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ROSS  ELLIS  has been collecting cave literature for about 30 years and cave  
postcards form just part of his extensive collection. He commenced caving in 1957 
and has explored caves all over Australia, and in New Zealand and the U.S.A. He has 
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convenor of the Longest and Deepest Caves Commission of the Australian 
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Management Association. His interest in postcards has its basis in a wider interest, 
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Introduction 
 
Images - whether drawings, engravings or photographs - are important source material 
for the history of caves. Postcards, nearly all of them reproduced from photographs, 
are one of the major sources in Australia from 1900 onwards. Postcards provide 
pictures of caves as they were in the past, with the tourist paths and lighting of the 
time, and with the gradually developing or subsequently destroyed buildings at or near 
the entrances.  Even the caves themselves may be lost, as Blackboy Hollow Cave in 
Western Australia was for many years. Detailed study of the postcards increases their 
usefulness by making the approximate dates of the   photographs known.  
 
Examination of postmarks and written messages on many cards of a particular issue, 
together with the printing style and the period during which the publisher flourished, 
often allow the cards themselves to be dated fairly precisely, but the picture may, of 
course, be earlier.  Identification of the photographer, and this may have to be 
established for many cards where it is not self-evident, and the subsequent search for 
the details of his working life, can help here, as can recognition of the same 
photograph being used in successive series. Much of the dating is inexact at present, 
though new information will gradually refine it.  
 
The subject of cave postcards as a whole, as distinct from their use as historical 
evidence, is a part of the social history of caves, and particularly of tourist caves.   
Besides giving publicity to individual caves, they have served to make the  
public more aware of caves in general  - just as engravings, photographs and stereo 
views did earlier and as television does now. 
 
Australia is unique among the cave countries of the world in the extent of state 
ownership and management of many of the tourist caves from very early times.  Thus, 
not only do descriptions and plans appear in official government geological or mining 
reports, with the particulars of arrangements made for tourists, but it was often   
government surveyors and geologists who wrote the guidebooks and the government 
printer who produced them. Similarly, some of the early postcards were published by 
the Caves Board of Western Australia, the Department of Lands and Survey of 
Victoria, various state tourist agencies, and a number of other government authorities. 
 
Finally, postcards provide a good field for collecting for its own sake, whether by cave 
explorers or others.  They give an authentic atmosphere of the past, linked with it 
particularly by the contemporary stamps or messages on the back, and they can  
make a satisfying display. They, or slides made from them, can also keep lecture 
audiences awake.  It is only because of collectors that the cards survive at all. 
 
There must inevitably be Australian cave postcards not yet known to the authors. We 
hope that information about these will be sent to us, together with any corrections and 
new evidence for dating or any other aspects of the cards and their history.  Such 
additions and changes can be readily incorporated in the database and will thus be 
automatically included in future editions. 
 
Trevor Shaw 

 



The  Historical  Context 
 
Photography entered Australia at a remarkably early date. The Frenchman,  Daguerre,   
announced details of  his photographic process in August 1839, and by May of 1841,   
the first Daguerrotypes were produced in Sydney. The first continuing photographic 
business was established by Goodman in 1842, and photographers have been a part of 
the Australian scene ever since. 
 
Significant in this development was the wealth that came as a result of the discovery 
of gold. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Australia was one of the richest 
nations of the world, and so the luxury of having one’s photograph taken became 
commonplace.  The wish to send photographs home to one's relatives in the United 
Kingdom, or elsewhere, doubtless also gave a particular impetus to the industry here. 
 
The picture postcard must also be put into context  along with other popular uses of 
photography. During the nineteenth century, photographs were not only purchased as 
family portraits, but were affixed to small cards as visiting cards (Cartes De Visites, or 
C.D.V's); displayed in studio showcases as a sort of public news service; sold as 
decorative art, with landscapes and other pictures being sold as framed views to hang 
in the drawing room; collected in albums; and finally, the stereographic process was 
developed, and thousands of stereographic cards for family viewing were produced. 
 
Caves were popular stereographic subjects because of the depth of view effects that 
could readily be obtained.  Amongst many others, Kerry, Bulmer and Rose, all of 
whom appear below, produced many thousands of Stereographs.  So, although this 
catalogue provides the basis for access to one set of photographic records of 
Australian caves as they were, it will hopefully be supplemented in due course by 
equivalent treatment of photographic prints and stereographs.        
 
Interestingly, the development of the picture postcard, subject as it was to 
governmental regulation, lagged behind the pace of other countries. The first formal 
acceptance of the postcard by postal authorities was in Austria in 1869, and although 
New South Wales commenced the use of postcards (without pictures) in 1875,  
other states were relatively slow to follow suit,  with Tasmania only permitting 
postcards in 1882, after the publisher Walch  had forced the issue by publishing a 
privately produced card.   
 
However, these cards were not illustrated (other than an infamous Victorian card 
which carried advertisements for beer and tobacco) and served merely as a post office 
form to convey simple messages at a lower cost than letter rate. In due course, as 
privately produced picture postcards flooded into the country from overseas, and 
finally, in response to public demand, the postal authorities determined in 1898 that 
private publishers might produce picture postcards. Few private operators responded 
immediately, although many postal authorities and some other government 
departments did produce picture cards from 1898 onwards. 
 
In 1905, the regulations, which until then had permitted only the address on what was 
then the face of the card (and which we would see today as the back), were amended 
to allow the familiar divided back, with space for a message on the same side as the  



address.  This not only gave greater scope to the use of photographs or other 
illustrations, but also seemed to foster the interest in cards. Literally thousands were 
published; one only needs to consider the listing below for Jenolan as a single resort to 
realise the massive flood of cards that occurred. 
 
Elery Hamilton-Smith 
 



 Some Conventions and Abbreviations.                      
 
*  All cards are printed in black & white unless otherwise specified. Photographic 
prints originally in black and white are often faded to sepia, but others may have been 
sepia-toned at the time of printing. 
 
*  Unless otherwise noted, cards have divided backs. 
 
*  Words enclosed in square brackets, [], in the title of either a series or an individual 
view are ones that do not actually appear on the cards but have been inserted by the 
editors for clarity or even identification of the view. Round brackets ( ) enclose 
editorial notes and further details) 
 
*   Dates given following card descriptions denote the earliest use known to us. 
    pm.  =  postmarked 
    ms.  =  manuscript 
    n.e. =  not earlier than 
    n.l. =  not later than    
 
*   We also give, where possible, a series date in brackets  
    following the series title which indicates the date or likely date of publication.  
    n.e. = not earlier than 
    n.l. = not later than 
  
*   H = horizontal  
    V = vertical 
 
*   Ph = photographer 
    At = artist 
    Pu = publisher 
    Pr = printed 
    F  = format, i.e., the style of printing and layout used 
 
*   s.n.a. = same negative as 
 
*   L.H. = Left-hand ; R.H. = Right-hand 

/ is used to indicate start of a new line in a printed title or text. 
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