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I.  INTRODUCTION      
                 
Earlier studies have shown that the speed of information transmission increased 
markedly in all parts of the world during the 19th century. Before that period, the 
development in duration and frequency of sailings had been very much slower.1 The 
fast progress was primarily based on the change from sailing ships and horse-driven 
coaches to steamers and railways. The telegraph, introduced by the mid-19th century 
and taken into intercontinental use twenty years later, finally revolutionized the speed 
of information transmission over long distances. This development has generally 
been described as a chain of technical improvements. In the real world, things were of 
course more complicated.  

The title of this study, Across the Oceans – Development of Overseas 
Business Information Transmission 1815-1875, has been chosen to indicate that 
shipping and overseas information transmission were unquestionably linked in the 
19th century, before the time of aircraft or electric communications. Maritime history 
is usually seen as the history of shipping, while the development of the speed of 
information transmission is often included in the history of communications. In 
particular, Yrjö Kaukiainen, Ian K. Steele and Allan R. Pred have carried out 
important research by combining these aspects.  

The starting point for this particular study was Yrjö Kaukiainen's article, in 
which he showed that the general duration of information transmission had 
continuously decreased several decades before the breakthrough of the electric 
telegraph. Kaukiainen based his arguments on maritime intelligence published by 
Lloyd's List, calculating how many days it took for the information on ship arrivals in 
different ports around the world to reach London and be published.  

Interestingly, the shortest time lag e.g. between Barbados and London was 38 
days in 1820, but only 20 days in 1860. Similarly, the time lag decreased on the route 
between Buenos Aires and London from 72 to 40 days; between Valparaiso and 
London from 109 to 49 days; and between New York and London from 23 to ten 
days during the same period. The most remarkable changes were seen on the East 
India route, where the time lag between Bombay and London decreased from 121 to 
25 days; and between Calcutta and London, where it decreased from 128 to 35 days 
between 1820 and 1860.2 All this happened before the long distance telegraph was 
brought into use. The Atlantic cable was laid successfully in 1866, and a direct 
connection from London to India was opened in 1870. A direct telegraph line to 
Buenos Aires was available in 1875. 

A great part of the development can naturally be explained by the overall 
change from sail to steam and the opening of railways over the isthmuses of Suez and 
Panama. But it is also evident that such changes took time. The networks - shipping 
routes and regular sailings, railways, canals, and telegraph lines - had to be 
established, financed and built, as well as coordinated to serve the mail system. 
Everything could not be done immediately when a new innovation was made. 

                                                
1 See Yrjö Kaukiainen, "Shrinking the world: Improvements in the speed of information 
transmission, c. 1820-1870". European Review of Economic History, 5 (Cambridge 2001), 1-
28; Ian K. Steele, The English Atlantic 1675-1740. An Exploration of Communication and 
Community (Oxford, 1986); and Allan R. Pred, Urban Growth and the Circulation of 
Information: The United States System of Cities, 1790-1840 (Harvard, 1973).   
2 Kaukiainen (2001), 1-28. – Westbound, the difference on the New York route would 
obviously have been much greater due to the prevailing winds and currents. 
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