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Etymology of the Words Mail and Post
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The word "post," derives from the French word "poste," which derives from the Latin word "ponere," which means to "lay down or place." The word mail derives from the Medieval English word "male." The term referred to a bag or box used by travelers to transport things. The French word for this was malle and the Irish mála. Sometime in the 17th Century the spelling of the word changed to its current form and referred to a "bag of letters." Over the next century the term for the bag holding the letters became known as the "mailbag," and the term "mail," referred to the individual letters or parcels in the bag.
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Ancient Egyptian Mail Service
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The Egyptians established the first known courier service sometime around 3000 BC, when the Lower and Upper Kingdoms united. The pharaoh utilized couriers that memorized the message that the monarch wanted sent, then traveled along roads on foot, or using a boat on waterways, to take the message to the intended official. The pharaoh considered these trusted couriers important enough that they would have images of them depicted on the walls of their tombs. Up until the development of papyrus around 2000 BC clay tablets inscribed with cuneiform writing was the main method of recording information. As the Egyptian state increased in complexity, the need for a better system arose. Around 2000 BC the use of papyrus, made from papyrus reed found in the shallower waters of the Nile River, began to be used. This enabled the pharaoh to have messages written on a scroll in hieroglyphics and rolled up. The messenger could take the scroll on to its destination. Some of the earliest messages still survive. Archeologists have discovered a group of messages in the Upper Egyptian city of Tel Al A'marna that record letters written by Amino his, an Egyptian official in Thebes, to an official in Al A'marna, at the time the new Egyptian capital which was called Akhotaton at that time. These were letters written on clay tablets sometime around 1400 BC. Another letter dates from about 2000 BC was from a scribe relating to is son the importance of writing and the bright future it held for those that became scribes. 

Official Use Only

The Egyptian couriers were not a regular mail service. Their function was mainly to relay decrees and messages from the pharaoh to his officials and for the officials to communicate with each other and the pharaoh. The system also allowed the pharaoh to maintain a communications line with his military commanders at remote posts.
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Ancient Persia (Iran) Mail Service
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The Persians devised the first recorded regular postal service, with Darius the Great utilizing his Royal Road to maintain communications with officials in his vast empire. The Greek Historian Herodotus, who lived from about 484 - c.430, wrote that “neither snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor gloom of night,” stopped Darius' royal messengers. By utilizing 111 relay stations, these royal messengers could travel the entire road in seven days. At the relay station, the messenger would find a fresh horse, food and water. This first postal service, like the earlier Egyptian courier service, was for use by the emperor and his officials only. Private people had to employ a messenger. Another valuable means of sending messages was to use homing pigeons. Persian business men regularly used homing pigeons to carry messages. 

Royal Road

Darius, or Darius the Great, as he is sometimes called, lived from about 550–486 BC. Darius built a huge empire that included West Asia, the Caucasus, Thrace-Macedonia, Paeonia as well as portions of the Black Sea region, Central Asia and the Indus Valley. His empire also included parts of Egypt, Sudan and eastern Libya. The Royal Road stretched nearly 1,500 miles across this vast empire. This journey would normally take three months or more for ordinary travelers. Darius probably used several previous roads to build the Royal Road, improving and connecting them. He paved this road with stone. In addition to its use as the Emperor's post road, Darius could also move his army along it to stem off rebellion or invasion threats quickly. Trade also developed along the Royal Road, as merchants could carry goods over long distances. Eventually, the Royal Road would become part of the longer Silk Road.
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Ancient India Mail Service
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Historical lore relates that the Emperor Chandragupta Maurya established the first civil infrastructure. This included a rudimentary mail service that utilized both horses and runners to carry messages from the Emperor to his officials and vice versa. The runners carried batons that had bells on them. Stations every mile allowed a fresh runner to carry the message to the next station. The emperor also used homing pigeons to carry certain messages. Horses gradually replaced the runners. Commoners used family members or friends that were traveling to carry mail to acquaintances in distant areas.
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Roman Mail Delivery
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The Roman Emperor Augustus created a Roman courier service sometime around 20 BC. The service, legally used only by the Emperor and his officials, utilized a system of relay stations where the message could be passed on to fresh riders and horses. They system consisted of two different delivery systems, a courier travelling by a light carriage drawn by horses and wagons pulled by oxen. Urgent messages to the Emperor or from the emperor went by the faster, carriage service. Less important messages and dispatches went by wagon. The empire covered the costs of the necessary elements of the service, like veterinarian’s, grooms, wagon-wrights. The couriers and wagon drivers were employed by the emperor to carry the mail on wagons and horses requisitioned from the local people. The Emperor later changed the nature of the service when he mandated that a single messenger carry the message from start to finish, eliminating the relaying. This proved an advantage to the Emperor, as he could question the messenger directly about the situation. This did slow down the speed of the message, as the messenger needed time to eat and rest. The sentence for any unauthorized person using this messenger service was death. This system operated until the fall of the empire, however the Eastern part of the empire kept it alive until the 6th Century AD. Like the earlier Egyptian and Persian systems, private people used traveling merchants, friends and family to carry messages to contacts in distant places.
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Chinese Mail Delivery
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Historical lore indicates that the Chinese developed a regular mail delivery system during the Chou Dynasty sometime around 1000 BC. Like the Roman, Assyrian and Egyptian courier services, this service was only to transmit official documents. Genghis Khan initiated a mail delivery service when he established the Yuan Dynasty in the 12th Century. The next section will cover this more fully. In the 15th Century the Ming Dynasty created a mail service called the Min Hsin Chu. The government did not run this service, it was operated by a system of business establishments that had connections all over the country. The Min Hsin Chu provided reliable delivery, however it only serviced the most profitable areas of China. Vast regions of the nation remained without reliable mail service until March 20, 1896, when the Chinese established the first national postal service.
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Genghis Khan and the Mail
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Genghis Khan relied heavily upon the messenger service he developed to govern his huge empire. 

Genghis Khan (c.1162 – August 18, 1227)

The son of Yesugei Baghatur and Hoelun, Genghis was probably native to Delüün Boldog, Mongolia and given the name Temüjin. His father, a tribal leader of the important Kiyad tribe. Historical lore relates that at birth Temüjin clutched a blood clot in his hand, considered an omen of future greatness. When Temüjin was about 10 years old a rival Tatars tribe's leader had his father poisoned. Temüjin attempted to claim the leadership position of the tribe, however they did not accept him and abandoned the family. Left to die, the family managed to survive the brutal environment of the Asian Steppe region. Their food consisted mainly of ox carcasses, wild fruit and small game Temüjin and his brothers managed to kill. 

Kidnapped

Temüjin and his brother Khasar killed their older stepbrother Begter after he began to make claims to the family's leadership. This would have meant that he could claim Temüjin's mother Hoelun as his wife. An angry Temüjin and Khasar murdered him. Sometime after this a tribe that had been his father's ally kidnapped and enslaved him. With the help of two of his father's loyal followers and a sympathetic guard, Temüjin escaped during the night. 

Marriage and Rise to Power

Temüjin married a girl to which he had been previously betrothed, Borte. In addition to the men that had helped him escape, Temüjin was able to gather more of his father's former allies and then joined Toghril, chief of the Kerait. Temüjin's father had once helped the Kerait and thus gained their friendship. Temüjin proved to be a formidible leader and military strategist. His followers began a campaign of subjugation over neighboring tribes, a task at which they had tremendous success. 

The Great Khan

At this time the Central Asian plateau north of China consisted of dozens of tribes, including Naimans, Merkits, Tatars, Khamag Mongols, and Keraites. Temüjin and his allies subdued these tribes one by one in a series of brutal, bloody campaigns. At length at a conference of these tribes in 1206 AD on the shores of the Kerulen river the leaders of these tribes awarded Temüjin with the title Great Khan. 

Further Conquests

The Khan's warriors were hardy men that could survive for days riding their tough horses with few provisions and rest. Each rider equipped themselves with up to 16 spare horses, which allowed them extreme mobility and the ability to move quickly over long distances. The Mongols utilized enemy tactics and technology, if it benefited them. Under the Khan's leadership, this army expanded quickly, as conquered foes were frequently given the choice to either join the Khan or face total annihilation. The area governed by the Khan grew quickly as he attacked the Jin Emperor of China Emperor Xuanzong, eventually causing the fall of the empire by 1234. The conquest was completed by his sons, as Ghengis had died earlier. In addition to these conquests, Khan conquered the Khwarazmian Empire, Georgia, Crimea, Kievan Rus and Volga Bulgaria, adding each of these to his Mongol Empire that at his death in 1227 had become the largest contiguous empire on earth. The empire stretched from the Pacific Ocean to Eastern Europe. 

The Örtöö

Khan developed his messenger service, called the Örtöö, sometime around 1200 AD. The word Örtöö translates as the term checkpoint, which was a relay station on the route. At some point the service became known as the Yam, which is a Tatar word for road, related in turn to the Mongolian name for road, which is Zam. The Örtöö consisted of a series of relay stations located from 20 to 40 miles apart. Each station was equipped with horses, food and shelter. A messenger would arrive at the station, hand his message to the next rider in line, then eat and rest. The system grew to include thousands of relay stations. There were 1400 just in China. The Örtöö at one time had 50,000 horses, 6,700 mules, 1,400 oxen, more than 200 dogs, and 1,150 sheep. The service also owned over 6,000 boats and 400 carts. The system provided a means for the Khan and his officials to send messages, mail and intelligence reports. The Khan allowed merchants to use the service free. Abuse of the privilege led the Khan eventually to charge a fee. 

The Messengers

The messengers were trustworthy individuals whose duties to the service superseded everything else. The members of the service enjoyed special privileges and carried a tablet called a paiza that identified them as members of the service and designated their authority to obtain goods and services from the populace when they needed them. The service evolved into the largest and most efficient ever developed until modern times.
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Homing Pigeons as Messengers
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Homing pigeons have served as reliable message carriers for over 3000 years. 

Homing Pigeons

Descended from the wild rock dive (Columba livia domestica), the homing, or messenger, pigeon has a unique ability to find its way home from just about any location on the earth's surface. Homing pigeons can fly up to 60 miles per hour and have had flights as long as 1100 miles recorded. Originally the birds could fly only one way reliably and had to be transported by cage from their "home," to a site from which the messages were sent. Over time this changed as pigeon breeders trained them to fly between two locations by placing their home on one site and their feed on another. Pigeons can carry weights of up to 2.5 ounces in a clear tube. 

The Homing Ability

Science is still trying to solve the puzzle of just how homing pigeons can navigate from one place to another. Some theorize that pigeons carry a "magnetic compass," in their heads due to the concentration of iron particles found in their beaks. Indeed, this seems the most likely reason. Other theories have evolved over time, such as the pigeons ability to hear low frequency sounds generated by the earth and use these to navigate, or possibly by sight using landmarks. It is possible that pigeons use a combination of all three methods or possibly a method not yet detected by researchers. 

Ancient Messenger

The Greeks used homing pigeons to carry the message announcing the winner of the Olympics. Genghis Khan utilized homing pigeons as part of his messenger service. During the European Middle Ages homing pigeons found extensive use for carrying communications. Pigeons played an important role in communications between troops in the field and command posts during World War I. Pigeons were commonly used until telephones and radios replaced them during modern times. Pigeons are still used in remote areas of the world.
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Richard Fairbanks' Tavern in Boston First Recorded Mail Post
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It was common practice in England to designate a tavern or general store as a post office, thus the practice soon spread to the colonies. The General Court of Massachusetts, the colony's governing body, designated the tavern of Richard Fairbanks as a site for mail to be sent and received in 1639. The facility was only for mail being sent overseas and received from Britain. Most locals had little need for a postal service. Those that did want to send a message to someone either relied on friends or family traveling or sent a slave or Amerindian bearing the message. 

Richard Fairbanks (c.1600 - April 15, 1667)

The son of George and Mary Farrer Fairbanks, Richard Fairbanks was native to Boston, Lincolnshire, England. Ricard married Elizabeth Daulton on September 17, 1618. The couple would have at least 8 children. The family immigrated to the New World in 1633, settling in Boston in the colony of Massachusetts. Fairbanks opened an inn and tavern in Boston. The General Court of Massachusetts designated this tavern as a mail drop in 1639. The Court appointed him as Postmaster on November 4, 1646. His commission read, in part:
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