Vignettes: Postal Services

1928: Dr. Mansfield Robinson, a London lawyer, believes that he has been in
communication with Mars, and at his request wireless messages will be sent out
from Rugby on an 18,500-metre wave-length on Wednesday morning in an effort
" to get official proof that “contact” has been established. “The Post Office has
agreed to accept the message for Mars, not as a scientific experiment for which it
is responsible but as a commercial proposition,” an official explained. “Obviously
we do not guarantee delivery. . . . We shall send the message in the same way
that we send to ships in all parts of the world every day—and the charge will be the
usual 1s. 6d. a word, which is admittedly a low cost for such a long distance! But
it will cost no more to transmit than an ordinary message. At Dr. Robinson’s
request a watch will be kept for half an hour at St. Albans wireless station on a
wave-length of 30,000 metres, and for this service of listening for a reply a special
charge will be made.”

1941: The first batch of photo-letters under the newly instituted airgraph service
from the Middle East arrived in London yesterday morning. The mail contained
50,000 microfilm letters which had been flown from the Middle East. They weighed
only 13lb., whereas 50,000 ordinary letters would have weighed nearly three-
quarters of a ton.

As soon as they were received the films were sent to the Kodak works, where
the staff began to enlarge the letters from the size of a man’s finger-nail to 4in. by
5in. As fast as this was done the enlargements were rushed back to the post office
to be placed in special envelopes, sorted, and sent to all parts of the country for

delivery.

The airgraph service was begun last month, and the first batch of letters has
taken about a fortnight to arrive. It is hoped that this time will be shortened as the

scheme develops.

—The Times of London, as quoted in Front Page Physics: A Century of Physics
in the News (A. J. Meadows and M. M. Hancock-Beaulieu, Eds.;

reflexive relationship between science and
empire.” There is no doubt that he has
brilliantly succeeded. At times, however,
the distinction between the exotic and the
colonial is somewhat blurred in the analysis.
There is no doubt that the colonial involve-
ment of the society deepened toward the
end of the century as the French empire
expanded. From 1900 till 1921, the
Lamarckian zoologist Edmond Perrier, who
was also the director of the natural history
museum, presided over the society and re-
emphasized its colonial mission. It was un-
der his leadership that the society devel-
oped a “conservation ethos global in scale”
and played a key role in the establishment,
in Algeria, of the first French national
parks.

During the 19th century, however, the
activities of the society and its Jardin were
hardly restricted to colonial purpose. The
society also organized dog and cat shows,
promoted the consumption of horsemeat,
and featured exhibits presenting the faunal
resources not only of the French colonies
but also of other non-European countries.
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The “ethnographic exhibitions” begun in
1877 included, for instance, Argentinian
gauchos and Lapps; moreover, the llama,
yak, and ostrich, which were the primary
target organisms for the acclimatization ex-
periments, were not indigenous to areas
then colonized by France. Indeed, Isidore
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire makes no mention
whatsoever of colonial purposes in the two
editions of his treatise on acclimatization
and domestication of animals, and as far as
I know the obituaries following his death in
1861 are equally silent in that regard.
Though the colonial involvement of the
society that Osborne has for the first time
documented certainly entailed sustained ef-
forts even during the first decades of its
existence, in the mind of most contempo-
raries it may not have been so prominent as
it has become in the research program of
historians of science.
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