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Throughout modern history, the control of communication has played a central role in political 
power, wartime intelligence, and social activism. Mail interception, censorship, and 
surveillance have been used by governments to conceal crimes, suppress dissent, and gather 
strategic information. Historical examples from the Holocaust, the Cold War, and global trade 
networks illustrate how the monitoring of communication has intersected with migration, 
political authority, and international commerce.

Mail Interception During the Holocaust
During the Holocaust, mail was heavily censored by Nazi authorities, while Allied intelligence 
intercepted German communications that sometimes contained coded references to mass 
extermination. British intelligence intercepted SS communications beginning in 1941, 
including reports indicating more than 1.2 million deaths in 1942.

Nazi authorities tightly controlled prisoner correspondence. In many concentration camps, 
inmates were forced to write on standardized postcards that were monitored and heavily 
restricted. Letters were often destroyed or altered if they violated censorship rules.

Key Aspects of Mail Interception and Control

• Nazi Censorship (Internal)
Camp inmates were required to follow strict correspondence rules. Prisoners were often 
required to print letters rather than use cursive writing. Forbidden topics included camp 
locations, working conditions, political commentary, and references to violence or air raids. 
Letters that violated these rules were frequently cut, confiscated, or destroyed.

• Allied Interception (External)
British intelligence intercepted German police and SS communications that referenced 
extermination operations at camps including Treblinka, Majdanek, Sobibór, and Bełżec.

• Intelligence Interpretation Challenges
The United States National Security Agency report Eavesdropping on Hell later documented 
that Allied intelligence possessed intercepted reports describing large scale killings, though 
the full context and magnitude were not immediately understood in real time.

• Illegal Prisoner Communication
Prisoners sometimes risked severe punishment or death to send uncensored messages. 
Notes were hidden in clothing, smuggled through underground networks, or passed through 
sympathetic guards.



• Smuggled Correspondence
Letters were occasionally thrown from deportation trains or secretly carried out of ghettos in 
hopes that civilians would deliver them.

Mail interception and censorship functioned as tools through which the Nazi regime attempted 
to conceal genocide while maintaining strict control over information.

Soviet Mail Interception and Cold War 
Surveillance
Mail interception also became central to intelligence operations during the Cold War. Under 
Soviet communism, surveillance of correspondence formed an important mechanism of 
internal repression and international espionage.

The Soviet security services, including the NKVD and later the KGB, monitored 
correspondence to identify political dissent, ideological threats, and foreign contacts.

Key Aspects of Soviet Mail Interception

• KGB Monitoring Operations
Soviet intelligence agencies routinely opened, read, photographed, and resealed mail 
traveling through the postal system.

• The Venona Project
Beginning in 1943, the United States initiated the Venona Project, which intercepted and later 
decrypted Soviet diplomatic communications, revealing extensive espionage networks 
operating in the United States.

• Interception of International Mail
During the Cold War, correspondence moving between Communist countries and the West 
was frequently intercepted by both Soviet and Western intelligence agencies. U.S. 
intelligence services also conducted mail opening programs targeting international routes.

• Propaganda and Information Control
Soviet authorities often delayed, confiscated, or destroyed correspondence that contained 
material considered anti Soviet or politically subversive.

• Early Digital Monitoring
By the late Soviet period, communication surveillance expanded beyond traditional mail. 
During the 1991 coup attempt, early internet networks such as RelCom played a major role in 
spreading information, illustrating the transition toward electronic monitoring.

Mail interception during the Cold War was therefore reciprocal, with intelligence agencies on 
both sides using postal surveillance as a routine tool.



Sephardic Trade Networks and the Global 
Opiate Economy
During the early twentieth century, Sephardic Jewish merchant networks operating in the 
Ottoman Empire and across the Mediterranean played a role in the international opiate 
trade, which at the time functioned largely as a legal and highly profitable commodity market.

These trading networks relied on longstanding family and commercial connections extending 
across Europe, the Middle East, and the Americas.

Historical Context

• From Legal Trade to Criminalization
International regulation promoted by the League of Nations during the 1920s and 1930s 
gradually restricted the production and distribution of opium. As regulations expanded, 
commercial activity surrounding the trade increasingly moved into illicit markets.

• Transnational Migration Networks
Sephardic merchants often relied on family migration networks that linked communities 
across multiple countries. These connections allowed traders to move goods, capital, and 
information across national borders.

• Commercial Hubs
Cities such as Istanbul, Paris, and Marseille became significant centers for the trade due to 
their transportation infrastructure and established commercial networks. Istanbul in particular 
had longstanding expertise in opium refinement and export.

• Changing Legal Status and Social Perception
As drug regulations expanded, individuals involved in what had previously been legal 
commerce sometimes faced criminal prosecution. Historians note that the criminalization of 
the trade intersected with broader debates about migration, economic competition, and social 
identity.

Documented Historical Cases

Historical records identify specific individuals connected to smuggling investigations. In 1933, 
Albert Calderon, a bank cashier in Istanbul, was arrested after authorities discovered heroin 
stored in a safety deposit box.

Other merchant dynasties also participated in the international opium trade during earlier 
periods when the trade was legal under imperial or colonial systems. For example, the 
Sassoon and Kadoorie families operated large commercial networks in Asia that included 
opium distribution during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.



These cases illustrate how international regulation can transform established commercial 
systems into criminalized markets, forcing trading communities to adapt to rapidly changing 
legal frameworks.

Political Leadership and Information 
Control
Control over information has historically accompanied the consolidation of political power.

“Using powerful propaganda, charismatic oratory, and the backing of conservative elites, the 
Nazi Party grew from a fringe group to the largest party in parliament.”

Similarly, political consolidation in the Soviet Union relied on strategic control over institutions 
and networks of loyalty.

“Joseph Stalin came to power by leveraging his 1922 appointment as General Secretary of 
the Communist Party to build a loyal patronage network, placing allies in key positions. 
Following Lenin’s death in 1924, he skillfully outmaneuvered rivals such as Trotsky through 
temporary alliances that eliminated opponents one by one, becoming the undisputed leader 
by 1929.”

Conclusion
Mail interception and communication control have repeatedly shaped the course of political 
conflict and social change. From censored prisoner correspondence during the Holocaust to 
Cold War intelligence surveillance and the monitoring of international trade networks, 
communication itself often becomes a contested space during periods of crisis.

Systems of interception demonstrate how governments attempt to regulate information, 
conceal actions, and maintain authority.

As communication technologies evolve, the mechanisms of surveillance evolve alongside 
them.

We are open books. At times, history suggests that we are open mail, and open 
borders as well...
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