an instrument of national
infrastructure development. The political and commercial sectors alike have freely used
postal resources to foster industry and develop the communications and commercial
foundation on which the national culture, economy, and government have grown.

Realizing that an informed citizenry was essential for a democracy to be successful,
America’s first politicians authorized highly subsidized postage rates for a nascent
newspaper industry that created the greatest proliferation of newspapers the world had
ever seen and a national market for information long before there was a national market
for goods. As early as 1785, Congress authorized government-sponsored stagecoach
service primarily for mail and newspaper transportation, and until the advent of
railroads, subsidized stagecoaches were the principal means of intercity public
transportation. The constitutional power to establish post roads was seized upon to
expand the national role in road development, leading by 1840 to a 150,000-mile
network of post roads binding the nation into an integrated whole.

The first telegraph line in the United States was operated by the Post Office. Railroads
were established under private ownership, but transportation of the mail heavily
supported their growth and provided a counterweight to their monopolistic tendencies.
The Post Office Department was the first government entity to promote commercial air
transportation, in the face of initial congressional skepticism. The Aerial Mail Service
opened the first airfields, towers, and weather stations, and mail contracts provided the
initial support for what eventually became a great industry.

Many agencies of the government turned to the Post Office — as the entity with the
greatest presence and reach into every corner of the country, to help meet their own
missions. The Post Office registered aliens and kept track of their addresses for
example, and became the contact point for draft registration military recruitment.
Congress established the postal savings system in 1911 to meet the need for a safe,
convenient, and unquestionably solvent vehicle for small savers who needed a banking
relationship, serving this purpose for 55 years.

The commercial business sector has thrived as a customer of the Postal Service, of
course, but it has also put to use innovations that were developed by the Postal Service
— such as the best maps available in the earliest days of the republic, the ZIP Code
pattern of geographical designation used widely for research and by other distribution
entities, and the intermodal rail transportation concept originally developed for transport
of the mail.
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The report of the Kappel Commission in 1968 promoted the concept that the Postal
Service is strictly a business, and that its resources should not be used to pursue ends
unrelated to its core mail delivery function. This stemmed partly from a perception that
political involvement was an impediment to efficient mail service, but it represented a
sharp break from past history, when the country often used postal resources to achieve
broader public purposes. With the Postal Service’s core business under technological
and competitive attack today, the question arises once again whether the infrastructure
needs spawned by the digital revolution have created service voids that the Postal
Service, with its grounding in physical communications, can help the nation to bridge.

The challenges facing the nation in 2012 are different from those of the past, but
perhaps no more daunting. The digital revolution is transforming communication and
creating new infrastructure demands. The vulnerabilities of the digital age can be
serious, especially for those disconnected and left behind, and even newer forms of
disruptive technology are arriving — from smart phones to additive manufacturing that
moves production from the factory to the workshop.

During this period of inventive turbulence, the Postal Service may again be able to
serve the broader public interest by supporting the nation’s infrastructure. The Postal
Service’s role in the physical world leaves it uniquely qualified to ensure robust, neutral,
and secure links across the nation as it has always done. By providing safety net
services, the Postal Service could keep digital refugees connected to communications,
commerce, and the government. As the originator and custodian of the national address
system, the Postal Service is well-positioned to offer an authentication platform that
links an individual to an address and allows the replication in the digital space of the
secure connections the Postal Service has provided in the physical space. In
undertaking these and other efforts to bridge infrastructure gaps, the Postal Service
would not be breaking new ground but hewing closely to its longstanding tradition of
enabling the national infrastructure.
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Postal Service Contributions to National Infrastructure

Every American is familiar with the Postal Service in its role as the direct distributor of
paper messages to every populated corner of the country. As the digital revolution
challenges the contemporary value and relevance of that role, it could be important to
realize that in the 22 decades of its existence, the Postal Service has also contributed
mightily to the development of an evolving national infrastructure for communications
and commerce that extends well beyond its own realm of direct message delivery. Both
the national government and the commercial business sector have found the Postal
Service to be an indispensable tool for fostering industry and developing the
communications and commercial foundation on which the national economy grows. This
has been true since the very first days of the republic, when both the Articles of
Confederation and the Constitution provided for postal powers as explicit elements of
federal responsibility, and it has endured through our history as postal resources were
used to expand the foundation for commerce and communication through every stage
of our economic development. This paper provides an overview of these Postal Service
developmental contributions, in the thought that this historical perspective can help
inform the contemporary debate on what America needs from the Postal Service today.

From its European origins extending into the colonial 18" century, the nascent Post
Office was organized and controlled by the king and royal favorites as a monopoly
source of revenue for the state, much like the customs service. The aim of the
enterprise was profit rather than service, and rates were set as high as the market
would bear. Much of the pre-Revolutionary postal history is the growing colonial
resentment of the British Post Office as “an oppressive agency of taxation,” exploiting its
complete monopoly of letter carrying and sending every pound of surplus revenues
back to England.* Benjamin Franklin was dismissed as deputy postmaster general in
1774, ostensibly for allowing Crown letters to be read, but in reality for his vigorous
arguments that postage should be a fee for service rather than a form of taxation.? One
of the first actions of the Continental Congress in 1775 was to establish a Post Office
with Franklin as the first postmaster general.® The framers of both the Articles of
Confederation and the Constitution provided the national government with postal
powers, and rejected proposals that the Post Office should be a revenue producing
agency.” However, for another 60 years, the Post Office was expected to pay its way,
limiting its service to what its revenues could support. Even within this constraint, the
Post Office has served as an instrument for achieving national goals from its earliest
days.

;Clyde Kelly, United States Postal Policy, (New York: 1931), p. 14.
Ibid.

 Ibid., pp. 8-18.

* Ibid., p. 36.
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Newspapers Were the First Postal Subsidized Industry

“From its creation,” writes historian David Henkin, “the U.S. Post Office was committed
principally to facilitating the wide circulation of political news.” America’s first politicians
realized that for democracy to be successful, an informed citizenry was essential. The
diffusion of political knowledge could be achieved through the free distribution of public
information via the congressional franking privilege, and through newspapers, both
dependent on the mail. The earliest debates about postal policy all revolved around the
franking privilege and the need to minimize the postage on newspapers in order to
develop an enlightened public opinion.® The result was the institution of incredibly low
postage rates on newspapers. For example, the postal act of 1792 provided that a bulky
newspaper could be sent any distance for a cent and one half. Two years later,
newspaper rates were liberalized even further, so that a newspaper could be conveyed
any distance within a state for a penny. Magazines were also granted preferential rates
in the Act of 1794, though they remained far more costly than newspapers.” Under the
1792 law newspaper editors anywhere in the nation could exchange copies with one
another free of postage charge, adding significantly to their (and their readers’) access
to information from distant areas.

According to the most comprehensive history of the Post Office, Fuller's The American
Mail, the generous postage policy for newspapers “was perhaps the most important
single element in the development of the nation’s press” ... and “made possible the
greatest proliferation of newspapers the world had ever seen.” The number of
newspapers in the country grew from 38 in 1775 to 1,200 in1822, and Alexis de
Tocqueville described the American press as “the power which impels the circulation of
political life through all the districts of that vast territory.” By underwriting the low-cost
transmission of newspapers throughout the United States, wrote Richard John, “the
central government established a national market for information sixty years before a
comparable national market would emerge for goods."*°

The extremely low price of newspapers contributed to the raucous and even raffish
nature of the American press since, as an English peer observed in the 1830s,
“Newspapers are so cheap in the United States that the generality even of the lowest
order can afford to purchase them. They therefore depend for support on the most
ignorant class of people.”™* Alexander Mackey, an English traveler in the early

19" century, contrasted the number and variety of newspapers in America with those in

® David Henkin, The Postal Age, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 21.
6 Wayne E. Fuller, The American Mail: Enlarger of the Common Life, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972),
. 110.
Richard R. John, Spreading the News: The American Postal System from Franklin to Morse, (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 37.
8 Fuller, The American Malil, pp. 111-2.
® President's Commission on Postal Organization (Kappel Commission), Towards Postal Excellence: The Report of
the President's Commission on Postal Organization, (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1968),
Annex Vol. 3, p. 1.8 and Fuller, The American Mail, p. 115.
19 30hn, Spreading the News, p. 37.
™ Fuller, The American Mail, p. 116.
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England, and remarked that “in America the vast body of the rural population peruse
them with the same avidity and universality as do their brethren in the towns.™?

In the first half of the 19™ century, the Post Office was largely a newspaper delivery
service.™ The domination of the distribution network by newspapers had its downside in
the relatively slow development of private correspondence, whose high postage rates
subsidized the newspaper industry. By 1832, newspapers generated only a seventh of
postage revenue yet constituted 95 percent of weight.** Postage rates for letters were
fixed in the Act of 1792 and remained high for 50 years.'® They were so expensive as to
be well beyond the reach of most citizens. Rates were based on distance and the
number of pages, with an envelope a prohibitive extravagance. In an age when few
laborers made more than a dollar a day, a one-page letter cost 6 cents to send

30 miles, and 25 cents to send 450 miles.*® To send three sheets from Washington to
Boston cost 75 cents,'’” an amount that could also buy a bushel of wheat, capable of
producing 60 pounds of flour.*® These rates were in effect when newspapers could be
sent to any place in the nation for one and a half cents. In exchange for its distinctive
culture of public discourse, private correspondence languished until rates were lowered
dramatically in the middle of the 19™ century.

Stagecoaches Became Favored Transportation

In addition to subsidizing the development of the popular press, the Post Office also
supported the development of intercity public transportation before the advent of
railroads.'® Steamships were supported and used to deliver mail but were never a
favored option because they were limited to navigable waterways, and generally did not
adhere to fixed schedules.? If the delivery of letters had been its only concern, the Post
Office could have depended on post riders to transport the mail between cities.
Individual horsemen could not easily handle bulky newspapers, however, and as a
result the government began to foster an “interlocking relationship between the postal
system, the stagecoach industry, and the periodical press that would soon become a
defining feature of the post-constitutional communications infrastructure.”®*

The first government-sponsored stagecoach service was authorized in 1785 by
Congress under the Articles of Confederation, with Congress’s “intention in having mail
transported by stage carriers ... not only to render its conveyance more certain and
secure, but by encouraging the establishment of stages to make intercourse between
different parts of the Union less difficult and expensive.”?? By 1828 the relationship

2 pid., p. 117.

'3 Daniel R. Headrick, When Information Came of Age, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 191.
14 John, p. 38.

15 Kelly, p. 44.

% Fuller, The American Mail, p. 111.

7 Kelly, p. 53.

'8 John, p. 159.

19 Headrick, p. 191.

2 30hn, p. 92.

2 pid., p. 93.

= Kelly, pp. 30-1 quoting motion by Charles Pinckney, delegate from South Carolina, in 1786.
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between the national government and the stagecoach industry was well established. As
an explicit subsidy, the law allowed contracts to carry the mail by coach to be a third
higher than a bid to carry the mail by horseback. Congress favored the coaches
because they carried passengers and made their own travels easier. Postal officials
favored the coaches because they offered greater security (passengers could help fend
off robbers) and, because of the passengers, tended to stick to a predictable schedule.
Contracts to carry the mail provided the foundation for growth of the stagecoach
industry; stagecoach proprietors and lobbyists became a familiar and lively presence in
Washington. Postal subsidies accounted for from a third to a half of the stagecoach
industry’s total revenues.?® The historian who has studied the subject most deeply
concluded “Had the government not underwritten the stagecoach industry with its postal
subsidies, it would have been difficult, if not impossible, for this important industry to
have attained such an impressive level of service, particularly in the thinly settled
portions of the South and West.”** “By bringing the postal system and the stagecoach
industry together into a new configuration, by insisting that stagecoach service be
coordinated in accordance with a regular schedule, and, most important, by establishing
a network of distribution centers to coordinate the whole, the central government had
created a communications infrastructure that was largely independent of the preexisting
routes of maritime trade and that far outstripped anything that had existed before.”*

Post Roads Bound the States into a Union

Stagecoaches needed roads on which to travel, and in the early years of the republic,
determination of responsibility for road building was a hotly contested political and
constitutional issue. The Constitution provided no authority for the national government
to construct the roads so necessary for development beyond the seaboard, and
certainly no authority to override the preferences of the states through which roads
traversed. However, the phrase in the Constitution giving Congress the power to
“establish Post Offices and post Roads” provided an opening for national influence on
road construction and maintenance.”

A contentious constitutional debate in the early decades of the 19" century centered on
what was intended by the word “establish.” As Thomas Jefferson phrased the issue,
“Does the power to establish postroads given you by Congress, mean that you shall
make the roads, or only select from those already made those on which there shall be a
post?”?’ There were no appropriations for roads in the Washington or Adams
administrations, and Jefferson resorted to a negotiated agreement among the states of
Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania to allow the Cumberland Road to proceed.
President Madison vetoed a bill to provide a general fund for road construction in 1817,
concluding that neither the commerce nor the general welfare clauses of the

% John, p. 98.

2 bid., p. 99.

% |pid., p. 110.

% .S. Const. art. |, § 8.

z Lindsay Rogers, The Postal Power of Congress: A Study in Constitutional Expansion, (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins Press, 1916), p. 62.
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Constitution conveyed the necessary authority. President Monroe agreed and
recommended that a constitutional amendment be adopted to do so0.?® President John
Quincy Adams, John C. Calhoun, and Henry Clay variously argued the other side and
leaned heavily on the authority provided for post roads and military roads. While the
national government only rarely supported road construction directly until the end of the
19" century, it did make intelligent use of its power to designate post roads as the
skeleton of a distribution network covering the nation.

Although the Supreme Court of the United States never directly addressed the question,
a well-reasoned and influential 1838 opinion by the Kentucky Supreme Court seemed to
cement a sweeping role for the post road power of Congress. It said that the postal
power “being necessarily exclusive, plenary and supreme, no state can constitutionally
do, or authorize to be done, any act which may frustrate, counteract, or impair the
proper and effectual exercise of it by national authority.... [A]s roads and good roads
are indispensible to the effectual establishment of postroads, the supreme power to
‘establish postroads’ necessarily includes the power to make, repair and preserve such
roads as may be suitable...."*

By then the constitutional argument had receded in the face of growing public demand
for postal service as the nation grew and expanded to the south and west. Every new
settlement petitioned at the earliest opportunity for designation as a post office and for
access by a post road. Members of Congress were only too glad to support these
requests, and constitutional objections gradually diminished. “Each congressman was
eager to open up his own district, and the best way to do so was to extend post roads to
rather unlikely places,” observed a postal historian. “The post road was the early
nineteenth century equivalent of the ‘pork barrel.”*° The South, where suspicion of
national government was highest, made the most clamor for postal access.*! By 1840,
there were 155,000 miles of post roads connecting 13,468 post offices linking nearly
every settlement in the country to every other.*

Once a road became a post road, local settlers were bound by the postal law of 1825 to
keep it in good repair and free of obstructions, at the risk of losing the post road
designation.®® When free mail delivery to homes and businesses began in some of the
larger cities in the 1860s, smaller towns and then rural areas also wanted it. Congress
gradually authorized delivery to smaller and smaller cities, so that by 1887 delivery was
authorized in cities as small as 10,000. At his own discretion, the postmaster general
could extend delivery to even smaller towns. The Post Office made this service
conditional on towns building and maintaining good streets and sidewalks and
numbering their houses.**

8 bid., pp. 68-9.

2 bid., p. 80, citing Dickey v. Maysville, Washington, Paris, and Lexington Turnpike Road Co., 7 Dana (37 Ky.) 113
1838).

go Gerald Cullinan, The United States Postal Service, (New York: Praeger, 1973), p. 46.

3L Fuller, The American Mail, p. 83.

32 Kappel Commission, Annex, Vol. 3, p. 1.11.

33 Euller, The American Mail, p. 86.

* Ibid., p. 74.
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Delivery to rural areas was also made conditional on maintaining good roads along the
delivery routes. By threatening farmers with the loss of their mail service if they failed to
keep their roads in good repair, the Post Office made southern farmers road conscious
and helped force them into a national good-roads movement. As early as 1899, the Post
Office Department declared that no rural delivery routes would be established in places
where the roads were not passable throughout the year, and hundreds of rural delivery
route petitions were rejected because of poor roads.*® “At first,” writes postal historian
Fuller, “the good-roads movement merely aimed at teaching farmers how to improve
their roads enough to prevent the loss of their rural mail routes; but when good road
building and repair seemed beyond the capability of local governments, national aid for
local road building became the movement'’s principal goal.” Whatever vestige of
constitutional concern over limits to the postal road clause had disappeared by 1916,
when Congress enacted legislation “to provide that the United States shall aid the
States in the construction of rural post roads.”*® Without the post road clause in the
Constitution, and adept, sustained use of it over most of the nation’s history, it is safe to
say that our national road network would be considerably less developed than it is
today.

The Mail Enabled a Takeoff in Communication

The domination of the mail by newspapers, heavily subsidized by very high postage
rates for letters and a lingering sentiment that postal service should pay its own way, did
not begin to change until 1845. Although influenced to some extent by the cheap
postage movement that originated in England, the issue was forced more directly by
emergence of a private courier delivery service between major cities that sharply
undercut official postage rates.®” Congress revamped the postage scale that year to

5 cents per half ounce for a distance of 300 miles or less, and 10 cents for longer
distances. Another law in 1851 eliminated the distance distinction, provided for prepaid
postage at the rate of 3 cents for a half ounce to anywhere in the country, prohibited
private express competition, and made correspondence “a fundamentally affordable
activity” for the first time in our history, bringing the expanding system of post roads
within the grasp of millions.* Transforming the post from a broadcast medium for
spreading news to an interactive communications network made post offices a place
where ordinary people congregated and helped transform the nature of public
architecture.®

The institution of cheap postage greatly increased use of the mails and consequently

the magnitude of the challenge to transport, sort, and deliver a rapidly growing volume
of mail, increased even further by an 1885 reduction in rates to 2 cents for a full ounce.
Clyde Kelly, a Member of Congress who specialized in postal affairs and wrote the first

= Wayne E. Fuller, RFD: The Changing Face of Rural America,. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1964), pp.
182-3.
% Fuller, The American Mail, pp. 106-7.
37 Lucille J. Goodyear, Spooner vs. U.S. Postal System, American Legion Magazine, January 1981,
http://www.lysanderspooner.org/STAMP3.htm.
22 David Henkin, The Postal Age, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), pp. 2 and 22.

Ibid., p. 66.
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comprehensive analysis of postal policy, believes that the postal department’s response
to the huge increase in demand had profound implications for the nation’s economic
development. “The United States Postal Establishment,” he wrote in 1931, “originated
the quantity production idea, which is the basic principle underlying the second great
industrial revolution.” Quantity production is the economic law that the greater the
volume of a standard product or service, the lower the unit cost. Instead of setting prices
based on adding the highest profit a producer could hope to make to his established
cost, under quantity production the producer assumes that sales and revenues can be
increased as the price is lowered. Although that concept led the American automobile
industry to mastery of the world market when Kelly was writing, he claims that the idea
did not arise spontaneously but “was generated by the United States Postal Service.
Lower unit cost through the increased volume due to decreased prices was patiently
and persistently proved by the Post Office for half a century before its implications were
realized and put into practice by private industry.”

Nurturing the Telegraph

Although road improvements made mail delivery quicker and more dependable, a
growing market economy provided competitive advantages to those with the earliest
access to information. An early postmaster general, John McLean, was a visionary who
first promoted a role for his department in developing the postal telegraph. “If it were
possible to communicate by telegraph all articles of intelligence to every neighborhood
in the Union” he declared as early as 1827, it would be “proper to do so.” He was
thinking then of an optical telegraph such as the one developed in France, consisting of
a network of line-of-sight signaling devices on towers. If properly staffed and if the
weather cooperated, operators could transmit messages from tower to tower at a rate of
250 miles per day.*

Congress failed to fund McLean’s vision, but it influenced the thinking of Samuel F.B.
Morse, the inventor of the electric telegraph. Morse saw his invention as belonging in
the public domain and more specifically as part of the General Post Office.*’ The
famous message “What hath God wrought?” flashed from the Capitol to Baltimore on a
telegraph line under de facto control of the Post Office on May 24. 1844.*° In 1845,
Congress appropriated $8,000 for maintenance of the telegraph line, placing it under
supervision of the postmaster general, and a year later telegraph lines had been
extended to New York, Boston, Buffalo, and Philadelphia. The postmaster general
urgently recommended government ownership of the telegraph, and Morse offered to
sell his4i4nvention to the government for $100,000 to prevent its falling into private
hands.

“OKelly, pp. 88-9.

*1 John, pp. 86-7.

*2 |pid., p. 87.

*3 bid., p. 88, and U.S. Postal Service Historian, “Telegraph: Early Postal Role,” May 2008,
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-history/telegraph.pdf.

** Fuller, The American Mail, p. 174.
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But Congress balked at further appropriations, on the grounds that its own demand did
not justify substantial investment, and the postmaster general was forced to sell the
government lines in 1847.*° Amos Kendall, a former postmaster general, partnered with
Morse4glnd obtained the capital that allowed the telegraph to spread throughout the
world.

The postmaster general urged incorporation of the telephone and telegraph systems
into the postal establishment from 1913 to 1915, arguing that ‘the first telegraph line in
this country was maintained and operated as a part of the postal service, and it is to be
regretted that Congress saw fit to relinquish this facility to private enterprise.”’
President Woodrow Wilson placed the telegraph under control of the postmaster
general during World War I, but Congress elected to return it to private industry in 1919,
finally breaking in this country the link between postal and telegraph messaging that has
persisted in most other parts of the world.

Carrying the Mail Reined in Power of the Railroads

The national government did not directly subsidize or invest in the development of
railroads, but it provided substantial benefits in surveys, rights of way, grants of land,
and as much as $5 million in tariff relief in the 1830s, based on the great benefit that
railroads could bring to carrying the mail. “Since this had been done for the railroads so
that they might be used to improve the carrying of the mails,” writes one historian, “it
came as a shock to postal authorities to learn that railroad managers, like the
stagecoach operators, were determined to squeeze every penny they could from the
Post Office.”*® The postmaster general’s report for 1834 was the first to urge use of the
railroads for transportation, but he warned that they “may become exorbitant in their
demands and prove eventually to be dangerous monopolies.”*®

This proved to a prescient warning, as the railroads used their monopoly to treat the
Post Office “like a cast-off beggar,” charging extremely high rates — 200 to 300 percent
more than the cost of stagecoach transportation.*® Although Congress had authorized
paying as much as $75 per mile per year for carrying the mail (25 percent more than
stages were paid), the railroads demanded and got up to $320 and provided abysmal
service in the bargain.>

The Post Office provided some counterweight to the railroads’ monopolistic tendencies,
one of the most persistent political issues of the 19" century. For example, in 1838
Congress passed legislation declaring every railroad in the United States to be a post
road.”? The Department succeeded in requiring trains to run at night, over railroad

> Headrick, p. 205.

46 U.S. Postal Service Historian, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-history/telegraph.pdf.
" Kappel Commission, Annex, Vol. 3, p. 1.26.

“8 Fuller, The American Mail, pp. 158-9.

9 Kelly, p. 126.

0 pid., p. 127.

*L cullinan, p. 63.

2 Kelly, p. 126.
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opposition, and also laid down regulations on the speed of trains that benefitted
travelers as well as the mail. President Theodore Roosevelt, in 1907, threatened to
bring railroads under federal control to increase their efficiency “under that clause of the
Constitution granting the national government power to establish postroads.”?

The Department carried on a decades-long dispute with the railroads over what they
charged for moving the 