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Client Project

The British Postal Museum & Archive Heathrow panels 

Work Undertaken

Design, repro, production
Welcome boards

Case Study

TMI’s first project with The British Postal Museum & Archive (formerly the Postal
Heritage Trust) was to create twelve new information panels for the lobby area at
Royal Mail’s Heathrow Worldwide Distribution Centre. The boards themselves
detailed a largely pictorial history of Royal Mail’s international transportation and
distribution, particularly flight.

The majority of boards are output onto vinyl and mounted onto foamex by a
company we regularly use and were affixed on-site using existing frames. If the
boards are for use outside, a thicker foamex or equivalent is used with special UV
inks, allowing the colours to last longer in direct sunlight. For other projects
involving information boards, we have arranged for them to be secured as free-
standing structures with frames, or fixed to walls/fences using split battens.
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By the mid 1990s a number of reorganisations of
the sorting arrangements for foreign mail had
been carried out. There were seven Offices of
Exchange (OEs) dealing with export mail. These
were Mount Pleasant, Reading, Birmingham,
Manchester and Glasgow plus two specialist
units – Heathrow International Distribution
Centre at Greenford, which handled all the pre-
sorted mail posted by major contract customers,
and Birmingham ‘Z’ in Sutton Coldfield, which
handled all the surface mail. Four OEs handled
import mail – the main units being Mount
Pleasant and Dover, with smaller volumes at
Manchester and Glasgow.

Huge advances were made during the 20th
century with the transport arrangements

for international mail. However, the technology
for sorting the mail progressed more slowly.
Machinery for sorting some of the letter mail was
introduced at the Foreign Section at King
Edward Building in London in the 1970s, but
well into the 1990s, most foreign mail was still
sorted as it had always been, by hand.

At the end of the 1990s Royal Mail took the
decision to revolutionise the way that foreign
mail was handled and create the most advanced
international mail sorting office in the world. A
single unit would be created, designed around a
highly automated operation, which would handle
all the foreign mail leaving and entering the UK.
Heathrow Worldwide Distribution Centre
(HWDC) opened in November 2003. It occupies
a site of 100,000m2, and the building alone is
40,000m2 – the size of six football pitches. It is
designed to handle about 6 million items of mail
each day, with approximately 1,300 staff
employed.

Meeting the challenges:

Sorting for the Future

Robots are used to load trays of sorted mail onto wheeled containers, ready for loading to road
vehicles for the next stage of the journey.

Left: HWDC has several advanced
materials handling systems which
automatically move mail for all stages
of handling from arrival to despatch,
with the capability to handle several
types of container. There are over 7
miles of conveyors within HWDC!

Right: The induction area is the
starting point of the operation.
Operators either scan or type in a
code (to identify product, item size
etc) so that each tray or bag can be
conveyed automatically to the correct
sortation area.

Heathrow Worldwide
Distribution Centre – the
world’s most advanced
international mail centre.

Left: Bags and trays of sorted mail are sent
down chutes to be loaded into ULDs (Unit
Load Devices – air cargo containers) for
transfer direct to the aircraft.
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Meeting the challenges:

Airmail to the Empire

From Croydon Aerodrome, the airport for
London in the 1920s and 1930s, mail began

to connect the Empire by air. Experimental
flights had begun in 1919 to Australia by Ross
Smith and his brother Keith. These continued
with regular flights via Paris or Brussels being
established to Africa, India and beyond. Routes
were largely over land with as short flights as
possible over the seas. Imperial Airways normally
used named Handley Page biplanes such as
Horatius and Hengist. From June 1930 special blue airmail pillar boxes

were erected in major cities. Blue airmail vans
took the mail from these to the waiting aircraft.
By 1938 letters normally went by air to Europe
and most of the Empire and so the distinctive
blue vans and pillar boxes were no longer
required and were repainted red.

Above and left: 12 November
1919. Ross and Keith Smith
flew from Hounslow to
Australia in a Vickers Vimy
aircraft arriving on 10
December in Darwin but
because of an accident the
mail bearing a special
vignette was not delivered
until late February 1920.
Artwork for the 1969
commemorative stamp and a
letter carried on the flight.

In sorting offices airmail letters were sorted separately from surface mail.

Left: Airmail van and
Horatius at Croydon
Aerodrome in the 1930s.

Map of air routes to the
Empire in 1932.

Below and below right: On 8
December 1934 there was an
official ceremony at Croydon
Aerodrome to send off
Hengist with the first regular
airmail to Australia.

From 1937 the Empire Airmail Scheme began to carry all mail
by air. For this Imperial Airways ordered new flying boats like
the Calpurnia to carry the much heavier loads.

The first regular airmail
routes were established
to India, Africa and
Australia from 1929 to
1934 and had special
commemorative mail.


