Mail and Diseases
Cleaning with fumigation and “Rustein”, a kind of spiking.

In times of crisis one looks back to find out how past generations dealt with the big problems of their times. But one should be careful with comparisons. Certainly, illnesses of previous eras, as well as the methods to fight them, cannot be compared with present times. Quarantine is certainly a familiar word to postal historians. In Austria quarantine is also called by the old term of “Contumacy”. Along the Austrian borders, especially towards the south-east, quarantine stations had been established for centuries to keep the population protected and to disinfect mail before it was moved on.
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Letters were particularly feared for causing infections, being the only form of globalisation until the 19th century. Anything coming from south-eastern Europe or even Asia was treated very meticulously. Postal items were spiked, that is pierced by an iron press of many spikes and then exposed to smoke of special herbs. This treatment could only be applied to the exterior. At times of severe epidemics, mail was opened and the contents also fumigated. The letter was then closed and a seal of the station applied. Another method of disinfection was a treatment with vinegar or similar liquids, sometimes on both inside and outside.

                                                                                                      The Spiking Device
One can imagine what such treatment did to the mail. Some collectors might not consider them worth keeping if it wasn’t for the quarantine station’s special mark, normally bearing a double eagle. A double ring around it gives the time and location of the station. These markings are very much sort after by collectors as they were only in use for a short time. This of course gave rise to many fake seals being available to the unsuspecting buyer.

The oldest stations existed along the border to the former Osman Empire of Osman 1 (1258-1324). Since the 18th century an office existed in Semlin, a town on the Danube opposite Belgrade. In those days it was not know how diseases spread but it was certainly known what countries they originated from. In 1713 the “Black Death” came to Europe from Asia and mail was put into quarantine without seals or remarks. We only know this from old documents that such measures were imposed. Suitable marks are only known from the 18th century appearing mostly on the reverse of the mail. A most rewarding period for the postal historian is the cholera epidemic of 1831, known as the “The Blue Death” as it would cause a person's skin to turn blue due to respiratory failure. Cholera, mainly at home in India, spread relentlessly from 1820, arriving in Vienna in 1831 and within a short time 2000 deaths were reported in the capital. Similar to today’s restrictions, curfews, border closures or sanitary cordons were imposed.  Austria had 3 cordons: the outer, middle and inner, stretching from 
2.

the border’s of empire to the inner part of the country. The important border of Bavaria was closed. In Italy Churches on the border of Austria were used as quarantine stations. Long before 1831 and many years after, ports were known to be doors for diseases from all over the world and were especially protected. The original “Quarantain” 40 days, has its origin in seafaring. A sanitation station existed in Trieste where practically all pre-postal letters from Greece and the Levant were treated. Trieste charged a fee of 1½ crowns per half a page. Venice functioned in the same way. At the end of the Cholera epidemic stations in the Ottoman Empire and the Woiwodina (Vojvodina), continued to disinfect mail.  
As is now shown these measures were unnecessary as it is extremely unlikely that the virus could be transmitted by letters or newspapers. In any case the population had the assurance that the Government takes their concerns seriously. It was Cholera that prompted modern epidemiology: in 1855 it was discovered in Great Britain that Cholera is transmitted through dirty water.
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It was a rare occasion that letters were cleaned twice. This letter was sent from Pest, Hungary, and  first treated in Bruck/Leitha. Destined for the Austrian Army stationed in the federal bastion Mainz, it came across the border into Bavaria at Eger and was cleaned again and stamped with a round “Royal Bavarian Sanitary Seal”. As the letter was cleaned both times inside and out it also has two red seals from each station. 
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To identify disinfected mail the quarantine office in Trieste used a red rectangular cachet that read:

Cleaned outside

Dirty inside
	   Netto di fuaora

e sporco di dentro


This cover dated 1896 was sent from Greece to Venice.
This article first appeared in the monthly journal “Die Briefmarke”, Post and Philately in Austria by Gerald Heschl and appears here with approval. Translated by Gerlinde Southey of Lewisham PS.  
