
Postcards from the Southwell Family. 
 
[This article is by Mairead Rabjohns-Goyne an intern from University of Canberra helping with 
digitising the Southwell Family Archive. She has an interest in the postcards collection of the 
Southwell family archive].  
 
The postcards acquired, range in age 
from the early 1900s to the arrival of 
the home telephone in the 1920s. 
This period is known as the ‘golden 
age’ of postcards (Franklin, 2008). 
Mail arrived several times a day to 
keep up with the demand and 
holidays and trips around the ACT 
and NSW were commemorated with 
postcards.  
 
Postcards rose to popularity after the 
introduction of divided back formatting 
which allocated room for a short 
message on the back of the card. Prior to 1907 only a small area was allocated for a personal 
message “This may have inspired concise composition...or very tiny lettering” (Nancy, 2014). 
This makes transcribing these early postcards very challenging.  
 
Collecting postcards was also a hobby for keen 
collectors. Adelaide Southwell, daughter of John 
Ellison and Elizabeth Clarke, received a postcard 
saying “hope you think this P.C. worthy for a place in 
your postcard album”(Fig. 1).  
 
Today, the postcards tell us about the history of the 
Southwell family and the rural community that was 
early Canberra. Holidays like Christmas and New 
Year; rural comings and goings, neighbouring 
families and major events like the 1918-19 Spanish 
Flu feature in the postcards.   
 
The Spanish Flu 
 
Two postcards in the collection have been identified 
as referring to the 1918-19 influenza pandemic, 
known commonly as the Spanish Flu. The pandemic 
infected around 40 per cent of the population of 
Australia, resulting in 15,000 deaths. This was on top 
of the misery that had been caused by the First 
World War. 
 
 



Both postcards are from Harold Southwell who 
reports on the spread of the flu in Cessnock in New 
South Wales. In one dated 2nd February 1919 
Harold Southwell tells his mother Amelia Southwell 
“the flu has come to Cessnock but we think they 
have it in hand.”(Fig. 2).  
 
In another postcard from Harold, announcing the 
birth of a daughter a grim footnote is included which 
states “missing the Flu about 7 cases in Cessnock 
1 death”. (Fig. 3)  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Neighbours at the Pines  
 
One postcard in the Southwell collection has 
particular significance for me, It is from my great-
great-grandfather John Read. He was the Southwell 
family’s neighbour living at the Old Canberra Inn and 
owning the property ‘The Pines’ until his death in 
1917. 
 
The postcard indicates the relationships within a rural 
community. It reads: “I will take your oats at the price 
mentioned. I haven’t seen Blewitt since. John Read.” 
(Fig. 4) and shows a picture of the “Crookwell Spring 
Show”. John Read’s obituary said he regularly 
exhibited his produce at agricultural shows so this 
explains the image on the postcard.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mystery Senders  
 
Some postcards are a mystery for modern 
readers. Sender, recipient and story are not 
clear. 
Even with research and the further 
contribution of members of the Southwell 
society some still remain a mystery.  
 
 One such postcard features a house with a 
message “Wishing you a Merry Christmas and 
a bright New Year From Wirajil” (Fig. 5) but 
the sender’s address has a different property 
name “Werajel”. It has not been possible to 
resolve where “Werajel” is and which family 
lived there. 
 
The effort of accessioning and documenting 
the postcards is still an ongoing effort aided by 
contributions by the Southwell society and 
others.  
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