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It is a basic fact of life 
that wherever people live, 
there will be a need to 
communicate. For the past 
three centuries or more, 
this has translated into a 
need for postal services. 
The Cayes of Belize have 
been inhabited on and off 
for most of that period and 
the letters and stamps tell 
an interesting story.

The country we today 
call Belize was previously 
known as British Honduras 
(until 31 May 1973), and 
still earlier (prior to 12 May 
1862) was referred to as 
the British Settlement of 
Honduras or the Logwood 
Country. The present 
territory is situated on the East Coast of 
Central America, South of Yucatan in Mexico 
and to the east of Guatemala (Fig 1). Lying 
a few kilometres off the coast are three reefs 
with numerous islands (Cayes) stretching 
from Ambergris Caye in the North to the 
Bay Islands of Honduras in the South. The 
outer reef lies 75km from the mainland, the 
middle reef 45km away and the inner reef is 
from 8–40km from the mainland. The coral 
reef is second only to the Great Barrier Reef 
in length. 

Early mails
The earliest recorded mails from 
the region were sent from these 
islands. It is recorded that early 
settlers established a township on 
the mainland but it was destroyed 
in about 1722. The mainland was 
hotter and plagued with insects; 
much of the land was covered 
with mangrove swamps. It was also 
prone to attacks from the Spanish. 
However, it was a treasure trove 
for loggers, who harvested 
mahogany and other hardwoods, 
and also extracted logwood 
(haematoxylum campechianum), 
which was a valuable component 
used for production of dyestuffs. 
It was a no-brainer that the 
earliest settlers should ultimately 
seek refuge from this inhospitable 
environment and attacking 
Spaniards and make their homes 

Life for early settlers on the Cayes and the mainland of what is 
now Belize was often hard and dangerous—thanks in no small 
part to the continued attacks from Spanish troops. Ian Matheson 
reveals how the letters and stamps of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries can illustrate the early history of the region 
and the people who lived there.
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Fig 1 A Belize 
independence stamp from 
1981 showing the Cayes 
situated off the east coast 
of the country

on the Cayes. Even so, life was very 
difficult, disease was rife and the 
settlers were still subject to regular 
attacks from the Spanish, both by 
land and sea, trying to displace 
them.

An early letter of 9 March 1743/4 
(sic) to Scotland from Roatan in 
the Bay Islands describes the threats 
of attack from ‘the Dons’ and 
the dependence on soldiers from 
Jamaica. Elsewhere in the letter the 
writer states that he has suffered 
from ‘a long fit of the agues’ and 
that ‘we have had a great mortality 
here’. 

As a result of the periodic 
Spanish attacks the territory was 
abandoned and resettled several 
times during the eighteenth 
century. Early letters recorded 

from 1756, 1767 and 1772 are headed ‘Bay 
Hondoras’ (Fig 2) and give no indication of 
whether they were sent from the Cayes or the 
mainland. In the late 1780s and the 1790s, 
however, some of the letters (Fig 3) were 
specifically headed ‘Saint George’s Key’. St 
George’s Caye, only 13km north-east from 
the site of Belize City, was an island of about 
4km in length and 50–500m in width. The 
administration buildings were established on 
the Caye and it became a significant trading 
centre in the region.

Fig 2 An early letter sent from ‘Bay 
Hondoras’ on 28 May 1767, possibly 
from St George’s Caye
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The last major attack by the Spanish 
took place between 3 and 10 September 
1798. Several letters of the period give 
eyewitness accounts of the battle. The 
letter enclosed in the 1798 cover shown in 
Fig 4 reads:

‘We received information by a fishing 
boat that the Spaniards were approaching 
us with a great force. As they proceeded 
they augmented their force from 15 to 30 
vessels with 2000 troops on board. Their 
vessels carried 18 and 24 pounders in their 
prow. The force we had to oppose them 
consisted of HM sloop Merlin, 7 gunboats 
hastily fitted out of pine flats that bring 
Logwood down the river, carrying a 9 
pounder, 2 sloops with an 18 pounder 
each, one ditto with a short 9 pounder, 
one ditto with a 6 pounder, one 
ditto with six 4 pounders, and not 
more than 350 men’.

The letter describes how they 
forced the Spaniards to flee 
and concludes that, thanks to 
subsequent reinforcements, ‘should 
the force come again, we may, I 
believe, bid the Don defiance’. As 
a result of this battle the settlers 
claimed (with little justification, 
but much national pride) that 
the territory was now British by 
conquest. The battle is now known 
as The Battle of St George’s Caye, 
and 10 September has been declared 
National Day.

Our study of the posts from the 
Cayes now enters a period of decline. 
In 1805 St George’s Caye was declared a 
military installation and a ban on building 
was gazetted. Existing homes had been 
destroyed and compensation paid in 
1798, so that the Spanish would have 
less incentive to attack. The ban 
was rescinded on 12 July 1807 and 
St George’s Caye became jointly 
a defence outpost, a residential 
centre for the settlement’s wealthier 
citizens and a healthy escape for 
more affluent mainland residents 
seeking to recover from the swampy 
city environment. 

On May 14 1842 the Secretary of 
State to the Governor of Jamaica 
declared that formation of a 
British settlement on the island 
of Roatan should be discouraged, 
and in 1859 the Bay Islands 
territory was handed over to 
Honduras as a component of a 
deal to secure neutrality for the 
Canal Zone of Panama. These 
islands belong to Honduras today but the 
evidence of the past is still seen in the 
widespread understanding of English.

Colonial postage stamps
British Honduras was declared a colony 
on 12 March 1862 and its first postage 
stamps were issued in December 1865. It 
was formerly believed that they had been 
issued on 1 January 1866, and the Belize 
Post Office issued a commemorative 
centenary set in 1966.

As the city of Belize developed through 
the nineteenth century, all mail for 
Europe and the USA was carried from 
the city and not directly from the Cayes. 
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Settlements grew on Ambergris Caye, St George’s Caye and Caye Caulker, but there were 
no post offices until the twentieth century. However, that does not mean that there was no 
interest for the philatelist. Caye Caulker was settled from about 1870. The Handbook of British 
Honduras for 1888–89 reported that a hotel had just been opened on St George’s Caye. 
Brothers Sydney and Morton Cuthbert built a house on St George’s Caye about 1880 and 
operated a steam yacht service between Belize and the Caye. To offset the cost of operating 
this service they decided to print stamps for carriage of letters between the two points. The 
quotation for a die and printing costs proved prohibitive, so they produced a typewritten 
stamp with the words ‘Caye Service 3 cents’ in purple. The stamps were imperforate and 
printed on horizontally laid paper. Most surviving copies were used for the short trip 
between the end points (Fig 5), but three examples exist where the local adhesive is used in 
combination with postage stamps for forwarding elsewhere. One is in the Royal Collection 

Fig 3 A letter sent on 3 July 1790 and headed ‘Saint George’s Key’

Fig 4 An entire 
sent on 5 October 
1798. The enclosed 
letter describes the 
events of the Battle 
of St George’s Caye 
(Reduced)

Fig 5 Caye 
Service local 
used on cover 
(reduced)
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(a cover used to England), one was in the 
Addiss collection (a front used to Jamaica) 
and the other is on piece (Fig 6). All recorded 
examples are used in 1894–5.

A proposal to issue a commemorative 
stamp in 1898 for the centenary of the Battle 
of St George’s Caye was quashed by the 
Governor, Sir David Wilson.

Cayes post offices
Post offices were finally opened on the Cayes 
in the twentieth century. The first was opened 
at San Pedro, Ambergris Caye, in 1900, 
followed by Caye Caulker in 1903. The Post 
Office reported that mail would be collected 
and delivered by sailing boat or dorey (dugout 
canoe), whenever one was available. A third 
post office was opened on St George’s Caye 
in 1988. Today the mails to the Cayes 
are carried by high speed water taxi 
or by small plane. Figs 7–10 show a 
selection of postmarks used at these 
Caye offices.

The Battle of St George’s Caye was 
finally commemorated with a set in 
1948 for the 150th anniversary (Fig 
11) and in 1998 for the bicentenary 
(Fig 12).

In 1984 the Belize Post Office 
started to issue stamps inscribed 
‘Cayes of Belize’. Numerous examples 
exist around the world of stamps 
issued for a particular territory, yet 
valid for use anywhere in the ‘parent’ 
country; Scotland and Wales (UK) 
and Norfolk Island and Australian 
Antarctic Territory (Australia) are 
examples. However, the practice was 
not well received in the Cayes and 
the issues were discontinued after 
June 1985. Existing stocks were valid 
throughout Belize. Fig 13 shows an 
exampls of these issues.

Modern Belize 
Today Belize is such a popular 
tourist destination that the Cayes 
have certainly got many more 
tales to tell in the future. Fishing, 
snorkelling and scuba diving 
opportunities are excellent, and 
travel companies are introducing 
numerous package tours. The 
delicate balance between huge 
cruise ships and the trend to eco-
tourism generates tensions on both 
sides, but the tourists keep coming. 
With careful management, the only 
winner will be Belize.
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Fig 6 Caye Service local used in combination 
with 5c. British Honduras postage stamp

Fig 7 The 
earliest 
recorded strike 
from Caye 
Caulker ( 2 
October 1903)

Fig 8 The first recorded 
strike used at San Pedro, 
Ambergris Caye (30 
August 1910). Only two 
strikes of this mark are 
recorded. The left-hand 
image has been computer 
enhanced to better show 
the postmark

Fig 9 Different types of datestamps in use at San Pedro

Fig 10 The only datestamp from St 
George’s Caye so far recorded

Fig 11 The 1948 
commemorative 
marking 
the 150th 
anniversary of 
the Battle of St 
George’s Caye

Fig 12 The 1998 issue 
marking the 200th 
anniversary of the Battle of 
St George’s Caye

Fig 13  An 
example 
of the 
unpopular 
Cayes 
of Belize 
issues




