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Bridging the Sound
The Postal History of the Copenhagen–Malmö Crossing

By Stefan Danielski

On July 1 this year, the first fixed connection between Denmark and Sweden was
officially opened. The 16-km bridge-tunnel combination crosses the Øresund waterway
(the Sound – in English), closing the gap between these two neighbors. The link runs from
Copenhagen’s Kastrup airport through a submerged tunnel beneath the Øresund (Sund) to
a man-made island of Peberholm, then by the bridge crossing over the navigation channel
to Malmö, Sweden. With its dual-track railway and a four-lane highway, it can handle
10,000 cars and 18,000 passengers per day.

The Copenhagen-Malmö crossing cannot be regarded as an isolated route. It has to be
regarded as a link in a larger passenger, freight, and mail transportation grid between
Scandinavia and the rest of Europe. This article presents the crossing history from the
postal historian’s perspective.

The Early Period

The Copenhagen-Malmö sea post was established by Danish King Christian IV on
June 1, 1615 as part of the local postal route connecting Copenhagen with Skåne and

Blekinge provinces
located on the east side
of Sund.1 The Blekinde
route started from
Copenhagen via
Malmö, Lund,
Kristianstad
(Christianstad),
Sølverborg
(Sølffuidsborg),
Rönneby (Rundebye) to
Kristianopel
(Christianopel). It was
listed in the first Postal
Ordinance of December
24, 1624 setting up the
first Danish national

postal service.2 The route was in service until 1645. Following a lost war in 1658,
Denmark ceded the provinces east of the Sound 3 to Sweden.

Loss of Skåne and Blekinge to Sweden created a difficult situation for the provincial
population who had close ties with Danes on the other side of the Sund. The main Swedish
weekly postal service with Hamburg, operated since 1620, did not use the Malmö-
Copenhagen crossing; instead, the route used the Helsingborg-Helsingør link to cross the
Sund at the narrowest point. 

The postmaster in Malmö, Hans Kaspar Heublein, arranged a special postal connection
between Sweden and Denmark in 1668. An announcement by the governor of Skåne, Gustaf
Baner, on April 30, 1668 proclaimed re-establishment of passenger and mail service between
Malmö and Copenhagen, operating twice weekly by a Swedish mail yacht (Figure 1). ➤

One of the ferries between Copenhagen and Malmö. The reverse of
the picture post card reads “Travel with the Øresund boats.”
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Copenhagen mail service announcement of 1668.

Figure 1

Since the service was a local initiative not arranged by the Post Office in Stockholm,
the service had to be self-sufficient. The mail boat had the right to carry travelers not only
on the normal days but also outside the schedule because the revenue from carrying letters
alone could not cover crew expenses. The public was encouraged to send letters to
Denmark and Hamburg using the new service. The Swedish government approved the
service on August 12 of the same year with a condition that as long as Heublein kept up
the service and paid the crew no one else could put another mail yacht in service or by any
means harm the approved sea post connection. Nevertheless, this sea post apparently was
short lived.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, Sweden and Denmark warred against each other for
Baltic domination. Since 1620, the Swedish postal service used the route to Hamburg, the
principal transfer point for mail communication with central Europe, through Denmark. To
avoid frequent interruption, Sweden established an alternative postal route to Hamburg in
1683 with a sea post connection between Ystad in Sweden and Stralsund in Swedish
Pomerania (today’s Germany) without passing through Denmark. The new route became
important for mail and passenger communication from Sweden, Norway, and Finland to
central Europe.4 Over the years and after many transformations, it exists nowadays as
Trelleborg-Sassnitz ferry crossing. The rivalry between Sweden and Denmark formally
ended at Kiel in January 1814 after signing a treaty in which Denmark relinquished its
rights over Norway to Sweden.

At the beginning of the 19th century Sweden still maintained two major postal routes
to Hamburg: one passing through Denmark with Helsingborg-Helsingør crossing over the
Sund and another with a Baltic Sea crossing from Ystad to Stralsund/Greifswald in
Prussia.

In 1830, new scheduled mail and passenger service was established between Malmö
and Copenhagen operated by the sailing packet ships. The first steamship was introduced
eight years later. The same year the Swedish Post Office decided to send mail over the
Sound only on steamships, finding them more reliable than sailing ships. In the 1850s ➤
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steamship connections were arranged daily between these two cities. Occasionally
mailbags were carried by sailing ferries mostly in winter when steamships could not be
used due to weather.

Copenhagen established direct steamship postal routes to Kiel, Lübeck/Travemünde
(1824) for mail heading to Hamburg and with Stettin for mail to Prussia. In 1848, the
Danish mail routes to Hamburg through the duchies and Kiel were closed because of the
Schlesvig-Holstein rebellion. As a replacement on April 19, 1848, the Swedish steamship
“Malmö” began regular weekly service between Malmö and Travemünde via Copenhagen
carrying bags with Swedish and Danish mail.

In order to speed up delivery, a proposal was submitted to open Swedish sorting post
offices on Danish steamship ferries crossing the Sund between Copenhagen and Malmö.
The permission to open post office compartments was granted by the King of Sweden on
March 24, 1882. Starting in 1906 similar postal compartments were established on ferries
serving the Helsingør-Helsingborg route.

Railway Revolution

The railway revolution swept through Europe in the 19th century. It was a massive
shift in transportation technology and infrastructure where none existed before.

The first railway in the kingdom of Denmark (completed in September 1844) went
from Kiel to Altona,5 at that
time both Danish towns. The
opening of the railway
between Copenhagen and
Korsør in 1856 allowed
Danish mail steamers to move
from Copenhagen to Korsør to
serve Kiel, Lübeck, Nyborg,
and Aarhus, cutting travelling
time significantly.

Railways on the German
side were constructed faster
than in Denmark, covering
German states with a network
of tracks. The Berlin-
Hamburg railway was
completed in 1847; a branch
connection to Lübeck was
opened on October 15, 1851;
the Stettin-Berlin railway in
1843; and a branch from
Berlin to Wismar was extended in 1850. 

Sweden railway development was much slower. It was 1865 before the railway to
Malmö was completed, allowing transport of passengers, goods, and mail directly from
Stockholm. 

The Copenhagen-Malmö crossing, with its daily service and convenient
railway/steamship routes to Hamburg and Berlin, offered better and faster service than the
Baltic crossing between Ystad and Stralsund. The railway branch line to Stralsund on the
Prussian side was completed in November 1863 and three years later the Swedish railway
was extended to Ystad. ➤ 

A picture post card of a poster promoting the Copenhagen-
Malmö postal route. The reverse of the card reads: “MALMÖ,
one of Oresundsbolaget’s first posters, (produced) just before
the union (between Sweden and Norway) was dissolved in 1905.”
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In order to speed delivery and provide
faster mail exchange, Prussia in May 1849
established eight traveling railway post
offices as independent of the regular post
offices. This innovation was adopted soon
by the Danish Post Office (1850) and later
by Swedish Postal administration (1868).
A postal treaty concluded in July 1869
between Sweden and Prussia required
Denmark, Prussia, and Sweden to convey
mail primarily by trains on the main routes. 

As passenger traffic grew in volume,
bigger ships called ferries, more suitable to
carry increasing numbers of passengers on
short routes, had to be built to address the
growing demand. With a rapid
development of rail, it was a matter of time
before special ferries were built to convey
railway cars across the sea. 

Although Denmark cannot claim the
invention, it became a world pioneer in
successful train ferries — introduced in
1872 for the first time between Fredericia,
Jutland, and Strib on the island of Funen
and 11 years later on the route across the
Great Belt between Korsør and Nyborg.

In 1895, the Danske Statsbaner
(Danish State Railway) “DSB” introduced
the first train ferry “Kjøbenhavn” between
Copenhagen and Malmö offering direct
railway connection between Stockholm
and Copenhagen. Using the train ferry
crossing between Korsør–Kiel (operating
since 1881), passengers and mail could be
transported without leaving a railway
wagon directly from Stockholm via
Copenhagen to Berlin. Later,
“Kjøbenhavn” was augmented by the
Swedish train ferry “Malmö” owned by the
Svenska Staten Järnvägar (Swedish State
Railway). 

Sweden and Germany jointly
continued to develop an alternative
passenger and mail route to Berlin. The
Ystad-Stralsund route become obsolete
with their shallow harbors and it was
decided to move ferry terminals to
Trelleborg on the Swedish side and
Sassnitz on the German island of ➤

Copenhagen-Malmö Crossing
Postmarks: Examples

There were a number of postal
markings applied on mail sent through
the Copenhagen-Malmö route. They can
be divided into four groups: 1, postmarks
used on board the ships by post office

crew; 2, special
cancellers used in a
shore post office for
mail posted on board
the ferries; 3, transit
markings applied by
shore post offices; and

4, markings used by Railway TPO to
indicate country of origin.

The only known Swedish date stamp
applied on board ferries was used from
1901 to 1904. It could be applied on mail
posted on board or taken from boxes
hanging at the ship berth in Copenhagen
and Malmö. 

Later,
two date
stamps
were used
in the
Malmö
post office
for mail
collected from the Sund ferries. The first
one is recorded on mail from 1947 and
1948. It seems to be a modified postmark
produced for the experimental air mail
flight between the two cities in 1930. The
second date stamp was a standard
POSTAD OMBORD canceller. (Similar
date stamps were used on other ferry
routes.)

The Danish Post Office issued its
first ferry date stamp in 1909 and they ➤
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Rügen. On May 1, 1897 the new train ferry
crossing was officially inaugurated between
Trelleborg and Sassnitz offering direct
passenger and mail connection to Berlin
from Stockholm and Norway. The
Trelleborg-Sassnitz crossing became
popular and most Swedish foreign mail was
sent this route. 

In response, Denmark and Germany
developed a shorter sea crossing to
Germany between Gedser in Denmark and
Warnemünde on the German side that had
been operating since 1849. On October 2,
1903, four train ferries were put in service
by Danske Statsbaner “DSB” and Deutsch
Nordischen Lloyd. The new route saved
significant time between Copenhagen and
Berlin over the Korsør-Kiel crossing. After
World War I, this became the most
important sea crossing between Denmark
and Germany.

Despite the popularity of the
Trelleborg-Sassnitz crossing, a significant
amount of Swedish mail to Europe was
conveyed through Denmark via the Malmö-
Copenhagen sea link.

Golden Era of Sea Service

The Copenhagen-Malmö sea link
entered the 20th century with fully
developed passenger, train, and mail
service. Passenger ferries operated by
Danske Dampskibsselskabet Øresund of
Copenhagen and Svenska
Rederiaktiebolaget Öresund of Malmö
catered to growing numbers of passengers
crossing the Sund. All ships were equipped
with post offices on board the ships
(postkupéexpeditioner) to sort and process
mail posted on board. The service became
popular among the local population
particularly on the Swedish side because
the crossing time was only 95 minutes and
attractive prices for food and alcohol were
available on the Danish side. Parallel train
ferry service also allowed passengers to
travel without leaving a railway wagon
from Stockholm to Copenhagen and via
Copenhagen to Berlin. ➤ 

were in use until 1973. Six types can be
distinguished. It is believed they were
assigned to post office crews rather than a
particular ship. Additional FRA
SVERIGE (From Sweden) markings
were issued for mail franked with
Swedish postage. 

In both cities, post offices were
equipped with transit Fra/Från markings
to apply on mail delivered from ferries.

Because some of the Swedish mail sent to
Germany via Copenhagen and the
Korsør-Kiel route slipped through
unmarked between 1897 and 1907, a
special Fra Sverige marking was issued
for the Copenhagen-Korsør TPO. Later, a
similar marking was issued for the
Copenhagen-Gedser route. Both markings
are rather scarce.

Shown above are a separate group of
markings used by the Swedish Railway
TPO that sometimes runs to Copenhagen.

These Fra Sverige and Från
Danmark transit marks below indicate
country of origin. ❚
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During World War I both countries were neutral and probably the mail and passenger
service was maintained but on a smaller scale. Nazi occupation of Denmark in World War
II affected passenger traffic between Copenhagen and Malmö. Sweden maintained its
official neutrality but because of economic reasons cooperated with Germany, allowing
even German soldiers transit through Sweden. In 1945 Swedish diplomat Count Folke
Bernadotte, after negotiation with Himmler and Ribbentrop, arranged release of a couple
thousand women and children from German concentration camps. Most of them were
transported from Copenhagen by Swedish ferries to Malmö. 

After WWII, the division of Germany into two separate countries changed the
geopolitics of the region. Sassnitz and Warnemünde became a part of East Germany and
Berlin became a free city inside East Germany. Both sea links across the Baltic (Gedser-
Warnemünde and Trelleborg-Sassnitz) were activated after the war but traffic was a trickle
due to travel and trade restrictions imposed by the Communist regime in East Germany.

There was a need for a new direct connection between West Germany and Denmark.
A new sea crossing was inaugurated by passenger-train ferry between Gedser and
Grossenbrode on the West German side on July 14, 1951. The distance between two
terminals was 67 km and was jointly operated by passenger-train ferries operated by
Danske Statsbaner (Danish State Railway) and Deutsche Bundesbahn (West German State
Railway). Italy-Scandinavian Express E-146 and later Swiss Express E-144 used the ferry
crossing. A shorter sea link was opened June 14, 1963 between Rødby located in the
southernmost Danish island of Lolland and Putttgarden in West Germany. The new route
reduced the sea crossing to 19 km and was called “Fuglefluglinie” (Bird Flight Line)
because it follows a bird migration route. It allows travelers from Scandinavia to travel via
Malmö-Copenhagen and Helsingborg-Helsingör crossings directly to Western Europe by
train and later by car (see Figure 2).

To meet the demand, Danish operator Danske Dampskibsselskabet Øresund brought
the first passenger-car ferries into
service between Copenhagen and
Malmö in 1956. It addressed the
growing popularity of cars as a means
of transportation among European
population. Svenska
Rederiaktiebolaget Öresund of
Malmö cut the crossing time to 35
minutes after express hydrofoil
passenger service was put in service
in 1962. The same year, a Swedish
operator inaugurated a shorter Sund
route between Limhamn, Sweden and
Dragør, south of Copenhagen. The
new 50-minute route was designated
especially for cars and trucks. 

Bridging to a New Era

The new era began in 1935 when
the bridge was constructed over the
Little Belt connecting the island of
Funen with Jylland (Jutland). At the
same time, the automobile ➤ 

Major Scandinavian transportation routes after WWII.

Figure 2
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revolution was taking
place. With growing
prosperity, personal cars
became affordable to
everyone. The
Mediterranean became a
favorite tourist destination
for Scandinavians. More
people used cars instead
of trains. Freight trailers
and trucks became serious
competitors to railways in
Europe after the 1960s.
Europe was covered with
a web of international
highways. The number of
cars using the ferry ships
between Germany and
Denmark doubled in the
last 10 years. The ferry
crossing became a major
cause of traffic delays.

To address the
growing demand, serious
consideration was given to
replacing the ferry
crossing with tunnels and
bridges. In 1997, a tunnel
was opened under the
Great Belt and a year later
a bridge over the Great
Belt eliminated ferry
service between Korsør
and Nyborg.

The idea to build a
tunnel connecting
Copenhagen and Malmö
first originated in 1872.
More than 100 years later
and following lengthy
discussions and
preparation, the
governments of Denmark
and Sweden formed the Øresundskonsortiet in 1991 to design and construct the fixed
connection between Copenhagen and Malmö. Construction on one of the largest civil
engineering projects in northern Europe started in 1995 and was successfully completed in 2000. 

The prospect of building a fixed link across the Sund affected Copenhagen-Malmö
ferry operators. The last train ferry, “MS Malmöhus,” operated by the Svenska Staten ➤

Railway TPOs collecting mail bags from the
Copenhagen-Malmö ferries or running to Copenhagen1

PKXP - Postkupéexpedition (Post Office in mail compartment);
number denotes a particular route.
PKP – Postkupé (P.O. in mail compartment).

PKXP 2    
Falköping – Malmö 1868 – 1874
Nässjö – Malmö 1874 – 1877
Falköping Ranten – Nassjö – Malmö 1877 – 1879
Nässjö – Malmö 1879 – 1903
Nässjö – Malmö - Copenhagen 1903 – 1934
Nässjö – Malmö 1934 – 1968
PKXP 10
Jönköping – Malmö 1868 – 1873
Falköping – Malmö 1873 – 1874
Nässjö – Malmö 1874 – 1877
Falköping Ranten – Nassjö – Malmö 1877 – 1879
Nässjö – Malmö 1879 – 1905
Almult – Malmö 1906
Hässleholm – Malmö 1906 – 1907
Nässjö – Malmö 1908 
Malmö – Copenhagen 1911 - 1912
PKXP 62
Nässjö – Malmö 1886 – 1898
Nässjö – Malmö - Trelleborg 1898 
Nässjö – Malmö 1898 – 1901
Nässjö – Malmö - Trelleborg 1901 – 1919
Nässjö – Malmö 1919 – 1920
Nässjö – Malmö - Copenhagen 1920 – 1940
Nässjö – Malmö 1940 – 1947
Nässjö – Malmö - Copenhagen 1947 – 1955
Nässjö – Malmö 1955 – 1968
PKXP 83
Nässjö – Malmö 1897 – 1903
Nässjö – Malmö - Copenhagen 1903 – 1921
Nässjö – Malmö 1921 – 1934
Nässjö – Malmö - Copenhagen 1934 – 1940
Nässjö – Malmö 1940 – 1968
PKP 141
Mjölby – Malmö – Copenhagen 1950 – 1951
Stockholm - Mjölby – Malmö – Copenhagen 1950 – 1951
Mjölby – Malmö – Copenhagen 1953 – 1963
Mjölby – Malmö/Helsingborg – Copenhagen 1963 – 1963
Malmö – Copenhagen 1966 – 1968
PKP 142
Malmö – Copenhagen 1950 – 1963
1  Source: Hjertberg, Per, Postkupéexpeditioner postiljons-och postkupéer 1868-1968.
Göteborg.
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Järnvägar. was
removed from service
in 1973. All trains
from Stockholm to
Copenhagen and to
Central Europe via
Copenhagen were
directed to the
Helsinborg-Helsinør
crossing. The last
Danish passenger-car
ferry was removed
from service in 1982,
leaving only
hovercraft and
hydrofoil express
service between the
two cities.

There was an
attempt by another
ferry operator to
capture the market by
offering service
between Malmö,
Copenhagen, and
Lübeck in West
Germany. Ferry service
offered by Euroway,
however, was
discontinued in 1994.

One of the
world’s busiest ferry
routes – between
Helsingborg and
Helsingør – started to
feel capacity
problems in the
1980s. A new sea
link was opened in
1985 between
Helsingborg and
Copenhagen for
ferries carrying only
freight trains. Two
ferries owned by
Svenska Staten
Järnvägar and Danske
Statsbaner serviced
the route. ➤

Known Ships1

Freya 1800
Öresund, steamship 1849
Malmö, Swedish mail steamship April 19, 1848- 

1859 weekly serv
ice between 
Malmö,
Copenhagen, and 
Travemunde

Ophelia, Helsingørske Dampskibsinteressentskab 1852-1855 Danish 
private mail 
steamship also 
sailed between 
Copenhagen and 
Helsingborg 

Horatio, private mail steamer 1855
Hälsingborg
Engelholm
Halland, Swedish private mail ship 1860 – 1864 ?
Svenska Staten Järnvägar, Malmö
SS Malmö, train ferry 1900-1945
MS Malmöhus, train ferry 1945-1974
SS Drotttning Victoria, train ferry 1952-1968, used 

only as a replace-
ment ship

Danske Statsbaner, Copenhagen
Kjøbenhavn, train ferry 1895-1923
SS Prins Christian, train ferry 1923-1945
Svenska Rederiaktiebolaget Öresund, Malmö
SS Gylfee 1905 (?)
SS Malmö 1914-
MS Malmö (II), passenger ferry 1964-1969
MS Malmö (III), passenger ferry 1969-1976
SS Öresund 1905-
SS Örnen 1909
SS Hälsingborg 1912-
MS Opal, Polish vessel 1986  (charter)
Tunen, passenger hydrofoil 1962
Tranen, passenger hydrofoil 1962
Tumleren, passenger hydrofoil 1962
Danske Dampskibsselskabet Øresund, Copenhagen
SS Gefion 1905
MS Absalon, passenger-car ferry 1956-1974 (?)
MS St. Ibb 1958
MS Örnen 1958
MS Gripen, passenger-car ferry 1956-1976
MS Øresund, passenger-car ferry 1960-1981
MS Örnen (II), passenger ferry 1962-1982
Euroway (Malmö-Copenhagen-Lübeck), service discontinued in 1994
MS Silja Festival
MS Frans Svell

1
The list is incomplete, and any corrections are welcome.



The new fixed link over the Sound will have a tremendous economic impact on the
region and it will change the transportation system not only between Sweden and
Denmark but also on the Baltic Sea, which took almost 400 years to develop. The full
extent of the impact will be seen in the future.  ■

Stefan Danielski is a marine engineer employed on the Great Lakes ships. He is a new
member of SCC. His interest is the Baltic mail. He has published books and articles in the
U.S., the UK, West Germany, Austria, and Poland.

Footnotes
1  Then Danish territories.
2  At that time Copenhagen's mayor, council, and four guilds operated the postal service.
3  Halland, Skåne, and Blekinge.
4  By 1827, 70 percent of the Swedish and Norwegian mail was sent via Ystad and 

Greifswald, Prussia.
5  Part of Hamburg today.
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