
However, it must be pointed out that 
the credit of the first prepaid postal 
stationery should in truth be given to 
Italy because some twenty-one years 
earlier (1819) the Kingdom of Sardinia 
issued, for the first time in man’s 
history, watermarked letter sheets - 
“stamped letter paper” as it was called 
then, later on called “cavallini” (little 
horses) by collectors.  On the outer 
part of the letter sheets was printed 
in blue ink a device designed by mint 
engraver Amedeo Lavy featuring a 
cherub riding a horse and blowing a 
posthorn; below this charming allegory 
was the tariff in centesimi which 
varied depending on the destination’s 
distance from the point of departure  
(15, 25 and 50c).  This was a provisional 
issue, while the embossing punches 
with similar designs and tariffs were 
prepared for the 1820 issue.  Even 
though technically the “Cavallini” are 
not the same as adhesive postage 
stamps and Mulready envelopes the 
reasoning for their creation is basically 
the same because it would seem 
that the British had understood the 
practical aspects of the “Cavallini” 
and had improved and fine-tuned 
the concept.  Beyond their affinities, 
“Cavallini” and Mulready envelopes 
have something else in common: a 
good portion of the public did not 
quite understand their purpose and 
therefore they were short-lived. 
Nevertheless, during the course of 
time, both innovations enjoyed a 
tremendous success, even though 
they were far ahead of their times.
Let us take one step at a time.

“NON ANGLI 
SED ANGELI1”
They are 
not Angles, 
but Angels
Thomas Mathà
Bolzano, Italy

Old days mail and documents 
place us on the tracks 
of the English living and
sojourning  in Papal Rome

1 Non angli sed angeli, 573 AD, legendary motto 
of the future Pope Gregory, it referred to the 
English slaves at the Roman forum. It is the first 
documented mention of the presence of English 
in Rome.

Fig. 1 and 2: Coelebs in search 
of a Mulready Envelope, 1865. 
George Louis Palmella Busson 
Du Maurier (British, 1834-1896).

All collectors have a dream or, 
possibly, many dreams. One of mine 

came true when I finally laid my 
hands on a magnificent “Mulready” 

sent to an addressee in Rome,
then capital of the Papal States. 

Philatelists who collect and study 
postal history of the Papal States can 

easily attest to the special pleasure, 
not to say frissons, felt by owning a 
great “gem” of the philatelic world: 
a Rome-bound Mulready envelope 

or more simply the first ever prepaid 
postal stationery issued concurrently 

with the world’s first adhesive 
postage stamps  (1d and 2d) on that 

momentous 6 May 1840.
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Fig. 3: Mulready from London to Rome 1840 
(address side and reverse).

The Mulready envelope is a veritable jewel of world 
philately. The very inventors of the first-ever postage stamp 
created the Mulready envelope because they had many 
doubts about the general public acceptance of adhesive 
postage stamps and therefore provided an alternative 
choice. They thought that a prepaid postage envelope was 
a stroke of genius as far as postal communications was 
concerned. Yet, they were wrong: from the very beginning 
the postage stamp won the public’s favour bringing the 
Mulready to a standstill. As a result, in due course, the postal 
authorities decided to discontinue the sale of the prepaid 
Mulready envelopes. It is difficult for us to understand why 
such a visually attractive item which offered undeniable 
practicality proved unconvincing to its contemporaries, in 
spite of the fact that the illustrations of the address side 
had been created by William Mulready – one of the most 
important artists of the time. Even the father of the 1840 
postal reform Rowland Hill wrote in his diary: “I fear we 
shall have to substitute some other stamp for that design by 
Mulready ... the public have shown their disregard and even 
distaste for beauty.”
The Mulready postal stationery envelopes were available 
in two formats: unfolded letter-sheets and unfolded 
envelopes; and in two denominations 1d (printed in 
black) for domestic use throughout the United Kingdom 
(maximum weight: ½ ounce) and 2d (printed in blue; 
maximum weight: 1 ounce). These splendid predecessors 
of what is usually described as “postal stationery” were 
meant for domestic use, although 2d letter-sheets 
vertical margins provided succinct information on posting 
Mulready letter-sheets and envelopes bound for colonial or 
foreign destinations, in which case they required additional 
franking using properly positioned (at the top) adhesive 
postage stamps. 
As mentioned earlier, the Mulready stationery generated 

hesitation on the part of the public and very few individuals 
ventured to use such envelopes and letter-sheets for 
correspondence to foreign destinations; when you add 
these considerations to their short life you can appreciate 
that Mulready postal stationery to destinations other than 
the United Kingdom is pretty scarce and highly sought 
after2.
Try to figure out what effect a Mulready envelope would 
have had on an addressee outside the United Kingdom! It 
looked like an actual ambassador of Great Britain.  Since 
the Mulready postal stationery was introduced as an 
alternative to adhesive postage stamps its use was mostly 
limited to domestic correspondence. The idea of using it 
for correspondence to foreign countries, which in many 
instances required the use of additional postage stamps, 
must have looked unattractive and somewhat complicated.  
It is easy to speculate that anyone who sent a letter to a 
foreign country utilising a Mulready envelope must have 
had a very good reason, such as surprising the addressee 
with an unusual wrapping of the letter-sheet. This seems a 
reasonable conjecture to which we will return later.
One penny Mulready envelopes sent to foreign destinations 
are decidedly uncommon, and only five sent to Italy have 
been so far recorded3:
1. 1d Mulready mailed on its first day of use (6 May 1840) 

to an addressee in Rome  from where it was re-routed 
to Florence;

2. 1d Mulready mailed on 22 May 1840 to an addressee in 
Florence4;

3. 1d Mulready mailed on 1 June 1840 (ex Wills collection 
and ex Pitlochry collection5) featured in this article;

4. 1d Mulready mailed on 25 June 1840 (address side only), 
to an addressee in Naples;

5. 1d Mulready mailed on 20 June 1840 to an addressee in 
Chiavenna6 (folded inside).

2 Huggins, Alan and Holyoake, Alan, The Mulready Postal Stationery. Its Genesis, 
Production and Usage. GB Philatelic Publications Ltd, Sutton Coldfield, 2015.

3 My thanks go to Karl Louis, AIEP expert for Great Britain, who has kindly 
provided this information from his archive.

4 The Louis Grunin, Great Britain, The Mulready. Spink Auctions, 2.4.1998, Lot 173. 
5 Huggins/Holyoake, The Mulready Postal Stationery, cit., p. 115. 
6 The Louis Grunin, Great Britain, The Mulready. Spink Auctions, 2.4.1998, Lot 174.
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Let’s return to the number 3 Mulready which is an envelope 
(Stereo on reverse A 142): posted in London (backstamped 
in green ink by Portugal Street post office). From there it 
goes to the General Post Office where it is struck by a B/
PAID/1 JUNE/1840 date-stamp. This Mulready is pre-paid 
to the Franco-Tuscan border as witnessed by the faintly 
hand-written “P 1/7” at top center left, meaning P(aid) 1 
shilling 7 pence. 
The British courier handed it over to the French counterparts 
at Calais as confirmed by the red French entry circle date-
stamp at lower right ANGL./2/CALAIS/2 - 3 JUIN 40. From 
there it goes to Lyon and in due course to the Franco-
Italian border where it was stamped with the Kingdom of 
Sardinia entry hand-stamp VIA DI/ P.T BEAUVOISIN at top 
right hand-side. 
Then, it proceeds to Chambery and descends the Alps 
transiting in Turin from where it heads south to Genoa. 
The Rome-bound Mulready is placed in Tuscany’s  mailbag 
which is opened at destination in Florence; the Mulready 
is then hand-stamped  CORRISP.(ondenz)A EST.(era) DA 
GENOVA (Foreign Mail from Genoa). 
The 13-day journey is completed as the envelope reaches 
the Papal States capital where it is back-stamped with the 
circle date-stamp (cds) ROMA / ARRIVI 13/GIU./1840. 
The addressee pays the handsome amount of 50 bajocchi, 
which is to say more than 2.50 Italian Lire. 
This is in compliance with the Papal States postal tariffs: 
the basic weight letter could not exceed 6 denari in weight 
(7.1 grammes); if a sheet was enclosed (as was the case for 
Mulready envelopes) the tariff  was the same set for one 
and a half sheet – in simpler terms the basic tariff times1 ½.  
Let’s keep in mind that in 1840 an envelope was definitely 
a rare sight while the traditional folded sheet or two sealed 
on the back was the norm.  
At the time Rome-bound letters from Great Britain were 
routed via France, Kingdom of Sardinia and Tuscany and 
were charged 33 bajocchi in the Papal States: in our 
instance the Mulready being considered one and a half 
sheet required the basic 33 bajocchi + 16.5 (50%) = 49.5 
rounded to 50 bajocchi7.

Our interest for this fascinating document does not end 
here. As luck would have it this Mulready envelope was 
sent to an important personage: “The Most Reverend and 
Honourable Doctor Wiseman, Rector of the English College 
in Rome”. Needless to say my curiosity about this – until 
then unknown to me – luminary and his institution had 
been surpassingly stimulated. The other attention getter is 
the “Venerable English College” in Rome, the oldest English 
institution abroad, founded in 1362, it becomes known 
as the “Hospice” for English pilgrims visiting the Eternal 
City. In 1579 it becomes a seminary preparing English 
and Welsh men for the Catholic priesthood; since then it 
became the Venerable English College; it is located at 45 di 
Monserrato Street in the vicinity of the Farnese Palace and 
Piazza Navona in the heart of Rome. During its 700 years 
of existence, its rich history is particularly interesting.  In 
addition to the church (which in today’s version dates back 
to 1888) and to the Martyrs’ Chapel, mention must be made 
of the Refectory and its ceiling showing a splendid fresco 
of St. George. The garden is also noteworthy in that it has 
remained mostly unchanged since the 1600s and contains 
interesting remnants of the medieval church. Lastly, the big 
Stairway and the Cardinals’ Corridor are very impressive.

Fig. 4: Small map 
of the Old Italian States (1830).

7 Mathà, Thomas: International Mail Crossing the Italian Peninsula. CIFO, Milano, 
2018, p. 201 ss.

Fig. 5: Nicholas Wiseman
(source: The Venerable English College, 
A short history and guide, p. 54).

Our Mulready’s addressee is Nicholas 
Wiseman, at the time Rector of the 
English College. The future Cardinal 
was born in 1802 in Seville from 
parents of Irish descent who had 
recently moved to Spain; after 
the death of his father in 1805 he 
was brought to his parents’ home 
in Waterford, Ireland.  In 1810, he 
was sent to Ushaw College, near 
Durham, where he received his 
education until he was sixteen. It 
was then decided to send him to the 
Venerable English College in Rome 
which had re-opened in 1818 after 

Fig. 5: The entrance to The Venerable 
English College in Rome, via Monserrato 45.

twenty years of closure caused by 
the Napoleonic occupation of the 
Italian peninsula.  In 1824, Wiseman 
completed his formative education 
in Rome earning a doctorate in 
theology with distinction and the 
following year he was ordained to 
the priesthood.  He had acquired 
great fluency in the Italian language 
and had a keen interest in Oriental 
languages which in due course 
would earn him the post of professor 
of Oriental languages in the Roman 
University. In 1828, when he was 
only 26 years of age, Wiseman was 
appointed Rector of the Venerable 
English College.  His  tenure as 
Rector has been described as “the 
golden age of the College8”, in fact 
they stand out for the restructuring, 
both architecturally and theologically 
of the institution during the post-
Napoleonic years.
On 4 June 1840, he was elevated to 
Bishop of Melipotamus, and held 
an ordination service the next day.
He left Rome on 1 August. In 1849, 

Wiseman was appointed pro-
vicar Apostolic of the London 
District; in 1850, after Pius IX re-
established the Catholic hierarchy 
in England, Wiseman was elevated 
to the cardinalate, on 7 October; 
in a pastoral to English Catholics 
he announced that he had been 
appointed by the Pope  the newly-
created Cardinal Archbishop of 
Westminster. Wiseman was a prolific 
writer with a number of important 
books and treatises to his credit; 
his most famous book is the 1854 
romance of  “Fabiola or the Church 
of the Catacombs” which met with 
a phenomenal success and was 
subsequently translated into many 
languages. In Rome he had 
excellent rapports with scholars and 
historians such as Angelo Mai and 
Gaetano Moroni. His health, however, 
had been gradually deteriorating, 
but he managed to remain active 
and his last visit to Rome took place 
in 1862; he departed this life 
on 16 February 1865.

Fig. 6: The Venerable English College in Rome: 
the Cardinals’ Corridor.

Fig. 7: The Venerable English College: 
the Church.

8 Langham, Mark: Il Venerabile Collegio Inglese, Roma. Storia e guida breve, Roma, 
2009, p. 55. 
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Fig. 8: Etching of the Hotel 
d’Angleterre in Rome.

Fig. 9: The Hotel d’Inghilterra, 2019.

This research generated more interest 
for other aspects of the English 
presence in Rome which could be 
gleaned from old correspondence and 
mail9. On an 1850 envelope posted 
in England I found a most beautiful 
print of the “Hotel d’Angleterre” in 
Rome. Just a stone’s throw from the 
legendary Spanish Steps and from the 
hustle and bustle of the haute couture 
shopping streets such as Via Condotti, 
Via Borgognona and Via Frattina you 
will find a very impressive palace 
which is now a luxurious hotel. The 
fame of the Hotel d’Inghilterra is 
due to its illustrious guests including 
those from the international aristocracy 
who sojourned there.

The mid-XVIth century  building was 
transformed into a hotel in 1845; it 
originally served as guest quarters 
for the friends of the Torlonia Princes 
(major bankers and prominent mail 
forwarders) whose  Palace is  situated 
on the opposite side of the street. 
The Hotel d’Inghilterra owes its name 
to the celebrated English poet Keats 
who, together with his romantic 
colleagues – Lord Byron and Shelly, 
made it their favourite place of 
residence in the Eternal City. 
The Hotel’s logo takes inspiration from 
the English royal family coat of arms 
and testifies to the deep, centuries-
old bond with England and the crown 
of the Windsors. Since its inception 
the Hotel has attracted aristocrats and 
internationally famous figures such as 
Franz Liszt, Hans Christian Andersen, 
Henry James, Mark Twain and Ernest 
Hemingway and in modern times 
movie stars such as Liz Taylor and 
Gregory Peck10.

9 The following is a very useful book that illustrates 
the history of the English in Rome: Sweet, Rosmary: 
Cities and the Grand Tour. The British in Italy, c. 1690-
1820. Cambridge University Press, 2012. 

10 https://www.starhotelscollezione.com/it/
 i-nostri-hotel/hotel-d-inghilterra-roma

11 Rowe, Kenneth: The postal history and markings 
of the forwarding agents. Leonard H. Hartmann, 
Louisville, 1996, p. 223.

Fig. 10: The internal courtyard 
of the Torlonia Palace in Rome.

Fig. 11: Letter from Newcastle-
upon-Tyne to Rome 1833 
(address side and reverse).

from Newcastle-upon-Tyne to Rome 
to a “John Waldie Esq. Care of Mess.
rs Torlonia & Co.”  Two shillings and 
nine pence postage had been paid 
at posting point which was sufficient 
to pay delivery to the French border; 
the letter was routed via France: 
Calais, Paris, Lyon, Pont de Beauvoisin; 
from there it entered the Kingdom of 
Sardinia and reached its capital, Turin, 
from whence it went on to Florence. 
At destination the Torlonias paid the 
Papal Post for their client 33 bajocchi.

Mention has been made of the 
Torlonia bankers and their role as mail 
forwarding agents who facilitated 
postal communications to and from 
foreign countries. The Torlonias 
assisted their clients who needed 
to send mail abroad; however their 
familiarity with the modus operandi of 
foreign postal administrations explains 
their important role as intermediaries 
of mail from foreign countries to 
Italy11. The English community in Rome 
exchanged most of their pounds 
into scudi with the time-honoured 
assistance of the Torlonias.
Popes Pius VI and Pius VII had bestowed 
on them several titles and on these 
and other occasions the Torlonias held 
fabulous receptions for their friends 
and clients – six out of ten invitees 
were English.  Even on the postal front 
the Torlonias were the quintessential 
touchstone for the English community 
in Rome. This aspect is confirmed by 
a letter dated 16 February 1833,  sent 
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Another English link to Rome comes 
from a letter posted in Rome to an 
addressee in  London; it is  dated 11 
December 1848 and is backstamped 
with a most beautiful hand-stamp 
inscribed THE BRITISH CLUB ROME. 
Unfortunately I have been unable to 
get any information about this Club; 
what is sure is that it existed and must 
have had some notability.

Earlier, speaking about the Hotel d’Angleterre I mentioned 
the famous poet John Keats who died and was buried  in 
Rome where he spent his last 100 days. At the right foot 
of the Spanish Steps at No. 26 you will find  the Keats-
Shelley House, a very impressive museum honouring the 
poets John Keats and Percy B. Shelley, as well as Lord Byron, 
the iconic protagonists of Romanticism  and true giants of 
British literature. At the museum you will see the letters 
sent to the two poets, part of their correspondence with 
England and the rest of the world13.
The Spanish Steps area was (and is) traditionally home 
to foreign visitors, especially English and American ones; 
facing the Keats-Shelley House in Piazza di Spagna there is 
another English establishment: the Babington’s Tea Rooms. 
It can be safely assumed that Babington’s was also a place 
foreigners used as an address for their incoming mail.  
It was created and elegantly furnished by two Englishwomen 
in 1893; it undoubtedly is redolent of the Grand Tour era and 
exudes an unmistakable British  ambience that continues 
the grand tradition of prestigious tea rooms14. 

Fig. 12: Letter from Rome to London 1848 
(address side and reverse + detail of “THE 
BRITISH CLUB” handstamp).

13 The Keats-Shelly-House. A Guide. 4th Edition, 
Roma, 2017.

14 https://www.babingtons.com/it/pages/11623-
la-nostra-storia.

The letter was written by Charlotte 
Anne Mc Queen and addressed 
to the Secretary of India House in 
London, headquarters of the East India 
Company, the world famous British 
trading enterprise. It is rather probable 
that Ms. Mc Queen’s letter was handed 
over to the British Club of Rome for 
conveyance to destination. The letter 
shows in a different handwriting “Via 
di mare 28 12/48” which might have 
been added by a clerk of the Club and 
suggests that the letter was carried by 
a ship for the first leg of its route. The 
postmark is that of Rome dated 28 
December. The French entry cds in red 
2/E.-PONT./2 MARSEILLE means that 
the letter was sent to Civitavecchia 
where it was handed over to the 
French postal steamship “Mentor” for 
conveyance to Marseille12.
The letter was back-stamped at its final 
destination by two London postmarks; 
the handwritten “2467” was either 
a ledger reference of the Club or 
written at destination (India House). 
Lastly we notice a faintly struck hand-
stamp “5” in red ink which confirms 
the pre-payment of 5 bajocchi, the 
exact tariff for letters bound to foreign 
destinations.The tariff for the rest of 
the route was paid by the addressee 
in the sum of one shilling and three 
pence (“1/3”) due for the French transit 
and English postage.

12 Salles, Raymond: La Poste Maritime Francaise. 
Tome II. James Bendon, 1992, p. 42. 

Fig. 13: Drawing of the Keats-Shelley House 
(from the Museum catalogue).

Fig. 14: Some letters on display at the Keats-Shelley House.

Fig. 15: Library of the Keats-Shelley House.

Fig. 16: Babington’s Tea Rooms at Piazza di Spagna (2019).
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Assuredly the English were the first to divulge in pontifical Rome through their 
mail from England the news of adhesive postage stamps newly created and 
introduced in their mother country. This is duly confirmed by an interesting letter 
from London to Rome posted on 12 November 1843 when adhesive postage 
stamps had made their presence felt for two and a half years. This piece of 
mail presents some peculiarities: the sender instead of pre-paying the required 
postage up to the French border affixed on the letter a One penny brownish-
red stamp which was barely sufficient to pay the “late fee” that allowed the 
letter to belatedly enter the mail stream, although the post office had already 

 

Fig. 18: Letter from London 
to Rome, 1843.

processed and bundled the mail scheduled for departure. The initial obstacle 
had been ‘stamped out’ but the required franking was missing; this meant that 
the addressee had to pay it. The British post handed over the letter to the French 
counterpart as witnessed by the French entry cds 2/ANGL./2/BOULOGNE. The 
Parisian postal administration decided to skip the overland route leading to Pont 
de Beauvoisin and instead send the letter to Marseille where it was entrusted to a 
Messageries Imperiales steamship that would land it at Civitavecchia.
This is confirmed by the red hand-stamp VIA DI MARE. In due course the letter 
reached Rome on 25 November as per arrival circle date stamp of Rome’s General 
Post Office. The addressee - a viscount residing in via Ripetta at the Cappone 
Palace – paid 50 bajocchi, which included the British, French and Papal tariffs.
Civitavecchia has just been mentioned; a British vice consul by the name John T. 
Lowe was stationed there from 1846, he was promoted to consul sometime in 
the 1860s and was still based in Civitavecchia. During three decades of service 
in the diplomatic corps he and his brother offered their services to the travelers 
and Papal States businesses and residents as postal forwarding agents. Both were 
direct ancestors of the legendary philatelist and postal historian Robson Lowe.Fig. 17: 1850 etching of Rome.
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Fig. 19: Letter from Letham to Rome, 1853.

Fig. 20: The Prince Vittorio Emanuele  
Camillo IX Massimo.

Still regarding British citizens’ connections with Papal 
Rome, I found a very nice letter from Letham, Scotland, 
posted at the Cupar Fife post office on 6 January 1853; 
the addressee is one of the biggest aristocrat of the 
Papal States, Prince Vittorio Emanuele Camillo Massimo 
(1803 – 1873) residing at his own Palace. Unfortunately the 
letter sheet is missing, nevertheless the addressee is Prince 
Camillo IX, the Superintendent General of the Papal Posts 

from 1840 to 187015;  given his position at the pinnacle of 
the posts he was exempted from paying postage on his 
incoming and outgoing mail, both domestic and foreign.
This is a rare instance of a letter from a foreign country, 
Great Britain, sent to the Papal States via France, Kingdom 
of Sardinia and Grand Duchy of Tuscany, as confirmed by 
the postmarks VIA DI / PONT DE BEAUVOISIN (Sardinian 
entry mark), CORRISP.(ondenza) EST.(era) DA GENOVA) 
Tuscany entry mark. 
There is no sign of a postmark on arrival and no taxation 
(even though it had been mailed from Scotland with no 
postage paid).

I conclude this overview of the English visitors and residents 
in Papal Rome with a postal relic that I acquired from an 
antiquarion in...Rome a few years ago: a brass button from 
a uniform of an English Postmaster, dated ca. 1840.

15 Fedele, Clemente e Gallenga, Mario: Per servizio di Nostro Signore. Strade, 
corrieri e poste dei papi dal medioevo al 1870. Quaderni di storia postale, 
n. 10. Istituto di studi storici postali, Prato, 1988, p. 296. Also, Migliavacca, 
Giorgio; Compendium of the History of the Posts in Italy,  CIFO, Milan 2017, 
pp. 186-187.

Fig. 21: A brass button from the uniform of a British Postmaster.
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