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The introduction of postal codes in Switzerland
G. Balimann, CPhH
Many may still remember when postal codes were introduced in 1964 and every
household received a small booklet with a yellow envelope and the title "Directory of
Postal Codes" in C6 format. It said on the first page:
Dear postal users
For the first time in the 115-year history of the federal PTT, we are
addressing you with a very special request. Don't worry: It is, of course,
not an official decree, let alone an "order". What we are bringing to your
home is rather a manual, an instruction manual. Its contents are called:
Postal codes
You are as interested in this as we are. We commend this publication to
your kind attention.
The Swiss are a people who love to write and read: more than 1.8 million
letters, newspapers and printed matter are delivered to Swiss Post every
day: one and a half times more than ten years ago. The situation is similar
for parcel post.
As a result, we are forced by necessity to process the ever-increasing
volume of mail by machine as far as possible. We use equipment that was
manufactured in close cooperation between PTT administrations and
private industry. Further development is moving in the direction of
automation.
If the valuable goods you hand over to Swiss Post for forwarding and
delivery are to be processed by machine and thus reach the recipient by
the shortest route, we would ask you in future to put the appropriate
postal code in front of the destination. If you are also kind enough to add
the routing number of your place of residence to the sender's address, we
will be especially grateful to you.
We are well aware that all beginnings are difficult and that there will be
teething problems. But we are confident that with your understanding
cooperation we will reach our common goal.
General Directorate PTT
The President: signed Wettstein

The introduction of postal codes was, of course, preceded by extensive preparatory
work, since a system for the allocation of postal codes had to be worked out and
consideration had to be given to how the postmarks were to be supplemented with the
postal codes. The historical archives of the PTT contain astonishing documents on these
two aspects, which are probably known to very few readers.
So let's start with the systematics of the postal codes. Under the call number P
9-54-1963, there is a mimeographed draft dated 17.1.63 with the title "Postal Codes",
from which the following can be taken:
The postal codes are necessary in order to be able to sort letter mail items
automatically in the distribution centers. Mechanical processing brings a
substantial acceleration in the handling of letter mail. It is therefore in the
interest of all postal users to add the corresponding routing numbers to
the addresses of outgoing letter mail.
The directory contains all post offices in Switzerland as well as the
political communities without their own post office with their assigned
postal codes. However, the other smaller towns without a post office are
not included in the directory. For such towns, the corresponding delivery
post office with its routing number must therefore always be indicated on
the address. Villages with several post offices receive only one common
postal code.
The 40 largest cities, which also have the highest letter mail traffic, only
have a two-digit postal code. For the other towns, this is always three
digits. However, exceptions were made in the leading areas of Zurich,
Chur and Bellinzona, where certain places had to be provided with a
four-digit postal code.
The postal code must be entered before the destination, in the rectangle
provided for this purpose on the envelope or on the address side of the
postcard, either typed or handwritten. Other countries, such as the
German Federal Republic, have also introduced postal codes in their area,
using numbers identical to those used by the Swiss. PTT companies. To
avoid misdirection, it is therefore essential to add your "+" sign (Swiss
cross) to the end of the postal codes for all locations in Switzerland, on the
far right of the rectangle.
Examples of addresses:
Mr.
Werner Rüedi
Beaulieustr.
30+ Bern
406+

Madame
Alice Botteron
15 Carrels
Peseux
1111+

Signor
Ettore Bernasconi
13 Falegname
Giubiasco

If the postal code is given, there is no need for further additions to the
destination, such as "near Zurich", "Canton Lucerne" or "Bernese
Oberland".
The first cut of a system was thus clearly oriented to that of the Deutsche Bundespost,
with which one to four-digit postal codes were assigned at that time. A look at the first
page of the directory following the above introduction shows (cf. figure below) that the
first (resp. the first two) digit(s) corresponded to the postal district, thus only two digits
(and thus a maximum of 100 different postal codes) had been provided for the actual
numbering of the places in a postal district. According to this system, Aarau, seat of the
district postal directorate VI, would have received the postal code "60" ...

As we all know, things turned out differently. Under the signature "P 934", there is a new
system dated 1.IV.64 with the title "Aufbauplan der Postleitzahlen", which should

correspond to the definitive one; its introduction reads as follows:
In order to allocate postal codes in an expedient manner, the Committee
for the Mechanization of Letter Processing has prepared an appropriate
layout plan. This plan will be of good service to the district postal
directorates and, first and foremost, to the letter dispatch offices as well as
to the large letter dispatch offices, in order to reorganize the service in due
course, as well as to make later allocations of their own postal codes.
For given management reasons, five main hubs have been designated for
the mechanical processing of letter mail with sorting machines: Lausanne,
Berne, Basel, Lucerne and Zurich. In addition, the following secondary
hubs are necessary: Geneve, Sion, Brig, Fribourg, Neuchätel, Biel,
Solothurn, Olten Aarau, Winterthur, Wil (SG), St. Gallen, Chur and
Bellinzona, the most important of which will also be equipped with letter
sorting machines.
The Swiss territory is divided into 9 routing districts. The Geneva postal
district belongs to control area 1 (Lausanne). The Upper Valais region is
assigned to control area 3, since mail is mainly delivered via the
Lötschberg. Ticino, which does not claim its own routing circle, forms the
logical routing circle 6 with central Switzerland. March, Gasterland,
Glarnerland and the Walensee area have logically been assigned to
routing circle 8 (Zurich). Since the German area of Baden/Württemberg
belongs to routing zone 7 of the German Federal Post Office, the routing
circle Zurich was numbered 8, St. Gallen 9 and Chur 7 to avoid confusion
with the German towns located on the border.
The postal codes are systematically grouped into units of hundreds and
fifties according to the fine-sorting points of the main and sub-nodal
offices. The smaller collection points always have a full decade available.
This procedure makes it possible to have the letter mail sorted effortlessly
by semi-skilled workers in the period up to full automation. It also makes
bundle formation much easier.
The refined system with four-digit postal codes is also ideally suited for
processing non-printed newspapers and magazines as well as parcel post.
In any case, the numbering begins in the west and continues clockwise,
without regard to the current division of the fine sorting offices at the mail
dispatch offices, which must be changed accordingly. The postal codes of
large cities always end with at least two 0's, which is easy to remember,
and those for smaller cities and more important towns always with a 0.
The collection numbers of the redirection offices end with L, while the last
digit of the collection number of a fine sorting office at a letter dispatch
office is always 9, and in any case 49 or 99. There is therefore no separate

postal code with 1 or 9 at the end. These numbers are completely reserved
for collection numbers. Exceptions are only certain delivery offices in
cities.
A very large number of own postal codes were assigned, i.e. about 2500 of
4066 post offices. All post offices of some importance were taken into
account.
For places where it is not yet worthwhile to provide an own postal code,
the corresponding number has been left blank in the distribution or, in
order not to interrupt the decades at the redirection offices, an additional
decade has been granted. This procedure will allow to provide later
places, which should develop strongly, also with an own postal code,
without having to change something at the skeleton.
The system finally chosen has stood the test of time and it took two years before the first
postal code was changed: as of October 1, 1966, the routing number of Aesch bei
Neftenbach changed from "8443" to "8412". It was not until another 1½ years later that
the next changes were made, when as of June 1, 1968, the routing numbers of
Danneloye changed from "1049" to "1411", those of Ausserberg and Eggerberg from
"3901" to "3931", those of St.German from "3942" also to "3931", those of Jenisberg from
"7275" to "7499", and those of Hochfelden from "8181" to "8182". As can be easily
ascertained, in 1968 "collective numbers" were involved in every case: in the abolition of
'own' postal codes (St.German and Jenisberg) in favor of a collective number, changes of
collective numbers (Danneloye, Ausserberg and Eggerberg) as well as around the
allocation of an 'own' postal code in place of a collective number (Hochfelden). The well
thought-out system made it possible to abolish all collective numbers in several steps by
the end of May 1988 without having to change the remaining postal codes.
Let us now turn to the cancellers in which the postal code had to be integrated. For this
purpose, the following publication was made under item 159 in issue no. 13 of the Post's
internal "Dienstliche Mitteilungen" of April 3, 1964:

159. Introduction of postal codes
In order to enable the mechanical sorting of normal-format letter mail and
for reasons of rationalization, it has been decided to introduce postal
codes.
The public is prepared for the innovation through the press, radio and
television. In addition, at the beginning of July 1964, every household will
be in possession of the directory of postal codes. The post offices are
hereby informed about the basic features of the system.
The hand cancellers as well as the cancellers of the franking machines will
be supplemented with the indication of the postal code; likewise it is

planned to adapt the forms in question gradually.
As far as cancellers were concerned, further clarification on this subject followed in
paragraph 173 in issue No. 16 of the "Dienstliche Mitteilungen" of April 24, 1964:
173. Introduction of postal codes; cancellers.
The use of standard formats and postal codes are the prerequisites for
automatic letter sorting. It is therefore necessary to promote the use of
standard formats and postal codes in a particularly strong manner (cf. DM
No. 159/1964). A suitable means of doing this is to include the postal
codes in the cancellers of the post offices. At the same time, the place
names of the cancellers, which may not correspond to the official spelling,
can be corrected. Since the inclusion of the postal codes in the stamps
means that the lower part for branch and service names, place and
geographical information is no longer available, these must be shortened
or omitted completely. With regard to the text design, namely concerning
the service designation, changes are urgent, this mainly because there is
no longer enough space; on the other hand, it is advisable to unify
designations with the same meaning. Thus it is intended:
1 The branch designation is to be omitted if the branch post office is
assigned its own routing number (Zurich 50 Oerlikon now Zurich 8050).
2 The designation of a locality is based on the designation in the official
rate book. Thus, canton designations are only included in the hand
cancellers if they are printed in bold type in the rate book, i.e., if they are
part of the official spelling. The same applies with regard to additions.
3. the different departments of the same office will henceforth be
designated only by the indications "acceptance", "issue" and "dispatch",
preceded by the letters B for letters, P for parcels (e.g. Basel 1 P-acceptance
4000; Winterthur 1 B-issue 8400; Lucerne 2 B-dispatch 6000).
4 Only the hand cancellers of the money post offices will receive the
designation "Geldpost" in the future.
In the course of the stamp adjustments, the following changes will also
result:
a) Each post office will receive one canceller on which the previous Swiss
cross will appear in the upper crescent. Post offices that have been
assigned more than one handstamp will postmark outgoing letter mail
with the aforementioned canceller. The remaining hand cancellers will
now have distinguishing letters (a, b, c, etc.) in the upper crescent in place
of the Swiss cross, in sequential order, starting with a for each new branch
of service, and to the extent necessary. If the alphabet is not sufficient in
exceptional cases, the hand cancellers will be marked with double letters

(aa, bb, cc, etc.). As soon as the new stamps are available, care should be
taken to use stamps with the initial letters of the alphabet at the money
counters in offices without separate departments.
b) The PP attachment can now no longer be affixed; movable PP stamps
will therefore be issued up to the standard of 10,000 PP items posted
annually.
c) Arabic monthly numerals are now used.
d) The handle is interchangeable, i.e. a movable stamp can be made into a
fixed one and vice versa.
e) The new stamp has a diameter of 28 mm (previously 27 mm).
Not adapted for the time being are the hand cancellers of the
administrative offices and the check offices, the railroad hand cancellers as
well as the hand cancellers with the following indication of the service
branches: express delivery, railroad post office, newspaper office, APB,
main cash office, compartments, rebuts, postal warehouse, travel service,
etc.
Even-numbered hand cancellers will remain unchanged for the time being.
In general, the K-cancellers, hand-roller cancellers, crowns of cancelling
machines and PP postmarks will be replaced (when ordering the
cancellersto be replaced, it is not necessary to mention these canceller
classes specifically).
Post Offices are requested to notify the superior District Post Office
Directorate of their need for hand cancellers with movable or fixed
handles based on the present stock, taking into account the above
guidelines, no later than May 9, 1964. The order should include, for
example, the following information:
Number (e.g. 21) of hand cancellers required, of which
1 stamp with Swiss cross with movable handle
2 stamps consecutively with distinguishing letters for each branch of
service newly marked with a letter beginning, e.g.:
a-d for the money counters with the designation "acceptance".
a-c B-acceptance, fixed or movable
a-d P-acceptance fixed or movable
a-c B-output fixed or movable
a-b P-dispatch fixed or movable

a-d B-dispatch fixed or movable
It is expressly pointed out that no special requests relating to the design
and to the designations to be included in the hand cancellers can be
considered. The District Post Offices will review and compile the orders
received and forward them to the Local Post Office Section of the Postal
Operations Division by May 22, 1964. Postbureau hand cancellers are
replaced by the PTT Material Section without prior order.
Based on this, it was initially planned to place the postal code in the lower half of the
stamp, which is why all other information had to be placed in the upper half of the
stamp. As the actual result showed, only 7 crowns for stamping machines were
designed in this way until the beginning of July 1964 and 17 K-cancels until the
beginning of August 1964, where the postal code was placed below the place name
because of the picture in the lower half of the stamp. Ordinary handstamps of the
announced type were not delivered at all; especially with PP cancellers, these intentions
would have led to another problem, since the lower half of the stamp was already
occupied by the large PP.
Perhaps it was the K-cancel and PP cancellers that influenced the PTT to address these
new considerations, because in September, the following publication appeared under
item 243 in issue no. 37 of the "Dienstliche Mitteilungen" of September 4, 1964:
243. Introduction of postal codes; cancellers.
The textual design of the new cancellers with postal codes was regulated
by DM No. 173/1964. Since the publication of this DM, the whole issue
has been re-examined, taking into account various suggestions and
requests.
1 The cancellers are now designed according to the following principles.
1.1 The full name, i.e., the official designation of the post office, will
always be listed in the canceller.
1.2 The postal code will now be included before the place name, e.g. "3000
Bern 1" in the upper part, "Briefversand" in the lower part of the stamp.
The same applies analogously to K-cancels and crowns of cancelling
machines.
1.3 Each canceller is marked with the Swiss cross in the upper segment of
the circle and with a distinguishing letter in the lower segment.
2 The official additions are only written out if, for example, they are actual
letter dispatch or money post offices, not merely letter dispatch offices or
money counters (cf. item 1.1). Of the abbreviations mentioned on page 4 of
the DM mentioned at the beginning, the designations "B-Annahme" and
"P-Annahme" are not used for mere service departments.

3 In partial deviation from the text of DM No. 173/64, each independent
office is spelled out from a to z. In the case of offices without separate
departments, cancellers with the first letters of the alphabet are to be used
at the money counters.
It is expected that the cancellers will be supplied gradually from
September 1964. They will be sent to the post offices directly from the
Material Section GD, to which the obsolete cancellers are to be returned
with the same packaging.
After the 'turmoil' described above, the official publication of the introduction of postal
codes for the postal user took place under item 193 in issue no. 26 of the "Postamtsblatt"
of June 26, 1964:
193. Introduction of postal codes
The ever-increasing flood of mail of all kinds has to be managed in the
face of an ever more pronounced shortage of personnel with knowledge of
geography and routing. The high level of today's information technology
now makes it possible to use machines for the rational processing of
normal-format letter mail in the large distribution centers. However,
postal codes are an indispensable prerequisite for fully automated sorting.
However, the routing numbers are also an essential aid for the manual
sorting of items that are not suitable for the machines, including parcels,
in that this work can in future be entrusted to semi-skilled personnel
without in-depth knowledge of the routing geography.
These reasons prompted the PTT to introduce postal codes.
The postal code is to be placed in front of the destination using a
typewriter, a mechanical process or handwritten in block letters.

