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New Zealand (history):
Around 1350: Settlement by Maori from the South Seas
1642: Discovered by Tasman (without setting foot on the land)
1769: James Cook starts first explorations
1792: First seal and whale hunters on the coastline
1814: First missionaries
1839: First expedition by the New Zealand Company
1840: 22 January: British flag is hoisted
1840: 06 February: Colony founded as part of NSW
1841: 01 July: British colony of its own

New Zealand (postal service):
Up to 1840: Letters were handed over to sailing ships exclusively, without post-
al procedures, letters were shipped from New South Wales on private sailing 
ships (the letters in question were often kept in Sydney for 4-5 months until a 
suitable ship was found)
1840-1842: Official postal service in New Zealand managed by New South Wales
Fees New Zealand-Sydney: 3d from 21 November 1835, up to 1/2 oz, higher, 
staggered fees as of 25.9.1838
1844,1 January: First ship of the Toulmine Line as "packet ship" from New 
Zealand

The exhibit shows an excerpt from a total of 50 letters by political emigrant Ernst Dief-
fenbach from Giessen, Germany (1811-1855). It illustrates a unique and largely unknown 
connection between Germany in the years from 1833 to the March 1848 revolution and the 
beginning of British colonisation of New Zealand.
Since his medical studies in Giessen, Dieffenbach had been a member of the radical revo-
lutionary Germania fraternity. In 1833, he was forced to emigrate, first to France and later 
to Switzerland and England.

His language learning skills enabled him to take on odd jobs, for instance as prosector in a London hospital, or as 
a translator of scientific material into German - among other things, he translated works by zoologist Richard Owen 
and pathologist Thomas Hodgkins.
It was most likely through their support that Dieffenbach, a physician and natural scientist, was able to take part in a 
New Zealand Company-led first expedition that aimed to explore the country and prepare its colonization by Britain.
The letters sent home (Grand Duchy of Hesse) are thus the earliest known letters from New Zealand to a 
state in Germany. Five of his eight letters from New Zealand are shown (two others are in archives, one in Puke 
Ariki museum, New Zealand). In addition, both his letters from New South Wales are shown.
In 1843, Dieffenbach returned to Germany, but it was only after the 1848 revolution that he secured permanent 
residency status in Hesse. In 1850, he became a professor of geognosis and geology in Giessen. A year later, he 
married and had two daughters. He died as early as 1855 of a typhoid ailment.
His books have never been translated into German. Although he mingled with the geniuses of his time such as 
Darwin (he translated Darwin's "Naturwissenschaftliche Reisen"), Liebig and Humboldt, he's largely an unknown 
quantity in Germany nowadays.
Section 1 and 2 show Dieffenbach's escape to France and his ensuing exiles in Switzerland and Britain, featur-
ing the earliest proof of his exile in private hands.
Section 3 describes his sea journey to New Zealand (with the earliest document sent from there to Germany 
in private hands), his stay in New Zealand and his trip to New South Wales.
Section 4 and 5 show his return to England and later on to Germany.
All documents exhibited contain details on delivery routes and taxation. It's worth noting, though, that during his 
stay in New Zealand (1839/41) no postal delivery was possible as no postal service existed. To be precise, 
the service was not established until 1840 and was not yet functioning fully. Letters could only be handed over to 
private shipowners (sailing ships only).
Literature (excerpt):
Official Prussian postal gazettes 1817-1875 ("Circulare" and "Amts-Blatt der Postverwaltung", used in the exhibit "PA-Blatt")
Tabeart, C. "Australia New Zealand UK Mails Vol. 1 to 1880", 2011
McNaught, K.J. "The Postage Stamps of New Zealand, Vol. 7, New Zealand Postal History 1820 to 1874", 1988
Münzberg, Werner "Thurn und Taxis Rayon Post-Stempel", 1971
Schäfer, R. "Auslandspostverkehr Schweiz Transit 1798-1850", 2011
"Georg Büchner Jahrbuch 8 und 9" (1990-99)
"The New Zealand Journal" 1839-1841
www.paperspast.natlib.govt.nz
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1. Exile in France and Switzerland                        1833 - 1836

France (Strasbourg): 1833. Dieffenbach's second letter (the first is in the archives of the Darmstadt University Library) from 
French exile, dated 14 August (written on 13 August), sent unpaid to his sister Emilie Spengel in Giessen, forwarded 
in a closed mailbag Strasbourg-Frankfurt/M. (Art. 11), transit via Baden. Tariff:
              French portion (1st zone): 1½ ggr.    
              Thurn & Taxis / Baden portion: 3½ ggr.
              Total:    5    ggr. x4 = 20 kr. + 1 kr. delivery fee = 21 kr. (ggr.= kr. x4)

Correspondence
Francais du premier 

Rayon.
Applied in Strasbourg

under the postal
convention

Taxis-France 1818, 
(art. 20.).

It indicates a bulk rate 
of 8 déc. per 30gr. 

(art. 22).

3½ ggr.
1½ ggr.

21x kr.

Ernst Dieffenbach wanted poster in the "Großherzoglich Hessischen 
Zeitung" newspaper No. 71, from 11 March 1836

Following his participation on the charge of 
the Frankfurt guard house on 3 April 1833, 
which caused nine casualties, Dieffenbach 
and many others of the 100 people involved 
in the charge had to flee Germany, but most 
of them were arrested and imprisoned.
In 1836, Dieffenbach was still confronted with 
an arrest warrant against him on charges of 
high treason.

Charge on the Frankfurt guard house

On 6 August 1833, Dieffenbach hit French soil but had to stay 20 miles away from the border and 40 miles away 
from Paris in line with a 21 April 1832 refugee law. Since he did not have a passport, he could not go to any au-
thorities on the ground and lived an anonymous life:

My address is without my name, as I'm xx, that is I'm 
an anonymous person: à Monsieur H.Dittmar, étudiant 
en medicine rue derriere St.Nicolas á Strasbourg ...

*Frankfurt/Main 
used batzen = ggr., 
in the border office, 
ggr. was used when 
letters were bound 

for, say, a place 
beyond Giessen.

Attached by Taxis 
border office
Frankfurt/M.*
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1. Exile in France and Switzerland                        1833 - 1836

We don't know yet how the fight in Lyon and Paris ended, 
because telegraphs are not working temporarily. But what 
we know is that a lot of blood has flowed in Lyon ... that 
there have been first murders in Paris and complete turmoil.

In Strasbourg, Dieffenbach continued to seek the company of like-minded exiles. In his penultimate letter from 
France, he shares his view on the second uprising of the Lyon silk workers (Canut revolts):

On 25 May 1834, he was expelled to Switzerland according to the Strasbourg register of residents(GBJ 8, p428).

(General strike and Lyon uprising from 9 -12 April 1834: over 
13,000 soldiers quelled the workers' revolt)

First letter from Switzerland (admission to radical-liberal physician and philosopher Ignaz Troxler):

21x kr.

France (Strasbourg): 1834. Unpaid letter sent on 17 April (written on 13 April) to his father in Giessen, shipping 
and tariff like previous letter.

3½ ggr.
1½ ggr.

Aarau 8 June 1834
You'll gather from the headline where I am.

27 kr.

4 Kr.

6 ggr.
corrected to 

5½ ggr.
1 ggr.

Attached by Taxis 
border office
Frankfurt/M.

10 kr.
Attached in

Schaffhausen
(Postal convention

Taxis - Schaffhausen 
1829).

Switzerland (Aarau): 1834. Unpaid letter sent from Swiss exile on 8 June to Giessen. Tariff:
Canton of Aargau portion:         4 kr. =     1    ggr.    
Canton of Schaffhausen/Taxis portion*: 10 kr. = 2½ ggr. + 3 ggr. = 5½ ggr.
Total:                      6½ ggr. x4 = 26 kr. + 1 kr. delivering fee = 27 kr.

*incl. transit Baden

Attached by Taxis 
border office
Frankfurt/M.
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1. Exile in France and Switzerland                        1833 - 1836
In early August 1834, Dieffenbach left the Canton of Aargau for the Canton of Zurich. Besides working in hospi-
tals and on his doctoral thesis, he continued to be politically engaged in the "Junges Deutschland" secret society 
Straight after a meeting of that society on 25 May 1836 the mayor of Zürich ordered Dieffenbach's arrest. On top 
of that, and because of his assistance in an affaire d'honneur involving a spy by the name of L.Lessing (who was 
later murdered), Dieffenbach faced investigations. All in all, he remained under arrest for nine weeks and was 
deported abroad afterwards.

France (Pontarlier, some 5 miles into France): 1836. The only (unpaid) letter sent on 31 August by Dieffenbach while 
he was headed for England after his deportation from Switzerland. Tariff:
      French portion (3rd zone):  	3½ ggr.    
      Thurn & Taxis / Baden portion:	3½ ggr.
      Total:     	7    ggr. x4 = 28 kr. + 1 kr. delivering fee = 29 kr.

3½ ggr.
3½ ggr.

29 kr.

Reverse:

5 ggr.
1 ggr.

25 kr.

4 kr. fee demanded by 
the Canton of Zurich.

Used:
Zurich 1808-1850 (types)

Reverse:

Switzerland (Zurich): 1835. Unpaid letter sent on 19 November to Giessen, forwarded in closed mailbags on 
the Zurich-Frankfurt route (under 7 June 1822 postal convention Canton of Zurich - Thurn & Taxis, closed transit across Baden).Tariff:
   Canton of Zurich portion: 4 kr. = 1 ggr.    
   Thurn & Taxis portion*:         5 ggr.
   Total:        6 ggr. x4 = 24 kr. + 1 kr. delivering fee = 25 kr.

*incl. Baden transit

Toward the end of August 1836, Dieffenbach was escorted to the border with France to be sent on to England. He 
wrote his first letter from Pontarlier, some 5 miles into France.

Attached by Taxis 
border office
Frankfurt/M.

Attached by Taxis 
border office
Frankfurt/M.

Our journey via Chareau Moiraigne, Couvel, Motieres and 
straight up to the French border resembled a triumphal 
procession - to the chagrin of the Prussian* constables ac-
companying us and who were often verbally attacked. But 
by and large, there was no reason to complain about the 

government.
* The principality of Neuenburg/Neuchâtel was under Prussian rule 1707-1857 .

Correspondence
Francais 3rd Rayon.

Applied in Strasbourg
under the postal

convention
Taxis-France 1818, 

(art.  20.).
It indicates a bulk rate 
of 22 déc. per 30gr. 

(art. 22).
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