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1. An Argument for an Underground Postal Service in the Digital Era 

By DJ Pangburn Thursday, June 30, 2011  
 
 
Twitter, Facebook and Tor relay networks have helped evolve revolutionary 
democratic movements—but we should never forgot the benefits of a good old postal 
service. 
 
It may be the digital era’s time for revolutionary communiqué, but what we really 
need with a great sense of urgency is a real-life Tristero. 
 
Tristero was the fictional creation of Thomas Pynchon as seen in his labyrinthine 
novel “The Crying of Lot 49″ (published in 1966). The symbol of Tristero is a muted 
post horn, which can be seen on buildings, in garbage bins, bathrooms, bus windows, 
etc. The mail boxes can be found underneath overpasses and other unlikely places, 
disguised as garbage bins and labeled W.A.S.T.E. (We Await Silent Tristero’s 
Empire). In this way, communication amongst Tristero loyalists and all manner of 
other folk can be transmitted and received via an underground network through 
America as well as Europe and in more distant locales. 
 
Tristero’s fragmented history is uncovered by main character Oedipa Maas, whose old 
boyfriend Pierce Inverarity has supposedly died and made her executor of his will. 
Within his documents lay the seeds of Oedipa’s obsession with unraveling the 
Tristero mystery. As the novel progresses, Oedipa and the reader begin to wonder if 
she might be hallucinating the whole experience. 
 
Now with the synopsis of “The Crying of Lot 49″ and Tristero out of the way, on to 
how it can be applied to America and the world’s current situation. 
 
None can deny that Twitter, Facebook and Tor relays and other forms of digital 
communication have been instrumental in organizing certain national populations for 
protests or even revolution. Some of these forms can be anonymous, of course (such 
as the Tor relays or the chat rooms used by the Anonymous collective), but as 
Mubarak’s internet blackout proved in Egypt, people cannot always count on a 
functioning internet connection. Governments might also black out electrical grids as 
a pre-emptive attack in a revolutionary ferment. 
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It occurs to me that if the current democratic trend in America continues—the rich get 
richer, retreat behind gated communities with private armies, and the US government 
acts as an accomplice—we must face up to the possibility that if it becomes necessary 
to extricate ourselves from the status quo (some already argue for this reality), we 
must have in place other lines of communication. 
 
 
 
And although Tristero is a fictional organization that has fallen into some disarray and 
is more of a curiosity in “The Crying of Lot 49,” it illustrates the possibilities of 
communicating secretly without the benefit of the internet’s instantaneity. It also 
presents us with one of the counterculture’s first memes—the muted post horn. It 
appears everywhere like the V symbol in Paris during World War II (itself a mark of 
the French Resistance). The profusion of the symbol encourages dissidents that the 
movement is growing while reminding authorities that they cannot be everywhere and 
they might very well be surrounded. 
 
And just as the US Postal Service will take a letter from Florida, across rivers, 
mountains and prairie, all the way to a tiny home situated in a remote valley, so must 
these underground postal services be able to do the same. Such logistics are absolutely 
necessary. 
 
And just as the US government is building underground internet for dissidents to 
circumvent censors and blackouts, those Americans with such capabilities should be 
at work on similar projects now—ready for any eventuality. Like the US State 
Department’s project, we should have portable devices that would allow us to create 
the internet anywhere and everywhere, in conjunction with an underground postal 
service. 
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Commentary & Analysis 

2. Postal Vision 2020; USPS at a Crossroads  

 
By C. Clint Bolte 
 Published: June 29, 2011 
 
The United States Postal Service is suffering dramatic losses due primarily to the 
electronic substitution for conventional mail and secondarily financial retirement 
burdens imposed by Congress. Its service offerings will soon be out of sync with 
digital communication trends and increasingly irrelevant to on-coming generations. 
This traditional postal business-operating model is clearly not sustainable. A 
confluence of 150 innovative business thinkers and postal influencers gathered in 
Arlington, Virginia June 15 to consider and craft a bold vision for the American 
postal ecosystem looking ahead to 2020.  
 
Ursa Major Associates LLC, a strategic consultancy in the postal and parcel delivery 
value chain space, created and produced this initial event. Jeff Jarvis, renowned 
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bussmachine.com blogger and author of the book What Would Google Do?, served as 
the conference moderator.  
 
Federal Legislators Did Not Attend  
 
The District of Columbia location was chosen specifically for its logistical 
convenience to Federal legislators, Postal regulators, and key USPS management in 
hopes they would attend this thought provoking one day dialogue. Unfortunately 
legislative hearings on the hill superseded priorities for all legislators and all but a 
handful of the targeted postal executives. Their absence did not dampen the frank and 
daring discussions of attendees in the least. The group consensus at day's end was to 
regather this fall and hang some muscle and meat on the new postal skeletal vision.  
 
The Postal Reform Act of 2006 and the year long process of nationwide hearings with 
key stackholders, i.e., postal patrons, USPS management, postal labor unions, and 
Federal legislators came up with three dozen specific recommendations for change. 
All but a couple were rejected outright due to proprietary issues of one or more of the 
implementing parties, that is, Federal legislators, USPS management, and its work 
force.  
 
Technology Partnering for USPS Holds Promise  
 
There was some modest degree of rehashing these well documented positions by 
selective USPS presenters. However, the organizer and moderator with eager 
questioning and comments from the floor arrived at at least one potentially successful 
near term initiative. And that is the consideration of one or more joint ventures with 
private sector vendors with expertise in selective niche applications of digital 
communications. Obviously these would be "incubator" type projects to facilitate the 
quantifying and qualifying of various operational elements and issues.  
 
This joint venture thought does not solve or even address basic strategic issues. 
However, the 2006 postal reform process clearly put strategic alternatives asunder. If 
even one joint venture product development initiative allows the integration of digital 
communication features to complement and supplement the analog mail services now 
in existence, progress would surely be acknowledged. And hope could spring eternal.  
 
In his keynote presentation, The Age of Digital Disruption, Jeff Jarvis followed the 
theme of his book What Would Google Do? by suggesting that the audience in their 
strategic thinking mode consider this series of obnoxious assumptions and 
overstatements;  
 
The letter dies … If it can be digital, it will be … Future is not analog to the past … 
First class disappears … Junk direct mail dies …   
 
Jarvis opined that these are not problems but great opportunities. Entrepreneurs who 
seek efficiencies and savings for their clients will succeed. For example, Craigslist 
destroyed $13 billion in annual newspaper classified advertising all to the benefit of 
consumers. He concluded by saying, "Don't worry about how we got to where we 
are!"  
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Digital Mail Box Opportunity 
 
Matt Swain, an Associate Director with InfoTrends, outlined the existing array of 
digital mailbox providers; DOXO, Volly (Pitney Bowes), Manilla, Zumbox (oldest in 
the USA since 2009), ePost (by Canadian Post), NetPost (in Finland with 12% of 
population signed up), and eBoks.dk (Denmark).  
 
In a subsequent panel discussion on Digital Innovation and Alternatives Jennifer 
Tomlinson, Director of Growth and Strategy for Innovapost, which is 51% owned by 
Canada Post, explained that Denmark has the strongest digital infrastructure of any 
national postal service. Many Danish communities have agreed to accept physical 
mail only once a week because of the increased speed and reliability of their postal 
digital network and personal digital mailboxes. This would be consistent with 
InfoTrend's survey reported by Swain that 79% of consumers still want bills and 
statements sent physically by USPS. The actual information is received in Denmark in 
a much more timely fashion than available to consumers via USPS in the United 
States. And yet the hard copies for archival purposes are delivered several days later. 
This consolidation of physical mail for once a week delivery would be considerably 
less expensive than six days/week deliveries.  
 
First introduced this past January, Manilla is designed to be a free, secure, personal 
account management service, a digital concierge if you will. In a live demo by 
Manilla CEO, George Kliavkoff, it is obvious that they have targeted the USPS' most 
profitable first class transaction document mail streams. It is launched with bills, 
finances, travel rewards and subscriptions, but designed to deliver data, documents & 
alerts/reminders for all personal account categories (medical, insurance, warranties, 
government docs, catalogs, etc.) There are easy (and secure) links back to websites to 
pay the bills or get more detailed background information on any single transaction. 
Remembering and processing myriad identifiers and passwords is no longer 
necessary.  
 
Volly, owned by Pitney Bowes, has additional interesting digital mailbox features. 
This package was offered to the USPS management as a form of joint venture, but 
was turned down.  
 
The Past is but Prologue  
 
The current perception is that the USPS is rigid and can't change. Washington 
attorney and consultant specializing in the history and development of national and 
international postal law, James I. Campbell, Jr. offered an excellent context from 
which the gathering can look forward in considering the structure of a more 
responsive national postal service. At its outset from 1792 to the 1830s the U.S. Post 
Office was charged with distributing news as a means of building the first continental 
democracy. They did this by establishing rapid and reliable long distance 
transportation by means of "post roads," which included relay stations for the 
stagecoaches. This monopoly was lost to the new technology of the industrial 
revolution, steam-powered railroads and ships.   
 
Delivery service innovations in the 1830s-1840s included cheaper faster national 
service by private express companies and city collection and delivery service by local 
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express companies. The post office was given a national monopoly on the collection 
and delivery of letters in the mid nineteenth century. And yet the technology of 
telegraph (1840s) and telephone (1880s) provided erosion to what the post office 
hoped would be a communications monopoly. The car and airplane both improved the 
serviceability and economics of delivery in the 20th century.  
 
The competitive emergence of FedEx and UPS in the 1970s virtually eliminated the 
USPS' dominance in fast paced parcel deliveries market. And this was concurrent 
with the huge USPS investment in the engineering redesign of their sectional centers 
to handle ever larger expectation of volumes of parcels, which never materialized but 
went to competition.  
 
Implications for the Postal Service in the Digital Age  
 
A Postal Service built on letters could be concerned about survival with a loss of 
letters. A government-directed post office is not well positioned to take advantage of 
technological advances as (1) new technologies have diverse consequences that 
cannot be anticipated by the government and (2) government decision-making is 
inevitably slower than competitive market forces.  
 
Mr. Campbell concluded with "three policy choices based upon the actual history of 
the United States Postal Service; (1) wind up the Postal Service in an orderly manner, 
(2) extend the monopoly/privileges of the Postal Service into related fields, or (3) 
privatize and give the Postal Service a chance to adapt."  
 
Since the near term priorities of our Federal legislators are not expected to include 
anything as drastic as these three policies, there seems to be a reasonable chance that 
the digital technology partnership offers discussed at this Postal Vision 2020 may 
stand the chance for additional consideration. 
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