V-Mail, The Wonder of WWII

V-Mail?  What, you never heard of V-Mail?  65 years before today’s high-tech E-Mail there was another way to send compressed messages around the world.  It was called “V-Mail”, the American way of transmitting U.S. soldier’s mail in WWII.  The setting up of V-Mail facilities was considered of prime importance.
It was most important during WWII  for the morale of the soldiers overseas to get mail from home from wives, mothers, sweet-hearts, children and other members of one’s family in order to let them know that they were not forgotten, and to keep them aware of what was going on at home during their absence.

Before V-Mail, the handling of thousands of letters going in both directions from the battle fields to home was a very difficult challenge during times of war.  As we call it today, “snail-mail” then was even slower, as huge numbers of bags of letters had to be manually handled, loaded on to ships, then a long 10-15 day journey to the U.S.A., unloading, then sorting and sending it on to its destination, taking another week or ten days.  Consequently it could realistically be nearly a month, or even more, for a letter to get home, be answered and a reply received by the soldier overseas.  Today this can be accomplished in a matter of minutes!
Back in the 1940’s, the U.S. military took advantage of the latest modern technology to speed up the process of getting the mail to and from the European and Pacific Theaters of Operations.  This modern technique was called “V-Mail”, which was thought to be short for Victory Mail, although in the early 40’s  Victory was not then assured and was still a long way off
The V-Mail process was very simple.  The soldiers wrote their letters on a special form, and then it was photographed onto microfilm.  A reel of 16mm microfilm could contain up to 18,000 letters!  In terms of bulk and weight, one roll of film took up only a fraction of the space that 18,000 letters would take, and weighed far less.  It was then flown to the U.S.A. in empty planes that had come to the Theater of Operations loaded with urgent supplies, and upon arrival in the U.S.A. the film was developed, then the letters printed, again on a very special form of photo paper and then posted onwards to the addressee.
This clever method was developed by the U.S. Postal Director, who actually got the idea from a system currently in use by the British Military services, which was called ‘airgraph’ mail.
This process may seem to be a laborious one, although with the collection of the mail, the actual photographing of each individual thousands and thousands of letters, and a mailing process at the home end, of developing and reprinting the film images, addressing the envelopes and mailing them on, it really did boil down to a space saving method of transporting mail.  It is on record that for every 150,000 letters microfilmed as V-Mail, over a ton of shipping space was freed up.

V-Mail was also for families to use to send mail to soldiers and there were many major publicity programs in the U.S.A. to try to persuade families that using V-Mail was the patriotic thing to do. Its acceptance after first appearing in June 1942, was slow – only 35,000 letters sent by families that month – but one year later, in June 1943, several million letters were sent by this method.  All correspondence, in both directions, still had to be censored in case any sensitive information was being sent in either direction.
Families were generally quite dubious to start with, as they did not like the idea of some unknown person opening their mail, but they soon became accustomed to this invasion of privacy, and they understood the reasons for it.

The V-Mail which went by air, speeded up the point-to-point delivery of mail to about a week, from the U.S.A. to Europe or the Pacific, whereas regular mail, which had to go by sea, could take up to a month or more, depending on the availability of space, and, postage had to be paid for this service, whereas the V-mail was Free!

Great care was taken to register, number and track the reels, and a master copy was made and kept at the point of origin, just in case of an accident and any reels were lost in crashes or fires.  A duplicate reel could be issued almost instantly and forwarded to its destination.  One wonders if any of those reels still exist somewhere in some archive??
In the European Theater of Operations, the processing of microfilm was done by the US Signal Corps, but in the U.S.A., the Kodak Company had contracts to handle this type of mail.  By the end of WWII there were 9 V-Mail stations and nine under contract, located strategically all over the U.S.A.

To start the process, the soldier would write his letter on the V-Mail form, which was furnished free, and usually hand it directly to his Platoon leader, or some other Officer, who had been designated as an Official Censor.  The Officer was bound to read this letter, and obliterate any remarks containing sensitive information – dates, places, town names, unit designations, higher commanding officer’s names or any other type of information, that if captured by the enemy, it would be of no intelligence value. He was also bound to maintain confidentiality of the information contained therein, except in repeated cases of violation of the censorship rules.  Then punishment was meted out accordingly by the soldier’s Commanding Officer.

Since the individual soldier was obliged to destroy all personal material before any offensive operation took place, very little of the mail received by the soldier has survived the war.  Thus, the most of the V-Mail that exists today is that which the soldier sent to their loved ones at home.
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