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The following article was compiled by John Chapman with parts published in Purley Parish News.
At the end is an article by Ruchi Sandhu about the closure of Purley Post Office.

Early Postal Services
The British postal system originated from the Royal Mails dating back to the 12th century.  They
evolved into a network of staging posts at which horses could be exchanged. This allowed
messengers called 'Post Boys' to ride long distances with their letters very quickly.  The posts were
established at 10-15 mile intervals and by 1637 there were six main routes: from London to Dover,
Berwick (for Edinburgh), Anglesey (for Dublin), Bristol, Plymouth and Portsmouth(?).  The public
were allowed to use the service for private mail.

Witherings, the Chief Postmaster in 1637 reorganised the six main routes and banned the carriage
of mail by anyone other than the Chief Postmaster's employees.  In 1657 an Act was passed for
establishing a General Post Office and this was put into effect at the Restoration in 1660.

The General Letter Office
The Post Office as we know it today was established in 1660 as a service which anyone could use to
send letters. Letters were charged for by distance and the number of sheets.  The charges were
accumulated during the journey and paid by the recipient.  Letters usually consisted of a single sheet
of paper folded and sealed with wax with the address written on the outside, usually together with the
sender's signature and often a message to the post boys.

Colonel Henry Bishop was appointed Postmaster General in 1661 on the basis that he paid the
Crown £21,500 per annum and kept any profits he might make.   

A Penny Post service was opened in London in 1680 by a merchant named Docwra but this was
soon taken over by the GPO.  The London Penny Post was the only local post in the United Kingdom
for many years but the advantages of the system were however very widely recognised.  By the Post
Office Act of 1765, the Postmasters General were given authority to establish local Penny Posts in
any town and its environs, where that course seemed advisable.  Since these posts were established
only when it could be reasonably expected that the yield of the penny postage would cover the
expenses of the service, relatively few provincial Penny Posts were established prior to 1800.  With
the ending of the Napoleonic War, and the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the number of
Penny Posts in provincial cities and towns increased greatly.  

The cost of postage had become prohibitive in the early part of the nineteenth century and the
system was the subject of many abuses. Numerous schemes for reform were floated by politicians
and other influential people, among them Rowland Hill. The government relented and in the Finance
Act of 1839 sanctioned new postal rates. 

The Modern Post Office
As an experiment and a compromise the Provincial Post introduced a uniform fourpenny rate for half
an ounce from December 5th 1839 reducing to a penny rate from January 10th 1840.



An integral part of the new scheme for pre-payment was to have been adhesive stamps and special
envelopes but these were not ready at the start. They finally appeared in May 1840 but the special
envelopes (known as Mulreadies) were not popular and soon disappeared.

Since this time the Post Office has evolved into one of the largest businesses in the Country,
running the telephone service as well for many years.  Postage rates have climbed steadily in the 20th
century although it still costs only minute fraction of the average weekly wage to send a letter as
compared with before 1840 when it could take several weeks for a labourer to earn enough to pay for
a letter.

Postal Services in Reading
The earliest known postal service for Reading was that established in 1579 when Reading was a
stage on the route from London to Ireland via Bristol.  Richard Spignall was appointed Post Master
at 1/8 per day.  The town was certainly one of the main Postal Stage points soon after the General
Letter Office was established. Henry Paine, an Innkeeper of Reading was appointed Post Master on
19th March 1660.  

Letters were still charged for by distance and each post town was measured for its distance from
London.  In Reading's case this was given as 42 miles.  As most letters had to go via London it was
simply a matter of adding the 42 to the distance for the town from which the letter had come if this
was not on the London to Bristol route.  For towns on this route the 42 was subtracted.  The postal
rate at the middle of the 18th century was 3d for up to 80 miles and 4d over that.  The system was
changed in 1796 when the charges were 3d (0-15 miles), 4d (15-30), 5d (30-60), 6d (60-100), 7d
100-150) and 8d (over 150).  To this had to be added any other charges for delivery outside of the
post town area. Charges could be prepaid but only on the basis of the official distances.  This added
a considerable administrative burden to the Post Office who had to keep track of what had been paid
and what extra had to be charged to the recipient.  Luckily for them the practice was widely regarded
as discourteous.  

Initially the letters were retained at the Office of the Post Master for the recipient to collect.
However they began to engage letter carriers to deliver the letters within the Borough.  It was
common custom to add a penny to the cost of postage for this purpose, but a court case of 1774 ruled
that this had to be done for no extra charge. Letters entirely within the Borough would have been
charged the standard minimum fee of 3d but the sender would have had to take it to the Receiving
House himself. The free delivery area was until 1834 confined to the built up area that had existed at
an earlier date, but there had been extensions which were not served. From 1834 therefore the free
delivery area was defined as a circle one mile in radius from the Bridge St Bridge over the Kennet.

Rural Posts
As well as the official letter carriers who operated only within the post town, most Postmasters had
unofficial arrangements with local carriers whereby letters could be delivered to and collected from
points along their routes. This was strictly against the law as the Postmaster General had a monopoly
which was extended only to his servants (ie the post masters, postboys and letter carriers).  Some
carriers got around the law by bundling the letters up into parcels which were legal for them to carry.
Godwin, one of the carriers operating to and from the villages west of Reading had been carrying
letters regularly since around 1790 on his daily run from Reading to Streatley.  He appears to have
done the job on foot and levied his own charges.  (ref 418)

The Reading to Streatley Penny Post
Pressure for a Local Penny Post in the Reading area was however mounting and a survey was
conducted in 1810 by Mr Anthony Scott who was the Surveyor of Posts for the District.  Many local
notables had produced a Memorial suggesting that such a Penny Post Route to Wantage with an



extension to Farringdon would be very convenient and profitable.  This was discounted by Francis
Freeling, the Secretary to the Postmasters on the grounds that a walk of 24 miles was impracticable
and the residents of Wantage would not have such as good a service as they enjoyed via Oxford.

Scott took the view that it was impracticable to organise a Penny post in the Reading area as there
were so many country letter carrier walks which could not be combined.  He was made to think again
and, in April 1811, came up with a suggestion that a route from Reading to Streatley might be
practicable and this proposal was accepted.  He noted that the service was being provided 'by a
carrier who makes the letters subservient to his parcels business' (ref 314, 315)

A further report said that the route should be able to pay its expenses and that 'for the accommoda-
tion of the public the postmaster is willing to deliver out-letters to carriers on all the other country
routes by 6 am (ref 314, 315)

Thus in 1811 Godwyn who had been doing the job unofficially for 20 years, was appointed as the
official messenger to deliver post from Reading to Streatley for which an additional penny could be
charged legally. Godwin was paid 20/- a week. He had to reach Streatley by 9.15 in the summer and
9.45 in the winter.  He delivered letters on the way and left letters for Mapledurham at Purley.
Pangbourne was one of three official receiving houses along the route (the others being at Whitchu-
rch and Streatley) and this had to be reached by 8.00 in summer and 8.30 in winter.  In its first year
of operation the route carried over 28,000 letters and made a profit of £57.3.3. It was therefore
confirmed as a permanent Penny Post (ref 210, 314, 315)

The route was later taken over by a Mr Teather, who apparently used a cart for the job.  He had
been in the habit of taking passengers and was severely reprimanded in 1817 as this was strictly
forbidden.  

In 1825 the carrier complained that the duty is greater than one man can perform.  He was still paid
20/- pw but with an additional £3-10-0 for crossing the bridge to Whitchurch. (ref 314)

By 1829 a Mr Piercey was operating the route and he was still in the job when the Nationwide
Uniform Penny Post was introduced in 1840.  This abolished all the charges for distance and changed
the system from payment by recipient to pre-payment by the sender. (ref 418)

Letters collected en-route were all taken to Reading where they were stamped 'Reading Penny
Post' and sent on their way. At least three different designs for this stamp are known. Letters left at
one of the Receiving Stations were additionally stamped there with a recognition number, No1 for
Pangbourne, No2 for Whitchurch, No3 for Streatley and No4 for Goring..

The Pangbourne Office 1811-1878
Pangbourne had been made a Receiving House for outgoing letters in 1811 and letters for Sulham
and Tidmarsh would be left there by the messenger. This gradually evolved into a full scale sub-
office providing many further facilities. This included delivery to many local villages and later
money order and telegraph services.

There was an enquiry into a number of matters at the Pangbourne Office in 1854.  It appeared that
both the sub-postmaster and his assistant had had to go to Reading on business and while they were
away someone had asked to buy stamps and been sold them by the Sub-postmaster's wife. This was
regarded as highly irregular by the purchaser who had complained to the Postmaster General.
However he saw no great fault and suggested that the situation should not be allowed to happen
again.  There was a further irregularity in the dating of a bill by the contractor who carried the mail.
He was warned to take greater care in future.  (ref 315)

A second post for Purley had been requested but this was turned down in 1864 by the Postmaster
General.  (ref 315) 



The Messenger service was abolished in 1878 when the route to Pangbourne and Goring was
absorbed into the general mail delivery service. It appears that the messenger used his cart as far a
Streatley and then did the local delivery, including Goring, by foot. (Ref 314) 

The Post Office in Purley
Purley was specifically named in 1811 as a point at which mail for Mapledurham could be left and
thus one may reasonably assume that an arrangement had been made with a local shopkeeper for this
purpose.  In 1846 the responsibility for this link was with Mr Powys of Hardwick House.  (ref 315)

The earliest Sub-postmaster for Purley was not recorded until Charles Gibbins was listed in a
directory of 1847 as the receiver for Purley.  Letters arrived from Reading at 7 am and were
despatched at 6 pm.  (ref 212) He had presumably been appointed before 1844 as he does not appear
in the list of subpostmaster appointments for the years 1844-47 which are the earliest preserved in
the Post Office Archives. (ref 315)

Between 1871 and 1884 Dinah Green was the postmaster. She retired to Reading and died in 1886
aged 76 (ref 1-6/85) 

William Pocock was appointed as Sub-postmaster at Purley on 20th April 1886. His salary started
at £14-2-0 and over the next twenty years he had three increases, to £15-10-0 on 1/5/1903; to £16-0-0
on 1/1/1904 and to £16-18-8 on 1/5/06 (ref 504).  He ran a shop at what is now Lichfield Cottage on
Purley Rise.  He was still there when he died in 1924 and in 1928 the position was filled by his
daughter Miss Amy Pocock.  She retired around 1956 and died in 1967.  ref 1, 141, 212)

In 1891, when William Pocock was the Sub-postmaster, letters arrived at 6 am and were
despatched at 7.30 pm.  The office did not provide money orders or telegraph facilities and
Pangbourne was noted as the nearest place providing these services.  A few years later in 1895
Purley had won its fight for a second delivery as letters now arrived at 6 am and 6 pm.  The second
delivery did not apply on Sunday. (ref 212) By 1915 there were also two despatches, at 8.45 am and
8.15 pm, but still only the one on Sunday.  

Harold Gutch took over as Postmaster soon after Amy Pocock retired. He was a nurseryman who
lived in the Garden House (on the corner of Purley Rise and Winston Way).  He ran a small shop
together with the Post Office in his living room. He died in 1976 and was succeeded for a short while
by his wife Honor, although she was not qualified to hold the position which was formally filled by a
temporary clerk from Reading.(ref 1-8/77)

The Post Office franchise moved to the Purley Rise Stores when Christine and Roger Jones won it
after Honor Gutch had given up in 1977.  They sold the business to Eugenie and Roger Robinson
later in the year.  They in their turn sold out to Mrs C M Jenkins in 1986, after a fear that Purley
would lose its Post Office entirely.  (ref 1) 

Over the years the number of services offered by the local post offices  grew smaller and smaller
as various government departments set up their own methods of communicating with the public,
usually via a website and as a consequence Purley Post Office had to diversify. Ruchi Sandhu took
over in ? and developed the shop and the newspaper service. They had a run in with a local
community policeman who cycled past each day and kept complaining about parked vehicles on the
pavement outside the shop. He was finally put in his place by determined community effort and told
to stay clear.

By 2018 the post office had become so unprofitable that the Sandhus were forced to abandon the
project and look for an alternative site for the post office. Pangbourne had already gone through the
procedure with the post office moving to Collins DIY shop with Caroline Jenkins, the former Purley
Post Mistress in charge.

At the time of writing the final outcome for Purley had not been determined and we follow this



article with one by Ruchi Sandhu setting out the position.

Purley Postmarks
Purley's first steel stamp was issued on 13/2/1856 and had the name PURLEY above two concentric
arcs.  (ref 316) These were very expensive to produce, costing several pounds and the Post Office
later decided to produce rubber stamps which cost only about 3s.  Purley's first rubber stamp was
issued 26/6/00 and had the words 'PURLEY Reading' surrounded by a circle.  Further stamps were
issued 26/05/12, 22/3/13, 19/11/14 and 22/4/19 with slight modifications so that they can be readily
distinguished. (ref b)

The rubber stamps were not successful and were phased out in the early 1920s. By 1937 Purley
had a double circle steel handstamp inscribed 'Purley, Reading' with broad bands. This was later
replaced by a series of smaller single circle steel handstamps variously inscribed Purley, Reading
Berks and Purley Reading. In latter years these have been used exclusively for counter work as now
all mail is postmarked and sorted at the Royal Mail centre in Swindon after a long spell at the
Reading Main Letter Office on Caversham Road.

Pangbourne Postmarks
Mail received by a Main office for delivery was stamped on the face to indicate the date of posting
and usually also with an indication of the town name.  As a Receiving House of a Penny Post
however Pangbourne used only a stamp  enscribed 'No 1' to indicate the first Receiving House on the
Route, leaving the Postmaster in Reading to stamp the mail as originating in Reading.  Any incoming
letters would also be stamped on the back by the Reading Postmaster before being given to the
messenger. These handstamps were usually locally made of wood and exhibited considerable
variety.

From the early 1830s it became the practice to indicate the place of postage and simple
handstamps were issued to almost every village post office. Initially these were made of steel and the
first one was issued to Pangbourne on 16/10/1841 This showed the name 'Pangbourne' in the form of
an arc with two curved parallel lines below to complete the circle. This was supplemented ten years
later on 24/2/1851 by a second stamp coded with an A but into which date and time could be inserted
by means of metal slugs.  (ref 316) They were however used mainly for stamping official documents
and to show the town of posting or delivery rather than for cancelling postage stamps. 

With the coming of the adhesive stamp proper obliterators were required and these were issued by
the General Post Office in London. Initially these were of maltese cross design to be replaced later by
obliterators showing the office number and then by duplex stamps combining the town name and
date and the obliterator with office number. At first Pangbourne was not considered a proper place to
obliterate the stamps and so mail continued to go to Reading for postmarking, although presumably
local mail was postmarked with the steel handstamps.

Sometime between 1874 and 1887 (presumably in 1878) Pangbourne was upgraded in status and
allocated an official Post Office Number (number 901) and one of the new duplex obliterators issued.
(ref a) This was in use only at the sorting office and shortly after 1905 this 901 duplex obliterator was
phaserd out to be replaced by 1914 by a standard double circle obliterator with broad bars and
enscribed Pangbourne / Reading

A Norwegian Krag automatic cancelling machine was installed and was still in use in 1953. This
put a continuous impression across the top of the envelope and so might be repeated severl times on
long envelopes. It had a square die with four lines reading 'PANGBOURNE/ READING BERKS/
time/ date'

By 1963 a standard single impression machine had replaced the Krag. This cancelled the stamp
with either six wavy lines or a slogan and incorporated a small circular die reading 'PANGBOURNE



/ READING' and two arcs into which date and time slugs could be inserted.

Handstamps were still in use for packets and when the machines were out of use. 

In 1926 a skeleton handstamp was in temporary use. presumably whilst the official canceller was
being repaired.. This consisted of a large circle (35mm) and as well as the date and time, the place
was set by means of slugs. While in use at Pangbourne it read 'PANGBOURNE / READING'

For backstamping mail (usually because it had been misdirected to Pangbourne instead of the
Tilehurst Office for Purley) there were two steel handstamps, one a double circle with with narrow
bands and the other a single cicle. There was also a special single line handstamp reading
'TILEHURST' to redirect the Purley mail.

At the sub office various single circle handstamps were used reading 'PANGBOURNE / READ-
ING BERKS' until in 1990 they were replaced by a self inking stamp with scalloped edges reading
'PANGBOURNE, READING, BERKS' and coded A.

Postal Delivery Services from 1878
For a while after 1878 the service remained very much as it had done with the messengers, except
that all the people concerned were employees of the Post Office. 

In 1894 the Pangbourne postal service was revised and an allowance converted into the wages for
an auxiliary Sub-Office postmaster. (ref 315) The person appointed was Henry James Cliffe who had
been born on 19/8/1875. He resigned on 10/5/1899 to be replaced by Harry Owen Gray whose
appointment took effect on 14/5/1899. He lasted until 1/4/1905 (ref 504) 

In 1896 the Purley allowance was converted into wages for a rural auxiliary.  On 6/9/96 Horace
Pocock was appointed on a wage of 11/- per week.  This was redefined on 1/4/1897 as being 9/7 for
weekdays and 1/5 on Sunday.  He operated from Pangbourne and delivered letters in the Purley area
twice a day.  Two years later the service from Pangbourne was extended to the Roebuck and the
Horace's wages revised effective 10/10/98.  He now received 11/- per week plus 1/6 for working on
Sunday, The following year the service to Mapledurham was extended and letters taken to the lock,
the auxiliary's wages were again raised to 12/3 per week plus1/6 for working on Sunday.  He
resigned 9/3/1907 and his duties absorbed into the general work from Pangbourne. (refs 315, 504).

The Purley service was later allocated to George Shepherd who had been born 23/1/75.  He had
done his military service from July 1894 to October 1903, presumably serving the latter part of this
in the Boer war. He joined the Post Office at Wisbech St Mary on 4/4/1909 moving to Beenham
20/8/1911, to Reading 23/3/1914 and to Pangbourne 9/8/1914. He received his Post Office certificate
1/1/1920 for which he received a small increase in pay.  He a also received a cycle cleaning
allowance of 1/- per week. (ref 504)

Just before the First World War the establishment at Pangbourne was given as 10 Postmen, with
seven cycle cleaning allowance of 1/- per week. There was a part time charwoman who earned 5/6
for 14  hours work in winter and 4/3 for 11 hours in the summer. There were also two auxiliaries
allocated, one for deliveries to Upper Basildon and one for the town. The Rural postmen operated to
Purley, Ashampstead, Buckhold, Sulham and Checkenden.  The first of the Sulham Postmen was
William Cox who was appointed 18/9/92 as an auxiliary and promoted on 9/8/95 after serving for a
few months as an Acting Postman. (ref 504)  

These arrangements continued until well after the Second World War when, after there had been a
lot of building up Long Lane, the Parish Council suggested that a better service might be obtained by
delivering part of Purley from Tilehurst.  Thus the area bounded by the Oxford Road and Long Lane
became part of the Tilehurst Postal Zone. The postman started along by the Roebuck, came along the
Oxford Road and then proceeded up Long Lane and back to Tilehurst.



When Postcodes were introduced this became zone RG3-6 as opposed to the rest of Purley which
continued to be served from Pangbourne and became RG8-8. This has continued to be a source of
complaint because of the confusion between Postal addresses and the parish name. 

There had been two deliveries now for many years and for a while it is believed  there were three.
The two deliveries were made sometime between 0700 and 0930 and between 1000 and 1230
depending on where in the postman's walk the house is.

In 1989 delivery boxes were installed alongside some of the posting boxes. These were lockable
cabinets in which delivery bags can be deposited by a courier. These were picked up by the postmen
after their first delivery and save a return trip for them back to the sorting office.

In the early 2000s things changed dramatically. Mail was still delivered from the sorting office off
Portman Road but the postmen were given vans and much larger rounds with all day to cover their
round. Thus one's mail could arrive at anywhere between 0700 and 1700 Monday to Saturday.

The Pangbourne Sub Post Office 1878-date
At some point in time the Counter business was separated from the delivery and sorting functions
and a small sub-office established in Reading Road. This has changed hands several times and has a
pillar box outside and a stamp booklet issuing machine which has never been in use since the 10p
boklets were phased out. There was a great deal of local controversy in 1989 when the sub-
postmaster banned pushchairs and prams as they were becoming a real nuisance.

This together with the Purley Office has come under the control of Post Office Counters,
established in 1987 as a quite separate post office business. In addition a new type of retail stamp
booklet was issued in 1988 which could be sold in shops and so the post offices monopoly on selling
stamps was ended.

Posting Boxes
For many years Purley had a small posting box set into the wall of the old rectory stables in Purley

village. There was a considerable outcry when this was removed in 1981 and replaced by a larger
box on the corner of Lister Close. Attempts were made to purchase the old box as a memento but the
Head postmaster reported that it had been returned to the general pool of boxes and was already
being reused elsewhere.

For most of the boxes in Purley there were two collections on a week day and one on a Saturday,
Sunday collections having been dropped many years ago. In 1990 it was intended to provide a
Sunday collection from certain designated boxes, but these do not include any in Purley.

There has been a pillar box outside the Post Office which has had to be moved on at least two
occasions. There are  several more post boxes in Purley the details being given in the table below:-

Location    Dates   Type
Lichfield Cottage
Garden House  1950-77  P
Purley Rise stores      1977-date P
Purley Village   -1981   M
Lister Close    1981-date  S EiiR
Westbury Lane      B GviR
Orchard Close / Long Lane   B GviR
Oxford Road opp Goodliffe Gardens   P GviR
Colyton Way opp stores   B EiiR
Knowsley Road by roundabout 1988  P



Key P - pillar box

M - box inset into wall

S - box on stalk

B - box built into brick pillar
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Purley   Post      Office  
by  Ruchi Sandhu, Post Mistress published in Purley Paris News September 2017

You may  have heard about "Post Office" and the closure scheme  "Network Transformation
Programme".  This will mean changing the face of  "Post Office". What this means is the Post Office
will be running from one counter (Shop/Post office work from the same point) which will give us
longer hours to suit all customers, but offers limited services. All Post Offices are required to change
over at some point if possible. The deadline for this is March 2019. 

I was all for this, as it would be easier to run both business from one counter. But I was made
aware after my  second meeting with the transformation team  that there would be NO basic salary,
sick pay or holiday pay. Unfortunately, I wouldn't be able to survive as a business/Post Office when
this occurs. The shop needs to be a  primary business and Post Office a secondary business, it's the
other way around here. I have had many meetings  with Post Office to discuss this; I only have a few
options to deal with: 

Put the business on the market —  hoping new owner  would be  happy to take a business on
that will have a loss of income as they wouldn't receive a Post Office salary; 
relocate the Post Office — the new business must be like for like; 
apply for community status — which means they  leave us as we are, until I decide I want to
sell or rent out the business; 
close the Post Office Shop down — have an outreach in the village (could only be once a
week). Not an option! 

As you can imagine  it's been a tough few years deciding on how to save the Post Office as it is
such an important part of the village. I have spoken to other businesses in the village to take the Post
Office on. But they haven't met with Post Office criteria. I've approached the shop in the bottom of
the village (previous owners) and they decided they  did not want the Post Office. 



I have also applied for community status 3 times and have been rejected because the bottom  shop
may  change  their minds in the future. I've even put my business on  the market just to save the Post
Office, I have had interest but, as soon as I mention the changes within the Post Office they change
their minds (it is a big loss of earning for anyone when taking on a new business). I could wait until
the end of the scheme March 2019, but there are NO guarantees the Post Office would be saved, and
that is a risk I do not what to take. (Many Post Offices have closed around us). Post Office has also
met with many   people from the community to look at other options, but nothing has worked out. 

Thankfully the new  owner of the village store is just as keen as me to save the Post Office and
approached  me to take on  the Post Office. They want to be a part of the village community and are
doing their best to help relocate the Post Office. The Post Office have met with Mr Johal and covered
all grounds for this to happen. Mr Johal and his trusted team are going through the process and
working closely with the Post Office, which can take some time. This also means that there will be a
public consultation which could last up to 8 weeks. 

I really hope we can ALL work together to save the Post Office in the village. There is a bus
service that works from top to bottom of the village. The Post Office will be open for longer hours. I
see this as a win win for Purley Village. I know  it's a big change and may not suit everyone, but we
would have saved the Post Office in the village and that is the most important thing. Does it really
matter where in the village, if the Post Office is in the village!  

I cannot stress enough how  important it is that we all work together to save the Post Office, this
could be our last chance. If you have any questions please feel free to come and see me or call me.
Thank you for all your support so far. 

  


