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The Swedish Post Office was founded in tumultuous times in 1636. Sweden was 
engaged in the Thirty Years’ War, and it was chiefly the war that lay behind the 
formation of the postal service. The chancellor of the realm, Axel Oxenstierna, 
was well aware of the fundamental need for access to news and information, 
something that could best be provided by a postal system. In a letter to the 
Crown resident in Hamburg Oxenstierna wrote of the importance of communi-
cation that ‘So much power lies therein that the government in Sweden must 
continually be informed about actions out here [in Europe]’.1 

This chapter provides an overview of the establishment and development of 
the Swedish postal service from the beginning of the seventeenth century to the 
early eighteenth century. This was the first century of a structured postal service 
in Sweden, and was characterized by intense organization and reorganization. 
The aim is to give a general account of its organizational development. Hitherto 
there has been no such overview available in English, and for this reason the 
chapter also presents the postal expansion in the Swedish realm for an interna-
tional audience. Furthermore, the historical outline is accompanied by a survey 
of the literature that touches on the development of the Swedish Post Office. In a 
nod to comprehensiveness, the chapter also offers a survey of the available 
primary source material. 

In many respects, the development of the Swedish Post Office follows Euro-
pean trajectories, and in some respects the specific role models for the organi-
zation were found on the Continent. However, as the quotation from Axel 
Oxenstierna’s letter bears witness, the Swedish post was closely linked to state 
affairs. This chapter will argue that this connection to the state administration is 
typical of the Swedish case. Its relationships to the chancellery and the admini-
strative nodes of the realm are distinguishing features of the Swedish Post Office, 
and should be emphasized when comparing it with other European states. It will 
also be argued that the method used for the actual transportation of the mail, 

                                   
1 Memorandum for Johan Adler Salvius, 3 February 1633, AOSB, I:8, p. 141. 
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using peasant farmers, is a feature that further distinguishes the Swedish post 
from other European systems.  

The literature 
The research on the history of the Swedish Post Office is extensive in detail, but 
meagre when it comes to theoretical and analytical depth. Additionally, much of 
what there is was not the work of professional historians, but of former emplo-
yees of the Post Office. The general tenor of this research is to glorify the Post 
Office, describing its creation as the start of a long series of successes. The major 
part of the work is best categorized as gathering source material rather than 
analytical studies of the postal organization. Most of the research operates from 
the perspective of the state administration, which in turn is its focal point. The 
advantage is that these scholarly laymen worked meticulously in the archives, 
and thanks to their efforts the formal development of the postal service is well 
known. 

For this reason, most of the previous research on the Swedish Post Office is 
strictly national, a pattern that many other countries follow suit. Although Lud-
wig Kalmus wrote his Weltgeschichte der Post as early as 1937,2 international 
research on the postal service has mainly concentrated on developments in indi-
vidual countries.3 Additionally, most of the existing scholarship pays attention 
solely to postal organization. Discussions and studies of the postal service in a 
broader context, and in relation to the development of society as a whole, are 
almost wholly absent. A noticeable exception is the historian Wolfgang Behrin-
ger’s work on the post in northern Germany. Behringer connects the postal 
service to the development of newspapers and the emergence of a general pub-
lic.4 Another work with a wider perspective is Heiko Droste’s study of Sweden’s 
diplomats in the seventeenth century.5 

The modern historiography of the Swedish Post Office starts with a former 
postmaster, Teodor Holm.6 He conducted research in the national archives in 
the early twentieth century, and his efforts resulted in an imposing nine-volume 
work on the early history of the Swedish Post Office until 1718.7 Holm is the 
foremost example of research conducted from the perspective of the post as a 
government agency. His works concentrate on the postal organization as if it was 
wholly disconnected from the rest of society. Only rarely does he relate doings in 

                                   
2 Kalmus 1937. 
3 Examples of this national research are Beale 1998; John 1995; Vaillé 1946; Fedele & Gallenga 
1988. 
4 Behringer 2003; see also Gestrich 1994. 
5 Droste 2006b; Allen 1972 is another study on the importance of diplomacy for the 
development of postal services. 
6 Two examples of earlier works are Bergfalk 1846, and Thurgren 1858. 
7 Holm 1906–1929. 
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the Post Office to more general political developments. Even so, Teodor Holm’s 
research forms a starting-point for Swedish postal history. His exertions provi-
ded the field with invaluable empirical foundations. 

After Holm, a number of books were written in conjunction with various 
anniversaries within the postal organization. Nils Forssell was responsible for the 
three-hundredth anniversary publication in 1936, and gave a comprehensive 
account of the organization up to the 1900s.8 He shares Holm’s perspective, al-
though he does try to examine the conditions at local post offices.9 Another of 
the previous Swedish researchers is Paul Gerhard Heurgren who wrote on the 
Swedish military post and the postal service’s stagecoach traffic, while Johannes 
Rudbeck and Ernst Grape have contributed with books on the Swedish sea-mail 
and on a prosopographical study of the postmasters.10 

Similar work has been done on the post in other Nordic countries. In Den-
mark, Otto Madsen has written on its postal history, covering the period to 1711. 
In Norway, Finn Erhard Johannessen has surveyed the period between 1647 and 
1920.11 The postal service in Finland was established when the country was part 
of the Swedish realm, and for that reason Finnish developments are covered, 
albeit briefly, in both Holm and Forssell; it has since been studied more 
specifically by Jukka-Pekka Pietiäinen.12 The early history of the Finnish post to 
some degree coincides with that of the Swedish, especially when it comes to 
ordinances and formal regulations.  

Amongst the more recent works on postal history is the Swedish historian 
Mats Bladh, who has written about the deregulation of the Post Office in the 
1990s from a historical perspective. He has analyzed the earliest period of the 
post, using economic theory and the concept of the ‘natural monopoly’, which in 
his view is what the Post Office became in the course of the seventeenth cen-
tury.13 Bladh’s book focuses on the twentieth century, and only briefly studies the 
early history. This is in some ways typical. The bulk of the research on the postal 
organization concerns later periods, while studies of the seventeenth century are 
few. Besides Bladh, the most recent work on postal issues in the seventeenth 
century was conducted by two ethnologists: Britta Lundgren has studied the wo-
men in the postal organization, looking at gender roles and processes, and 
paying particular attention to the widows of the postmasters in the seventeenth 

                                   
8 Forssell 1936; a publication from the 350th anniversary is Lindgren 1986. 
9 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 273–281.  
10 Heurgren 1961; Heurgren 1964; Rudbeck 1933; Grape 1951; for a statistical study of the 
amount of mail in the seventeenth century, see Nylander 1928. 
11 Madsen 1991; Johannessen 1997; of the more recent works, most study specific aspects of 
the postal organization. One of the most recent examples from Denmark is Sune Christan 
Pedersen’s doctoral thesis on surveillance, espionage, and mail correspondence in the 
eighteenth century (Pedersen 2008). 
12 Pietiäinen 1998. 
13 Bladh 1999, for the discussion on natural monopolies, see pp. 59–60. 
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century;14 while Marianne Larsson has studied post uniforms and changes to the 
clothing of Post Office personnel, analyzing the negotiations between institution 
and individual regarding such changes.15 

Lastly, the development of postal systems is often connected to overall impro-
vements in communications in the early modern period, sometimes referred to 
as the ‘communications revolution’.16 Scholars interested in the field invariably 
hold the postal service to be fundamental, yet few of them have gone on to exa-
mine the Post Office itself. This type of research promises to broaden perspecti-
ves on postal history, and to complement studies of the postal organization it-
self.17 The account of the literature presented here, however, has concentrated on 
works that explicitly emphasize the development of postal services during the 
seventeenth century.  

The sources for Swedish postal history 
The official records of the Swedish Post Office form a comparatively large 
historical archive, comprising over 150 metres of material and beginning in the 
early seventeenth century.18 The documents are held at the Swedish National 
Archive in Stockholm (RA). The collection consists of the records of the General 
Board of the Post Office and its predecessors, and comprises four subsections 
with the records of the postmaster general (the main archive); the post-office ca-
shier; the postal court; and the postal ombudsman. The first two are the central 
sections, whereas the latter two hold very little material. In addition to this main 
archive, at various times the local post offices delivered their archives to RA. 

The records have had a complex history, one that reflects the period when the 
archive was split. Some of the postal records were kept in the archive of the 
Chancery Board, stored at RA, while the greater part was kept in the Post 
Office’s own archive. This division was source of anxiety for both RA and the 
Post Office, leading on various occasions to quarrels over where the papers 
should be kept. The dispute did not end until 1976, when the oldest records, held 

                                   
14 Lundgren 1987; Lundgren 1990. 
15 Larsson 2008. 
16 This is a perspective emphasized by Wolfgang Behringer (2003). It also bifurcates the media 
research conducted by great names such as Marshall McLuhan (1965) and Harold Innis 
(2007), who have both written on the significance of the media, in this case the postal service, 
for political decisions. An interesting historical study in this direction is Geoffrey Parker’s 
book on Philip II (Parker 1998). 
17 This would include literature on communications in general, the rise of newspapers, the 
development of war propaganda, and many other forms of communication systems. Some 
examples can be found in Bethencourt & Egmond 2007; Ericsson 2002; Reuterswärd 2001; 
Dooley & Baron 2001. 
18 Ludwigs 1984, p. 3. 
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at the Post Office, were lodged with RA. The fusion of the two archives in the 
1970s means that all the postal documents prior to 1850 are now stored at RA.19 

Broadly speaking the archive offers a very full picture, with most series 
starting in 1698, and consisting of almost complete sequences of drafts of letters 
and memorandums, the postmaster general’s journals, financial documents, and 
the postal administration’s correspondence.20 For anyone interested in the histo-
ry of the Swedish Post Office between 1700 and 1850, the archive offers an 
overwhelmingly rich material. The archive also comprises some more fragmen-
tary records that go back to the 1630s. These older documents come from an 
early collection that was assembled at RA in the nineteenth century. Early in the 
twentieth century it was dissolved, and the documents restored to their original 
archives once their provenance could be settled.21  

Accordingly, the present arrangement of the records has only been in place 
since the 1980s. The greater part of the archive of the postmaster general starts 
around 1700, at much the same time as we can first talk about the Swedish Post 
Office as a civil service department. The archive’s complex history should be 
kept in mind. Papers have indisputably been lost over time in the course of the 
various archival rearrangements. This is especially noticeable for the earliest 
period, where the archive holds hardly any material at all. Another reason for the 
lack of older sources is of course the fire at the Royal Palace in 1697, where the 
national archives were stored. Most of the palace was destroyed and two thirds 
of the national archive went up in flames, while the records of the Chancery 
Board were severely damaged.22 The primary sources for the establishment and 
early history of the Swedish Post Office must therefore be sought elsewhere than 
the official archive of the postmaster general. 

The Swedish Post Office was built up to serve the needs of the state, and 
sources for the early history of the post can therefore be found in the state 
archives. This is especially true of the archives of the Council of the Realm and of 
the Chancery Board. Both these institutions, the first of medieval origin and the 
latter founded in 1634, can be viewed as the responsible authorities for the Swe-
dish post. Indeed, the governing function of the Chancery Board was explicitly 
stated in the ordinances for the post.23 For both these institutions there are al-
most complete series of proceedings and drafts preserved, and it is possible to 
follow many of the discussions about how and when the post should be organi-
                                   
19 For an account of the discussions, see Setterkrans 1957, pp. 6–11. 
20 There are no minutes of the proceedings of the early postal organization. Postal questions 
were decided by the Chancery Board, and the information can thus be found in Board’s 
records. 
21 Ludwigs 1984, pp. 2–3. 
22 Liljegren 2000, pp. 47–48. 
23 For example. see Kongl: maytz: Notifications-patent, angående några förandringar medh 
postwäsendet, och i alt dhet öffrige en Confirmation aff dhe förrige in anno 1645. och 1646. 
aff trycket vthgångne Kongl. Post-ordinantier. Daterat i Stockholm den 20. december 1662, 
royal ordinance, Stockholm, 20 December 1662. 



 
 
M A G N U S  L I N N A R S S O N  

 30 

zed throughout the seventeenth century. Likewise, the rules and regulations for 
the Post Office are preserved in ordinances and government edicts. In 1707 the 
most important of these were gathered and printed in a single volume, edited by 
the postmaster general, Johan Schmedeman.24 The volume was distributed to the 
postmasters in an attempt to inform them of the current rules. 

However, the official authority of the Chancery Board is another cause of 
confusion. Because of the central significance of the postal service, many other 
parts of the state administration were involved in its organization, with the 
Chancery Board as the central node. Therefore, many documents that illuminate 
the history of the post can be found in various, and sometimes surprising, parts 
of the archives of the administration. As an example, the records of the county 
governors and the archives of the local civil administration contain material on 
postal development. The memorandum written by the archivist Göran Setter-
krans is still probably the best introduction to this material.25 Besides the archive 
held at RA, material from the Post Office can also be found in the regional state 
archives across Sweden.  

There are other, unofficial, sources to be used in the writing of postal history, 
especially for the period before 1700, when surviving official records are few. 
The most obvious is the vast correspondence preserved from the seventeenth 
century. In some cases we have voluminous archives of the correspondence of 
leading figures. The collection of chancellor Axel Oxenstierna’s correspondence 
is the largest, and is available in print, The works and correspondence of Axel 
Oxenstierna. Another large archive is the correspondence of Magnus Gabriel De 
la Gardie, chancellor of the realm from 1660, who held the Post Office in fief in 
the 1670s; a collection that contains a great deal of material regarding the Post 
Office.26 Besides Oxenstierna and De la Gardie there are many different 
collections of letters sent from correspondents in Europe to public officials in 
Sweden. In some cases this material gives information about the post’s organi-
zation and everyday problems concerning mail transportation.27 This type of 
source can of course also be viewed as official in nature, since most of the corres-
pondence was between people who held official positions, or in other ways had 
influence on the politics and administration of the state and the Post Office.  

Even so, why are the surviving sources for the early history of the Swedish 
Post Office so dominated by official material? Why are there so few sources that 
say something about its everyday business, or about the postal functions in the 
smaller cities around the country? One might expect the local postmasters, and 
the post offices throughout the country, to have left more traces than they have. 
There is no surviving private archive for a Swedish postmaster in the seven-

                                   
24 Kongelige och andra wederbörandes förordningar angående postväsendet 1707. 
25 Setterkrans 1957. 
26 The bulk of De la Gardie’s archive is held by RA. 
27 See, for example, Droste 1999; Droste 2006b. 
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teenth century. What we have instead is a large number of fragments, letters sent 
to the leadership in Stockholm, and so on. Yet the unavoidable conclusion is that 
we simply do not have the sources, especially the correspondence that would 
give us an insight to everyday life at the Post Office, and the obstacles the 
position of postmaster could involve. In fact, this argues in favour of the point 
that such missing sources were considered unofficial in nature: the postmasters 
did not regarded the papers as property of the Post Office, but rather as a part of 
their private archive. These missing sources would have given us valuable mate-
rial to compare with the official records, of which there is an abundance. The up-
shot is that we know fairly well how the Swedish Post Office was meant to 
operate, but not how it worked in reality.  

Methodologically, this means that an investigation of the early history of the 
Swedish Post Office cannot be confined to sources produced within the orga-
nization. A fair picture of the Swedish post will only be obtained with the use of 
diverse, complex, and fragmentary source material. Yet the historian must be 
aware of the dominance of the official sources and scrutinize them carefully. The 
official material must be regarded as the mouthpiece of the Crown and the postal 
management. Opposition to the organization is hard to find in these sources.28 
Likewise, the fact that the official material has survived to the present does not 
necessarily mean that the organization set out in ordinances and similar sources 
was the one used in reality.  

The Swedish postal service was a central node in the state administration, and 
papers that tell of its development are today found in a wide variety of archives. 
For this reason, the first traces of a Swedish postal system are not to be found in 
the postal archive. Instead, we must turn to the records of the royal chancellery 
in the sixteenth century to find the beginnings of the Swedish Post Office. 

Before the Post Office 
The first attempts to arrange a system of posts in Sweden can be traced back to 
the reigns of Gustav I’s sons. In the second half of the sixteenth century a cou-
rier-based system was set up to carry messages between various administrative 
centres across the kingdom. These couriers and royal messengers, in Swedish 
called enspännare, functioned as an internal postal system for the state, and are 
mentioned in various financial accounts from the royal chancellery.29 Nils Fors-

                                   
28 A point made by Reuterswärd 2001, pp. 75–76. 
29 A roundup of staff in 1622 lists three couriers as ‘postal messengers to the border’ (Översikt 
över personal i kansliet, odaterat 1622, Kanslikollegium, Kanslibokhållarens stater, F I, vol. 8, 
RA); see also, Mantal på Cantzelij, 10 November 1619, Kanslikollegium, Personalförteckningar 
och meritlistor, F IV, vol. 1, RA, which mentions two couriers. This arrangement survived the 
foundation of the Post Office, for in 1638 four messengers are mentioned in the budget for the 
chancellery (Cantslij Staten, undated, 1638, Kanslikollegium, Kanslibokhållarens stater, F I, vol. 
8, RA). 



 
 
M A G N U S  L I N N A R S S O N  

 32 

sell has analyzed the messenger system, and has found that until the 1650s the 
Crown financed a number of different couriers: in the general ledger for 1645, 
for example, there are forty-six names noted as having been employed as such.30 
Apart from these messengers, mail was delivered by individual travellers or by 
the private carriers who also carried correspondence, inland or abroad.  

With the wars of the early seventeenth century, the need for reliable com-
munications with Europe increased. The Swedish government was permanently 
afraid of being uninformed about events in Europe, as chancellor Axel Oxen-
stierna was painfully aware.31 From the beginning of the century a network of 
Swedish informants, called correspondents, was established in various European 
cities. These men sent regular written reports to Stockholm and to chancellor 
Oxenstierna, with information about the political situation on the Continent.32 
The information gathered was crucial to the Swedish government and its percep-
tion of the political climate in Europe. However, the largest problem was not the 
procurement of information, but its transportation to Stockholm.  

It was primarily to enhance the transport of the correspondents’ reports that 
the Swedish administration tried to improve the efficiency of its postal connecti-
ons to Europe. The Crown’s requirements were placed above all others, and 
different ideas were put forward for how the post’s organization might best 
support the needs of the administration. Unlike a number of other European 
states, they did not focus on the merchants’ requirements, of which the closest 
example was the Danish Post Office, founded in 1624. It was expressly con-
cerned with mercantile correspondence, and according to its founding ordinan-
ces the running of the post should be the responsibility of four merchants. The 
role model for the Danish post was the postal system in Hamburg, where trade 
was the driving force in postal development.33  

It was in Hamburg that the Dutchman Lennart van Sorgen was appointed 
Sweden’s first official agent, and he was consulted when the moment came to 
improve Swedish postal communications. He worked out a plan for a permanent 
postal service to Stockholm, and suggested a relay post according to known 
principles: in relays, selected peasant farmers would transport the letters a short 
distance, handing over the mailbag to the next farmer. The arrangement would 
transport a letter from Hamburg to Stockholm in approximately five days.34 The 
Swedish government adopted parts of van Sorgen’s proposal, and a messenger 
route was opened in 1620. The major difference was that the Crown used cou-
riers to transport the letters, instead of the suggested relay post. The messenger 
                                   
30 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 26–27. 
31 See, for example, his letters to Gustav II Adolf, 13 December 1630, AOSB, I:5, pp. 711–712; 
Gustav II Adolf, 28 September 1632, AOSB, I:7, p. 561; Kungl. Maj:t, 26 August 1634, AOSB, 
I:12, p. 309; Kungl. Maj:t, 29 March 1636, AOSB, I:15, p. 285. 
32 Droste 1998, pp. 76–77. 
33 Madsen 1991, pp. 153, 157–159; on Hamburg, see Ahrens 1962, pp. 28–42. 
34 Letter from Lennart van Sorgen, 21 February 1620, Oxenstiernska samlingen, E 721, RA. 
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route ran southwards from Stockholm, crossing the Sound from Helsingborg to 
Helsingør. From there, the mail continued across Danish territory to Hamburg, 
availing itself of an old agreement between the both kingdoms.35 

After the Swedish intervention in the Thirty Years’ War in 1630, the Swedish 
army built up a postal organization in the occupied parts of the Holy Roman 
Empire. When the organization was at its peak in 1635, it engaged a number of 
postmasters at different post offices. In most cases they already belonged to the 
German imperial post, and the commonest solution for the Swedish admini-
stration seems to have been merely to replace a Catholic postmaster with a tru-
sted Protestant. In most places the service seems to have continued without 
interruption, and, except for the man in charge, with mostly the same personnel. 
In a few places new Post Offices were established alongside the older imperial 
offices, as was the case in Leipzig, where a Swedish postmaster was installed im-
mediately after the capture of the city.36 The man who was appointed royal post-
master there was Anders Wechel, a German who originally worked as a clerk 
and a correspondent for Axel Oxenstierna.37 He would later move to Stockholm 
in 1635 where he organized the Swedish postal service. 

This approach, with German postmasters appointed by the Swedish Crown, 
was typical of how the state solved its organizational problems. The Swedish 
army’s successes were in part due to foreign expertise and new forms of organi-
zation, and a similar willingness to import experienced personnel influenced 
many parts of the administration.38 The German postmasters had the experience 
and knowledge of running larger postal organizations and, as the future would 
show, the Swedish administration took full advantage of their competence. The 
foremost example of this was the recruitment of Anders Wechel as the first 
director of the Swedish Post Office in 1636. This goes some way to explaining 
why the Swedish postal service was organized in the way it was. Formerly, mail 
transports had been solved in a very simple and expensive way. As the amount of 
mail increased, the transportation costs rose to intolerable levels, while the 
system proved itself more than unreliable. Change was essential, and the models 
for a new organization were to be found on the Continent. The Crown already 
had experience of organizing its military forces along more bureaucratic lines; 
adopting similar methods to organize its postal service came naturally.39 

Thus as of 1620 the Swedish Crown, with the help of Lennart van Sorgen, had 
in place a permanent and regular postal route between Hamburg and Stock-

                                   
35 Holm 1906–1929, i. pp. 19–26. 
36 The royal Swedish postmaster in Leipzig had clashed with his imperial colleague over who 
should control the postage the mail was generating (Heurgren 1961, pp. 38–40); see also 
Sveriges krig 1611–1632, p. 346. 
37 See his letters to Oxenstierna in Oxenstiernska samlingen, E 749, RA.  
38 Glete 2002, p. 216; McNeill 1982, pp. 117–143, esp. pp. 140–141. 
39 More examples of this method of importing expertise are to be found in the production of 
drapery goods and ironware (see Mörner 2001, pp. 190–200). 
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holm. Most likely it was the increasing correspondence with the Crown’s corres-
pondents that lay behind this move, and the service certainly seems to have been 
a clear improvement on previous efforts. That said, the connection consisted of 
only one messenger route, and nothing was done to organize the postal 
communication inside the realm. This was in line with the nature of state 
administration in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which in Sweden as in 
many other European countries was not the meticulously formal apparatus it 
would become. The nobility continued to rely on their estates as a way to build 
up independent power.40 The Stockholm–Hamburg post was the Swedish admi-
nistration’s first experience of a formalized postal service, and should be viewed 
in much the same way as the knowledge acquired by the Swedish State officials 
who perforce worked on the Continent during the Thirty Years’ War. The Ham-
burg route and the postal network in the occupied territories made European 
knowledge available to the Swedish administration. 

The founding of the Post Office 
The experience that the Swedish Crown drew from the postal route to Hamburg 
was to grow in subsequent years. The issue of postal communications was dealt 
with by the Council of the Realm and by other leading members of the govern-
ment. One example was Post-Patent und Salva-Guardia, a privilege for the Ger-
man postmasters issued on 30 October 1633 by chancellor Axel Oxenstierna in 
the name of Queen Christina. Its aim was to reintroduce the postal service to 
certain cities in the occupied territories. In the text Oxenstierna gives reasons 
why it was so important that the postal messengers should not be hindered. 

In the public interest and for the extension and preservation of indispensable 
commerce, the postal services in the [Holy Roman] Empire, to the Netherlands, 
[…] France and other places shall be reinstated and put in order.41 

The chancellor continues that every effort must be made to avoid ‘the 
indispensable postal service in the empire once again falling into decline and 
complete ruin, in almost irreparable damage’.42 As well as ordering the reintro-
duction of postal services, the privilege forbade the removal of the postmasters’ 
horses without paying for them, and prohibited acts of cruelty towards the 
postmaster and his family. 

In its rhetoric about postal communications on the Continent it was mainly 
these two arguments that the Swedish government emphasized: its importance 
                                   
40 Hallenberg 2001, pp. 49–50. 
41 Post-Patent und Salva-Guardia, 30 October 1633, Svenska postförordningar på tyska, 
excerptsamling, 1631–1724, PM. 
42 Post-Patent und Salva-Guardia, 30 October 1633, Svenska postförordningar på tyska, 
excerptsamling, 1631–1724, PM. 
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for commerce; and its importance to the community or the ‘common weal’. This 
rhetoric differs from the contemporary discussion in Sweden, as do the argu-
ments for why the post should be established. In Sweden, this was largely linked 
to the widespread abuse of the peasant farmers’ obligation to provide horses for 
transport for nobles and royal messengers, the so-called skjutsningsplik’ or duty 
of carriage. This issue had been a major point for discussion in the Swedish Diet 
for many years, and with the increasing need for resources following the wars in 
the 1610s onwards, the number of complaints grew.43 The peasants protested at 
the burden of having to offer free food, horses, and transport. Since the Middle 
Ages the king and his messengers had the right to these services, but nobles and 
others claiming to travel on the king’s business exploited this by excusing 
themselves from paying, an abuse that could even end in the farmer being assaul-
ted if he refused to comply with the nobleman’s demands.44 The discussions in 
the Council in Stockholm centred on this point, and the councillors all expressed 
their desire to relieve the peasantry of this ancient burden. A point worth noting, 
though, is that the nobles’ enthusiasm for putting an end to the misuse was 
essentially self-preservation. Many of the peasants who were abused by travellers 
lived on aristocratic lands, and in the nobles’ opinion it was much better that the 
peasants worked on their estates instead.45 Yet they failed to arrive at any real 
alternatives or solutions to the problem, and it was at this stage the question of a 
postal system entered the Swedish debate. 

The misuse of skjutsningsplikt has been in focus for many historians, and 
combating the abuse has been seen as an important reason for the establishment 
of the Swedish post.46 Nils Forssell agrees with Teodor Holm about the signi-
ficance of the abuse, arguing that the misuse was the main explanation for the 
establishment of the Swedish post.47 This point of view is echoed in the other 
Nordic countries. Otto Madsen finds the problem of abuse important, and in 
Denmark the peasant farmers considered it so burdensome that they were 
willing to pay money to the king to escape it.48 Finn Erhard Johannessen agrees 
that the abuse of skjutsningsplikt was equally important in Norway, but solely as 
the trigger for the organization of the postal service; his emphasis is on the gro-
wing need for the state administration to correspond as the main explanation for 
the establishment of the Post Office.49 

                                   
43 Holm 2007, pp. 131–135, shows the increasing number of complaints about skjutsningsplikt 
from 1600. 
44 Mörner 2001, p. 254; Forssell 1936, i. pp. 16–21. 
45 See, for example, see the minutes of the Council of the Realm: 30 June 1631, SRP, ii. p. 105; 9 
November 1632, SRP, ii. pp. 210–211; 23 October 1633, SRP, iii. p. 210. 
46 Holm 1906–1929, i. pp. 79–89. 
47 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 15–16, 35–36 and 116. 
48 Madsen 1991, i. pp. 130–138. 
49 Johannessen 1997, i. p. 17. 
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After the experiences gained in the Holy Roman Empire, Oxenstierna and the 
government began to discuss in earnest the founding of a Swedish Post Office.50 
The result was that on 20 February 1636 the Council of the Realm in Stockholm 
issued an ordinance for postal messengers, Förordning om Post-bådhen, the do-
cument upon which the postal organization would be built. The ordinance laid out a 
network of postal routes spread thinly across the country. The preamble reads: 

We Christina etc. make known, that since we have graciously found it necessary 
to establish, in all of our provinces in all of our kingdom, some regular post 
messengers, to the relief for our faithful subjects [from skjutsningsplikt]. There-
fore we have confirmed and issued the following postal ordinance, with which the 
postal messengers, and all others, shall comply.51 

The connection to skjutsningsplikt abuses is emphasized, for the stated reason 
for establishing the Post Office is that a postal system would lessen the burden 
on the peasantry. The ordinance itself is a very simple. It says nothing about the 
possibilities of mail correspondence or the need for safe postal connections to be 
used by the Crown. It only describes the terms and regulations for the peasant 
farmers who were supposed to carry the mail. On the other hand, this intro-
duction of peasant farmers as postal messengers is the unique feature of the ordi-
nance. All other plans or drafts for postal communication in Sweden had thus 
focused on the use of royal couriers. That meant a single person transporting the 
mail from A to B, no matter what the distance. The postal route to Hamburg in 
1620 used couriers, and this was long the standard way for the government to 
send written messages. 

The ordinance from 1636 introduced a completely new system for mail 
delivery. Trusted local peasant farmers would be selected as post-farmers to 
transport the mail between the towns in their vicinity. Consequently, they would 
remain within set boundaries – beyond which other post-farmers would carry 
the mail further. The inspiration for this came from the Continent, where deli-
vering letters using relay posts was well known. In the Swedish case, however, it 
is the use of post-farmers that stands out as a European exception.52 Hence it was 
peasant farmers, preferably those who could read and write, who would trans-
port the letters. Those recruited for the task were meant to live twenty or thirty 
kilometres distant from one another. Each post-farmer would have one or two 
farm boys – post boys – to help him with the mail, and it was the boys’ task to 
run with the mailbag to the next farm. In this way the letters would be relayed 

                                   
50 See, for example, see the minutes of the Council of the Realm: 9 October 1635, SRP, v. pp. 
191–192; 4 November 1635, SRP, v. p. 272; 11 November 1635, SRP, v. p. 302. 
51 Förordning om Post-Bådhen, royal ordinance, Stockholm, 20 February 1636.  
52 Sweden and Norway (then part of Denmark) used peasant farmers to organize the mail 
transportation. In other European countries the usual solution was to employ specialized 
manpower for the conveyance of the letters (see Bladh 1999, p. 28). 



 
 

T H E  D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  T H E  S W E D I S H  P O S T  O F F I C E  

 37 

along the postal routes. The post boy was to be equipped with a post-horn to 
sound as he approached the next farm. At his signal the next post boy would 
prepare himself to take over the mailbag. Furthermore, the post boys were in-
structed to carry a staff to protect themselves from thieves and wild animals, and 
on their chests they were meant to wear a royal post blazon.  

According to the ordinance, the post boys had to be able to cover ten kilo-
metres in two hours. This time-limit was stressed in the text, and inability to 
keep to the prescribed time was punishable by eight days imprisonment.53 Simi-
larly, if the post boys were unable to run with the mailbag the farmer would have 
to run with it instead, again under threat of imprisonment. The peasants recei-
ved compensation from the Crown for their service as post-farmers. The initial 
arrangement, though not stated in the ordinance, exempted them from army 
conscription, corvée, and other obligations. Besides the regulations for the post-
farmers, the ordinance also addressed the issue of post administrators in the 
towns, to be recruited from among the town’s inhabitants, and responsible for 
opening the mailbag. It was specified that post administrators should be able to 
read and write so that, where necessary, letters to the city could be addressed to 
him. He was also to distribute the mail to the local noblemen – the only people 
mentioned in the ordinance as receiving mail. 

Anders Wechel was duly appointed director of the ‘whole Post Office in the 
kingdom’. He was also granted an annual salary of 600 dr sm.54 The first postal 
routes expanded as the organization grew, and farmers were recruited along the 
roads. In 1636 there were four main postal routes, all fanning out from Stock-
holm: the most important was the route to Hamburg; the other three went to 
Gothenburg, to the mining districts, and to northern Sweden. A postal route to 
Finland was established in 1638.55 

Even after the Post Office’s foundation in 1636, however, not all mail was 
transported under its aegis, and over the next decades a variety of parallel 
methods remained in use. The most obvious for individuals was to ask occasion-
al travellers or friends to deliver letters. Another option was to make use of the 
message system run by the local administration (häradspost) or the church 
(klockarposten). These alternative systems, often based on old traditions, worked 
alongside the Post Office. Little research has been done on these alternative po-
stal systems, however, although they seem to have been subsumed into the Post 
Office in due course.56 Similarly, the army and Swedish diplomats sometimes 
used alternative ways of sending letters. 

                                   
53 Förordning om Post-Bådhen, royal ordinance, Stockholm, 20 February 1636. 
54 Royal privilege for postmaster Anders Wechel, 20 February 1636, RR, RA; see also Forssell 
1936, i. p. 45. 
55 Holm 1906–1929, i. pp. 151–157; see also Nylander 1963. 
56 Bladh 1999, pp. 36–37 gives a brief discussion of these alternative postal systems. 
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The timing of the introduction of the Post Office, however, coincided with 
the culmination of a period of intense organization for the Swedish public 
administration. Following the death of Gustav II Adolf in 1632, chancellor Axel 
Oxenstierna drove through a series of thorough administrative reforms. In 1634 
the country’s first Instrument of Government, akin to a constitution, was intro-
duced, and the central administrative authorities were divided according to task 
or competence, and organized as boards (kollegier). In 1635 the local admini-
stration was altered by the introduction of county governors, designated the 
Crown’s representatives in the localities.57 These reforms were preceded by the 
introduction of the court of appeal in 1614 and several ordinances for the royal 
chancellery and other parts of the administration.58 The first three decades of the 
seventeenth century were characterized by this detailed organization of the cent-
ral parts of the state apparatus.59 

A changing organization 
After the ordinance establishing the Post Office in 1636 came the development 
phase. Here the appointment of Anders Wechel as postmaster general is worth 
considering. As already noted, the habit of recruiting foreign military experts 
had spread in the 1620s to the civil administration. The Crown started to lease 
state revenue-gathering to tax-farmers. An important number of leaseholders 
were foreigners, who were given lucrative contracts by the state. From the 
Crown’s point of view, this was a way of obtaining ready cash for the admini-
stration. However, as Mats Hallenberg has shown, it was also a way of importing 
expertise to the Crown’s ‘manufactures’, in hope of modernizing the busi-
nesses.60 In a similar way, Wechel was recruited to bring expertise to the postal 
organization. The newly appointed postmaster general had little time in which to 
carry out his task, as he died soon after in 1637. Following his death his widow, 
Gese Wechel, took over the management of the post, and on 25 October 1638 
the Council of the Realm confirmed her appointment.61 This solution was not 
unusual in Sweden in order to keep enterprises going when the head of the 
concern died.62 Even so, the appointment of Gese Wechel must be viewed as 
something of an exception considering the high position of the postmaster gene-
ral in the state administration. 

                                   
57 Herlitz 1964, pp. 107–109, 115–116; Asker 2007, pp. 89–90, 103. 
58 Herlitz 1964, pp. 106, 118. 
59 Nilsson 1990, pp. 200–202. 
60 Hallenberg 2008, pp. 62–63. 
61 Confirmation, Gese Wechel, 25 October 1638, RR, RA. 
62 Lundgren 1987, pp. 23–34; other examples of the literature on the role of executrices and the 
status of widows in general are given in Cavallo & Warner 1999; and, for the Swedish post, 
Holm 1906–1929, iv. pt. 3 pp. 24–44. 
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Gese Wechel was thus put in charge of the Post Office. At her side she had 
Bernhard Stein von Steinhausen, who in 1638 was appointed generalriksschultz. 
Together they seem to have exercised joint control over the Post Office. This 
period is one of the more peculiar in the history of the Swedish post, and we do 
not know much about it. The title, generalriksschultz, held by von Steinhausen 
seems to have been instituted just for him. No one else, before or since, has been 
generalriksschultz. Exactly what the man did is also unclear. Whatever the case, 
the whole curious episode ended in 1642 amid complaints about Gese Wechel’s 
ability to run the business.63 

In October 1642, Johan von Beijer was appointed postmaster general.64 Like 
Anders Wechel, von Beijer was German, and had entered Swedish service in the 
early seventeenth century, working his way up the growing Swedish admini-
stration.65 He received his appointment as postmaster general on 2 January 1643.66 
Amongst his tasks were to appoint and remove postmasters and post-farmers all 
over the realm. He was also to maintain the postal route to Hamburg and to 
communicate with the foreign correspondents of the Swedish Crown. This latter 
task was the origin of the Swedish press, since the information received by von 
Beijer was subsequently printed in the first regular Swedish newspaper, Ordinari 
Post Tijdender.67 His instructions also gave him the right to collect the surplus of 
the postal rates for all letters sent from the Post Office in Stockholm, an order 
that comes immediately after a paragraph that expresses the government’s hope 
that in the future the Post Office will produce a sufficient surplus for the busi-
ness to finance itself.68  

The same day that von Beijer was appointed, a new ordinance for the Post 
Office was issued by the Council of the Realm. In the preamble to the ordinance, 
the postal service and the new regulations are explained. 

Our faithful subjects and inhabitants of the kingdom, whose letters conveniently 
and safely, both in the kingdom and in its dependent provinces and abroad […] 
shall be forth sent and ordered. […] but as it is not yet put in its perfect state and 
order.69 

                                   
63 Holm 1906–1929, i. pp. 119–126; Bonsdorff 1989, pp. 135–141. 
64 Authorization for Johan von Beijer as general postmaster, 15 October 1642, RR, RA. 
65 Jacobsson 1922, pp. 70–74. 
66 Instruction for Johan von Beijer as general postmaster, 2 January 1643, RR, RA, printed in 
Styffe 1856, pp. 456–460. 
67 Holmberg 2000, pp. 42–45; for a European perspective on developments, see Schröder 1995; 
and Behringer 2003. 
68 Styffe 1856, pp. 459–460. 
69 General rijkzens Postordning, royal ordinance, Stockholm, 2 January 1643; the same text 
was republished on 19 July 1645 (Kongelige och andra wederbörandes förordningar angående 
postväsendet 1707, p. 200). 
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The Post Office’s organization gives the impression of being in a shaky state. The 
first seven years of operation had led to the conclusion that further rules were 
needed. The ordinance of 1643 stipulates and repeats most of the rules from 
1636, but also gives information on the Post Office’s finances. In paragraph five, 
the government says that all private letters sent by post must be charged 
according to tariff issued on the same day as the ordinance; the postage paid for 
private letters was meant to finance the rest of the postal organization. In the 
same section, the local postmasters are instructed to submit their financial re-
cords to the postal administration quarterly. 

The ordinance of 1643 laid the foundation for the postal organization for 
years to come. With a number of additions, the ordinance was the main regu-
lation for the Swedish post until the 1670s. Of the additions, the ordinance of 
1646 regulating post-farmers was the most important.70 It deals explicitly with 
the post-farmers responsible for carrying the mail. The major change on 1636 is 
that from now on horses were to be used to transport mail on the postal route to 
Hamburg. Another difference is that the requirement to run a mile in less than 
two hours with the mail was now removed – among a variety of reasons was the 
simple dearth of functioning clocks. 

The main thrust of the regulations of the 1640s was to devolve the 
administration of the post to local post offices, for it was here that the organi-
zation was to be run. The local postmasters were given control over the post-
farmers, and the organization’s personnel were given certain responsebilities to 
fulfil. This organizational framework was to remain in place until the eighteenth 
century.71 It is striking how similar it is to the reorganization of the county go-
vernors in 1635, a reform of local administration in which parts of the Crown’s 
control, mainly over fiscal matters, were devolved to the local level.72 

Such was the organization that in 1643 was given to Johan von Beijer as a sort 
of fief. He was allowed to make money on postage, and had full executive power 
over the organization. However, the Crown never surrendered its overall control 
of the postal service, and von Beijer could hardly do anything with the post that 
the king and the Council did not approve. The arrangement appears to have 
worked well, and initially there was no trace of conflict between von Beijer and 
the Crown. The first obstacle came in 1654, when Queen Christina gave the Post 
Office in fief to baron Wilhelm Taube, most likely as a reward for his services to 
the Crown. The official motive for this move, which expressly contravened von 
Beijer’s instructions, was to lend the Post Office respect and authority.73 The 
whole arrangement bears witness to the unpredictability of the early modern 
system of rewards and personal loyalties. To further confuse the modern obser-

                                   
70 Kongelige och andra wederbörandes förordningar angående postväsendet 1707, p. 211. 
71 Forssell 1936, i. p. 53. 
72 Asker 2004, pp. 115–120; Nilsson 1990, p. 97. 
73 Forssell 1936, i. p. 51. 
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ver, von Beijer himself was rewarded at the same time, ennobled for his previous 
work at the Post Office.74 This is somehow symptomatic of the latter part of the 
1600s, a period that saw the number of professional men raised to the nobility 
rapidly increase. This was due to the need for noblemen in the growing state 
administration, where the higher positions were reserved for the nobility. In a 
European perspective, the older Swedish nobility was very small, and in order to 
fill the new positions the solution was to raise new families to the nobility.75 

Taube thus became postmaster general in 1654, and at first von Beijer worked 
with him in the administration of the post. Soon enough conflict loomed be-
tween the two. von Beijer appears to have been the more aggressive, and in 1658 
he was removed from the Post Office. After his removal, von Beijer started a 
private postal route that competed with the royal post, and so continued his 
struggle against the official Post Office.76 The conflict dragged on until 1661, 
when Taube died and Johan von Beijer was once again appointed head of the 
Post Office.77 This time he held the post by a lease that stipulated that he should 
pay the Crown a fee of 14,000 dr sm a year for the privilege.78 Even so, von Beijer 
did not get complete control of the Post Office. The Crown still reserved the 
right to regulate the postal service by means of ordinances, regulations, and 
exemptions. As an example, von Beijer was allowed to appoint all postmasters 
except those in Hamburg and Helsingør, who would continue to be appointed 
by the Chancery Board. 

The second period of von Beijer’s leadership was dominated by the Post 
Office’s finances. On the whole, matters seem to have been less well organized 
and more troublesome than in his first era. One explanation might be the con-
stant problems with letters that were to be sent postage-free. In the lease, the 
Crown reserved the right to send letters on the king’s business or other public 
affairs free of postage within the administration. Once a year, the cost of the 
postage-free letters would be deducted from von Beijer’s lease-fee. However, the 
misuse of the right to postage-free letters may have led to a decrease in the 
quantity of regular postage that was paid.79 Either way, von Beijer had great diffi-
culties managing the post, and in 1668 the contract was cancelled and von Beijer 
made postmaster general, instead of leaseholder, until his death in 1669.80 

After von Beijer’s death, the organization of the postal administration 
changed. Until this point, the postmaster at the office in Stockholm had in prac-
                                   
74 Elgenstierna 1925–1936, i. p. 263. 
75 Stadin 2004, p. 97.  
76 Bladh 1999, pp. 50–52. 
77 Forssell 1936, i. p. 52. 
78 The contract with von Beijer is found in the registry of the government, Cantzlie Collegij 
Contract med Post Directoren Johan Beyer, 20 December 1662, RR, RA. 
79 Olsson 2006, pp. 7–22. 
80 His widow, Margareta von Beijer, then managed practical operations at the office in 
Stockholm for a couple of years, but she never exercised any real power over the postal 
organization of the realm, as Gese Wechel had done. 
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tice also been the postmaster general, even if not expressly stated as such in the 
rules and regulations. However, after von Beijer’s death the chancellor Magnus 
Gabriel De la Gardie was granted the Post Office as a personal fief in 1673. 
According to a royal letter of 10 June 1673, the chancellor had been entrusted 
with the post 

entirely to dispose, arrange, and order as you find most suitable to our [king] and 
the Crown’s service, respect, and use. […] Whatsoever the excess [money] may 
be, we leave you free discretion to order after your own pleasure. 81 

Compared with von Beijer’s lease, and Taube’s fief in the 1650s, this enfeoffment 
gave Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie far more sweeping powers, so he could 
essentially run the Post Office as he saw fit.82 Its most important feature was that 
De la Gardie secured the surplus from the postage rates. This money was no 
longer to be delivered to the Crown, but could be used by the chancellor, as he 
wanted. 

The period of Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie’s fief of the Swedish Post Office 
has not yet been thoroughly investigated by historians. De la Gardie has often 
been singled out as the scapegoat for the economic troubles in the 1670s; whe-
ther this is accurate when it came the Post Office is still unclear. The general 
assumption is that his period in office saw the Post Office descend into confu-
sion, mostly because he drained money from the postal treasury. An alternative 
explanation might be that the Crown, in the shape of Charles XI, did not stay out 
of postal matters. On several occasions the king interfered in its administration, 
undermining De la Gardie’s authority. However, the chancellor held on to his 
post until 1677. In that year the fief was abolished and the Post Office once again 
came under the management of the Chancery Board. 

As chancellor, Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie was the head of Charles XI’s 
regency government and one of the most influential nobles of the seventeenth 
century. He gained the young king’s confidence, and the fief of the Post Office 
was given to him in the year after the king ascended the throne aged seventeen. 
Apparently, De la Gardie was granted the post as a reward for his services to the 
Crown. However, the chancellor fell into disgrace in the later 1670s, and there is 
reason to believe that his removal from the Post Office was due to the power 
struggle during the Scanian War (1675–1679).83 After his accession, Charles XI 
set up a land inquisition, aimed at the members of the regency government. This 
was followed in the 1680s by demands heard from the peasantry and the lesser 
nobility for the restitution to the Crown of alienated estates held by the aristo-
cracy. De la Gardie was one of the noblemen most affected by this policy, as 

                                   
81 Letter of enfeoffment to Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie, 10 June 1673, RR, RA. 
82 Holm 1906–1929, iii. p. 83. 
83 Wittrock 1931, pp. 671–672. 
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most of his estates were taken by the Crown.84 The more aggressive policy on the 
king’s part can be explained as a result of the Scanian War and the increasingly 
pressing need for resources. The confused financial policies and lack of ready 
cash were blamed on the regency government. The final outcome of this struggle 
between the leading aristocracy and the king was the introduction of absolutism 
in 1680.85 This done, the Crown strengthened its power over the Post Office, as 
over other parts of the state administration. After the introduction of abso-
lutism, the postal organization was integrated more closely into the state admini-
stration, and the groundwork for a civil service department was laid.86 

The enfeoffment to Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie represents the last of the 
serious attempts to organize the Swedish Post Office by leases and fiefs. The 
arrangement with De la Gardie was the end of an era, sometimes described as a 
‘personal regime’, because of the dependence on the individuals assigned to lead 
the Post Office. 

The making of a civil service department 
The merger of the postal organization with the public administration began in 
the early 1680s. The newly ennobled Samuel Åkerhielm was appointed secretary 
in the Chancery Board, with responsibility for postal questions. Åkerhielm’s is a 
typical example of an official government career in the Swedish realm at this 
point. He came from a clerical family, and had studied at the universities in 
Uppsala and in Leiden, the Dutch Republic.87 

Together with the chief accountant of the Post Office, Lars Skragge, Åker-
hielm supervised the Post Office from his position in the Chancery Board. At 
their side they had Johan Gustav von Beijer, the son of the former postmaster 
Johan von Beijer, who was postmaster at the Post Office in Stockholm. The 
younger von Beijer’s standing in the Post Office is a matter of some confusion. 
He was called ‘post director’ in some ordinances, but in the formal regulations 
he was only given the title ‘postmaster in Stockholm’. Whatever his title, he 
certainly played a role, not yet analyzed by historians, in the postal administra-
tion. He seems to have received his position as a reward for his father’s work, 
and in 1697 he was discharged from the Post Office. In one way, von Beijer was a 
remnant of the older organizational form of the Post Office in the era of ‘perso-
nal regime’. 

The management in the 1680s was insufficient to the task, mainly because of 
the Board’s increasing work load. There were calls for a more efficient postal 
administration, and the question came to the fore when financial responsibility 

                                   
84 Wittrock 1931, p. 673. 
85 Nilsson 1990, pp. 257–259. 
86 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 58–59. 
87 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 61–62. 
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for the Post Office was moved to the Chancery Board from the Exchequer Board 
in 1685.88 Charles XI decided that the Board was to be responsible for the post’s 
finances, and granted it the right to control both the post’s surplus and its costs. 
This was a solution that set the postal organization apart from the rest of the 
state administration. Usually, the surplus of any Crown enterprise in the seven-
teenth century was meant to be transferred to the Exchequer Board and used for 
Crown expenses, normally the costs of the military and war. However, thanks to 
Charles XI’s decision in 1685, the Post Office was given control of its own 
finances.89 

The change in 1685 led to even more work on postal questions in the 
Chancery Board. Apparently, the Board handled post business unfairly, and in 
the 1690s voices were again heard demanding a reorganization of the postal 
leadership. That was done in 1697, when Åkerhielm was appointed director 
general of the Swedish Post Office.90 His instructions confirm that the director 
general was to have executive power over the Post Office – and in so doing, the 
foundations for a freestanding civil service department were laid. Åkerhielm’s 
rise to director general of the Post Office has in part to do with Charles XII’s 
accession to the throne in 1697. Silent opposition to his father’s appointments 
marked the first years of his reign, and Åkerhielm’s promotion should be seen in 
that light. In conjunction with the appointment a couple of postal ordinances 
and regulations were issued: instructions for the chief accountant of the Post 
Office; and regulations for postmasters and postal personnel. 

All in all, the most important change in the reorganization of the 1690s was 
undoubtedly the introduction of the office of director general. The office was 
equipped with more authority than any previous postal administrator. 

Whatever in the direction of the Post Office is to be decided by the Chancery 
Board, it shall be conducted and executed by him [the director general], under the 
supervision of the Board. […] Under the director general stands the whole of his 
Royal Majesty’s Post Office in Sweden and Finland, with Estonia, Livonia and 
Ingria, and likewise in his Royal Majesty’s German provinces.91 

The leadership of the post was given to one man, who was granted executive 
powers over the entire organization. The right to employ postmasters and post-
farmers was transferred from the Chancery Board to the director general, except 
for some of the postmasters in the larger towns that would henceforth be appoin-

                                   
88 In Swedish Statskontoret, established in 1680 and still operating under the same name today 
(although now translated as the ‘Swedish Agency for Public Management’, a far cry from the 
1680s, when its main task was to make suggestions for the Crown’s budget). 
89 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 74–80, provides a useful account of the changes in 1685. 
90 Royal letter, 23 August 1697, RR, RA. 
91 Instruction for the director general of the Post Office, 19 August 1704 [reissue], Styffe 1856, 
pp. 479–480, quotation from paragraphs I and III. 
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ted by the Board. Likewise, the director general was allowed to commission 
inspections of the local post offices. He had to answer to the Chancery Board, 
although he shared his authority with the Board and was empowered to make 
changes to the postal organization, as is evinced by the fact that his circulars, 
containing new regulations, were as binding as the royal ordinances and the 
resolutions of the Chancery Board.92 Besides the director general, the work of the 
chief accountant of the Post Office was regulated in a set of instructions from 
1704. The accountant was supposed to work together with the director general, 
and his main task was to manage the surplus in the postal treasury and to 
deposit the money in the Riksbank, the central bank.93 

It was not only the executives in the postal organization who were established 
and regulated; further measures were taken in the early eighteenth century to 
increase the control of the postal personnel. This stemmed from the fact that as a 
growing organization it had to be supervised more closely if it was to work 
properly. Greater control was intended to enforce delivery times and Post Office 
regulations, primarily by decentralizing its work. In one sense this was a return 
to the organization of the 1640s, when the local post offices had had a dominant 
position within the Post Office. In 1643 the postmasters had been given the task 
of supervising the post-farmers, and for the remainder of the century this 
control function was implemented with increasing effect. In the 1710s the solu-
tion was standardized, and the postmasters in towns where the county governors 
had their seats were given a supervisory role as postal inspectors. They had to 
run all the postmasters and post-farmers in their particular county, and where 
there were problems report to the central administration.94 

The organizational development of the Post Office after 1680 clearly shows its 
development into a form of a civil service department, at least of a rudimentary 
kind. The organization of the 1650s and 1660s had been one of fiefs and personal 
connections. When it came to its formal organization, the ensuing period of 
royal absolutism established the Post Office as a part of the larger Swedish state 
administration. The post gained control over its own finances, and developed 
rules and regulations from within the organization; a process that continued into 
the eighteenth century. The changes to the Post Office should be viewed in a 
broader context, where other parts of the state administration were controlled 
more directly by the Crown. In the 1680s and the following decades, this was 
largely determined by the introduction of absolutism in the reign of Charles XI. 
This change, tied to the increasing powers of the king, is especially characteristic 
of economic and organizational policy. The strategy adopted by the Swedish 
Crown was primarily intended to finance its endless wars. The economy was put 

                                   
92 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 66–67. 
93 Forssell 1936, i. p. 69. 
94 Forssell 1936, i. pp. 70–72. 
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under state control following cameralistic principles, and radical changes were 
implemented that saw greater control of exports and prices.95 

It should be emphasized that the strengthening of royal power by Charles XI 
was introduced in opposition to the old aristocracy, who demanded to share po-
wer with the king. During the Scanian War the power struggle between the 
Council and the king resulted in the defeat of the high nobility.96 The cadres of 
newly ennobled state officials supported the king. Unlike the old aristocracy, 
these men depended on their salaries from the Crown, and a consolidation of 
state administration, combined with an attack on the wealth of the aristocrats, 
would increase their likelihood of getting paid. 

A proof of the solidity of the postal organization that emerged from this 
process is the fact that the rules and regulations that were introduced at the turn 
of the eighteenth century regulated the Post Office more-or-less unchanged until 
the 1860s.97 Only then, as the ‘modern’ era loomed, was the organization changed. 

A failed attempt to introduce a completely new postal system has to be men-
tioned, though. In 1718, Charles XII ordered the fusion of the Post Office with 
the innkeepers.98 One of the ideas of the ordinance was that throughout the 
realm mail should be transported by stagecoach together with paying passengers. 
Compared with the postal service that had been started in 1636, the method of 
transporting the mail specified in this ordinance was wholly new, for it partially 
excluded the post-farmers. The ordinance was never fully implemented. When 
Charles XII was killed on campaign in Norway on 30 November 1718, the ordinance 
was rescinded and the previous organization of the Post Office reinstated.99 

Closing remarks 
Clearly there were close links between the Swedish state administration and the 
establishment of the Post Office. In the Swedish case, the postal service was 
initiated to meet the communication needs of the Crown. To this extent the 
foundation of the Swedish post was distinct from that in other European states, 
where commercial and mercantile interests played a much more significant role 
in starting postal services. A parallel has been drawn with Denmark and Ham-
burg, where the merchants were put in charge of the postal organization. What 
might explain this? Were there any differences in Swedish society that might 
account for the particular organization of the postal service? One possible expla-
nation is the lack of Swedish urbanization. At the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, towns in Sweden were few and tiny, and the number of merchants likely 
                                   
95 See Dahlgren 1993, pp. 113–132. 
96 Rystad 2005, pp. 335–351. 
97 Forssell 1936, i. p. 63; for the instructions, see Styffe 1856, pp. 479–524. 
98 Kongl. maj:ts nådige förordning, Angående postwäsendets och gästgifweriernes samman-
fogande. Gifwen Lund, den 10 februarii 1718, royal ordinance, Stockholm, 10 February 1718. 
99 For the ordinance of 1718, see Forssell 1936, i. pp. 146–154. 
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to be in regular need of a postal service was comparatively small. It was chiefly 
the Crown that needed and sought new means for regular communication, be-
cause of its engagement in European politics. This fact alone set the Swedish 
Post Office apart. 

The second thing to highlight is the role of the post-farmer. With exception 
of Norway, the use of post-farmers to transport the mail stands out as a dis-
tinctive feature of the Swedish post. In its founding ordinance of 1636, the post-
farmers were incorporated in the postal service and given a huge responsibility 
for transporting the mail. One might argue that this was a typical way for the 
Swedish Crown to solve its need for manpower. Nonetheless, the administration 
must have trusted the farmers to handle the mail.  

A possible explanation might be the degree to which the Swedish peasantry 
was integrated in the rule of the kingdom. The peasantry had their own parlia-
mentary estate, and the custom of submitting appeals to the Diet separates 
Sweden from its neighbours, where the peasantry did not have the same oppor-
tunities to take part in the rule of their realms. While this should not be taken as 
a sign of full, modern democracy, it may go some way towards explaining the 
more widespread trust in the Swedish peasantry.100 It should also be borne in 
mind that the Swedish army was largely composed of conscripts drawn from 
farm villages, in a further instance of the state’s dependence on good relations 
with the peasantry. Yet not only was it a matter of trust; another telling reason 
was the financial incentive for the Crown. The Swedish treasury was painfully 
empty of ready cash in the seventeenth century. A postal system based on post-
farmers attracted by the lure of tax exemptions may have been the only postal 
system the Crown could afford. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                   
100 Gustafsson 1994, pp. 156–157. 
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