
 
BITS AND PIECES (Odds and Sods in no particular order) 

***********************  
 

ON ONE HAND! 
 

A Morse key weighs 4 ounces (approx). Each letter necessitates 4 upward, plus 4 downward movements = 8 x 4 ounces = 32 ounces. 
On average there are approximately 6 letters to each word, = 6 x 32 ounces (2lb) = 192 ounces (12lb). 
Each minute a good operator sends at twentyseven words per minute = 27 x 12lb = 324lb. 
Each hour = 60 x 324lb = 19,440lb. For a six hour day = 6 x 19,440lb = 116,640lb. 
Dividing 116,640l by 2,240 (lbs in a ton) equals 52 tons 160lb. EACH DAY. 
 

ON ONE HAND τ NOT A BAD EFFORT                                                                                    Χ wŜƎ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΦ 
 

****************  
 

THE SYDNEY CHIEF TELEGRAPH OFFICE τ THE ROOM 

The Sydney Chief Telegraph Office was located on the fourth floor of the Sydney GPO in Martin Place. It was big enough to 
accommodate around 500 Telegraphists and a large number of auxiliary staff and took up most of the city block between George and 
Pitt Streets. It was rarely given its Ŧǳƭƭ ǘƛǘƭŜΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ /¢hΩΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘ wƻƻƳΩ ōǳǘ 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ wƻƻƳΦΩ All positions were located on long rows of tables with 12 on either side facing each 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŎŀǊǊƛŜǊ ōŜƭǘΩ ǘǊŀǾŜlling above the centre of the two rows to convey received messages to the circulation section and a 
supervisor and lectern located at the head of each. Here operators reported for duty and supervisors carried out the myriad of duties 
expected of them. 

hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘƛǎǘǎ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ {ȅŘƴŜȅ /ƘƛŜŦ ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘ hŦŦƛŎŜΦ !ƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ΨƴƛŎƪ ƴŀƳŜǎΩ 
which related to many factors τ town of origin, physical makeup, temperament, expertise and non expertise, outside work activities; in 
fact anything at all! TƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ wƻƻƳΩ ƛǘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ TelegraphistsτƻǊ ΨǘŜƭŜƎǎΩ ŀǎ 
they habitually called themselves. And a mixed bunch they were! The Room was rich in the character types that were commonplace in 
Australia during the first half of the twentieth century, the larrikins, the scallywags, the jokers, the drinkersτand much of its character 
was shown in the nicknames that were more commonly used than real names.  

Try and imagine the characters associated with some of these names:  

¶  Rudolf had a red nose. 

¶ The Parson had studied for the Baptist ministry as a young man. 

¶ Cheeky Charley locked his supervisor in the locker room one morning. The man was known as Lockout Les ever after. 

¶ Squeaker had a high pitched voice. 

¶ Foulmouth, who never swore, earned his name when, in a rare fit of exasperation, yelled out angrily, "Oh bother!" and Yabba 
said, "That'll be enough out of you, Foulmouth." It stuck. 

¶ Breadroll Billy brought breadrolls instead of sandwiches for lunch. 

¶ Buttercup, never the most energetic person, was named after a popular bread manufacturer who advertised as  
ΨǘƘŜ ōƛƎ {ȅŘƴŜȅ ƭƻŀŦΩΦ 

¶ Keggy obviously enjoyed a beer or two, but that wasn't his main problem. He was addicted to Bex powders (an extremely 
addictive analgesic that was sold over-the-counter in Australia until it was banned about 1965). Occasionally one of his 
tormenters would say, "I feel like a Bex" and within minutes Keggy would be out at his locker taking one. 

¶ There were two brothers named Keith and Kevin Light. Keith had red hair so he was naturally Blue Light, and Kevin was called 
Amber Light because he was always ready to stop. Kevin was an interesting bloke. Very quiet and self-effacing, he had escaped 
from a German prisoner-of-war camp during World War II and wandered around Germany for six weeks before being caught. 
He was then able to talk his captors out of shooting him as a spy. 

¶ And there were lots of animal namesτHarry the Horse, The Snake, The Octopus, The Fox, The Old Crow, The Bear. There were 
so many it was almost a telegraphic menagerie. 

Back in the pre-decimal days of the 'fifties when trams still trundled through the city there was a man named Fourpenny Dark. He lived 
at Manly on the north side of Sydney Harbour and every morning his wife gave him a shillingτthat was comprised of fourpence for the 
ferry to Sydney, another fourpence to get back, and twopence each way on the tram. 

Now Fourpenny liked a drink and he knew if he walked from the ferry to work and back he could spend the fourpence he saved on a 
small glass of port wine (known as a Fourpenny Dark, from which his nickname evolved). 

He said he was standing in the Ship Inn at Circular Quay one night sipping his drink trying to make it last and a little man on his shoulder 
said, "Have another one." 

He was startled but another little man on his other shoulder said, "No! No! It's your ferry fare home." 

"Be a devil!" said the Devil. "Don't be silly!" said the other. 



Fourpenny said he listened to both of them a couple of times but then, "The next thing I knew I was out past Fort Denison swimming for 
my life." (Not a bad swimτit's eleven kilometers (seven miles) from Circular Quay to Manly.)  

Bumpy Bill was an old style Telegraphist. He wasn't going to get involved with modern contraptions like typewriters. He'd always written 
his telegrams with a pen (dipped in a bottle of ink he kept by his sounder) and he always would. He wasn't alone in that, a few of the old 
hands had never learned to type.  

One day a wag substituted disappearing ink for the ink in his bottle and alerted the teleg sitting next to him who listened carefully to 
Bill's next telegram. Half way through Bill realised the ink was disappearing and said to the man, "Look at this." "What's up, Bill?" 
"Whaddayamean what's up? There's nothing on the page." 

"Looks all right to me," said the man, and from memory recited what should have been on the page. 

Bill was distraught. "I'm going blind," he wailed.  

Yep, it's a true story. Bill probably worked out later what had happened but he was no rocket scientist.  

Ψ.ǳƳǇȅέΣ ŀ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƭŀǊƎŜ Ƴŀƴ όǎŜŜ Ǉпт ƻŦ /ƻƳƛƴƎ wƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ŜƴŘύ Ǝƻǘ Ƙƛǎ ƴƛŎƪ ƴŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨōǳƳǇȅΩ ǿŀƭƪ ŀƴŘ other 
telegs working near him often ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘŀōƭŜ ŀ ƘŜŦǘȅ ōǳƳǇ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǳǇǎŜǘ .ƛƭƭΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎǇƛƭǘ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴƪΦ 

In an interview believed to be dated in mid 1950s the Superintendent, Telegraphs gave these figures: 

ά!ǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ 356 telegraphists are required each day to work the Sydney CTO. In addition, there are always telegraphists absent on 
annual leave, furlough, sick leave etc. The total telegraphist staff attached to Sydney is 450.  
 
The staff is arranged to coincide as closely as possible with the traffic offering. The day commences at 12midnight, when 7 Telegraphists 
come on duty. They work until 6am when 13 telegraphists come on. A further 23 report at 8.30am and at 9am 187 telegraphists are on. 
The staff  increases progressively at intervals until 11am, when 300 are on duty. The staff decreases slightly during the lunch hours 
12noon to 2pm and, from 2pm until the post offices close at 5pm remains at about 270 telegraphists. It then decreases at intervals until 
between 10.30pm and 12midnight only 11 telegraphistǎ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ŘǳǘȅέΦ 
 
(These figures are less than those in my time ς early 1950s, due to ongoing introduction of machine systems and drop in telegraph 
traffic). 

************************  

 

HARRY THE HORSE 
 

After an afternoon of visiting several pubs near the C.T.O. Harry found himself on the street just as a Paddy Wagon was passing. He was 
kindly given a lift to the nearest Police station to accommodate him until his health improved. 
 
On sobering up the Police Sergeant, having taken an interest in the genial gent, asked if he could ring his home for him and advise of his 
whereabouts. Harry was not very impressed with this offer and suggested that the Sergeant ring the telegraph  branch and ask for the 
Fox. ά¢Ŝƭƭ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŜ IƻǊǎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳƎΦ IŜΩƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŘƻέΦ 
 
Some time later the puzzled policeman returned and spoke to Harry ς 
άEh ς ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƪŜ ǿƘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ CƻȄ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ IŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ hŎǘƻǇǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ {ƴŀƪŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƭƛǇǇŜǊȅ 9Ŝƭ ƻǊ ǘhe 
Lizard would do. Where do you actually work son ς the Telegraph Office or the zoo?έ. 

 
***************************************  

 

OLD TIMERS 
 

During the war years many old telegs returned to operating and very efficiently filled the shoes of younger men who had enlisted. This 
poem by an unknown author was penned in their honor. 
 
     Deal gently with the ancient hand 
     Who labours at our C.T.O., 
     Your drift he fails to understand, 
     When messages too swiftly flow. 
     He could not pass the expert test, 
     But there, he really does his best. 
     You operators far away, 
     Whose speed is like the lightning flash; 
     And who can make a pretty play, 
     With cryptic sign of dot and dash- 
     Remember that old-timers frown, 
     Who strive in vain to write you down. 
     You supervisors full of zeal, 
     Whose dream is rapid traffic flow, 
     And who may feel inclined to squeal 
     When rheumy hands wax somewhat slow- 
     At 70 odd YOU may be sending, 
     If this damned war is slow at ending. 
 

 



THE TELEGRAPH SUPERVISOR 

 
All Supervisors rose from the ranks of Telegraphists. A Telegraphist must have first gained entrance to the Third Division from the Fourth 
Division by way of a clerical examination. Then there was the Telegraphist Barrier exam to be passed to enable them to progress to a 
higher salary level as a Telegraphist. This examination was held about the middle of each year. Once success at this exam was achieved a 
¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊΩǎ ŜȄŀƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜƭŘ ŀƴƴǳŀƭƭȅΦ .ƻǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄŀƳǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōility to 
operate Morse at a higher standard, and examination in such subjects as technical telegraphy, machine telegraphy and traffic 
procedures. 
 
Relatively small numbers of Telegraphists sought this promotion. Possibly the two main factors deterring them was the break from many 
friendships formed with other Telegraphists once they took on a supervisory role and the Grade 1 Supervisor was a real workhorse. 
Promotion was about the only plus. 

Supervisors were Graded from 1 to 4. Grade 1 Supervisors were located in the C.T.O. and smaller provincial centres. Grade 2s   in C.T.Os 

and at the largest provincial centres such as Newcastle and Canberra performed testing duties. They were also located in larger 
provincial centres performing all the duties of a Grade 1, but on a slightly larger scale. 
 
Grade 3 Supervisors in the C.T.O. were in charge of a depot e.g. Suburban, Interstate, Country, Phonogram and the Testing section. 
Theirs was a more relaxed occupation. In the largest provincial centres they were in total charge of the telegraph area. In the C.T.O. a 
Grade 3 would normally act as Assistant Superintendent as the need arose. Likewise a Grade 1 or 2 could act in a Grade 3 position. 
 
Two Assistant Superintendents on rotating shifts were in overall charge of the C.T.O and they in turn were responsible to the 
Superintendent who had responsibility for whole State. 
 
I only knew of one Grade 4 Supervisor ς a Mr Ford who appeared in the Sydney C.T.O. in the early 1950s and his position was somewhat 
unclear ς perhaps a roving eye over the whole room. 
 
The Grade 1 in the C.T.O. had a narrower responsibility than a country Grade 1. His duties were to ensure Telegraphists arrived on time 
at their positions, located at a long table with 12 positions opposite each other,  and did not absent themselves without permission.  
Above this long table ran a conveyor belt onto which all received traffic was placed. On the belt housing, the position number was 
displayed and hooks were fixed to accommodate traffic awaiting transmission and that which had been transmitted.  
 
He had to see that all positions were properly equipped with all the necessary instruments for Morse - typewriter, chair stationery etc. 
IŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ Ŧŀǳƭǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢Ŝǎǘ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŀ ΨǎǇŀǊŜΩ ƭine for the busiest station in his area when traffic became 
heavy. He had to countersign all Money Order telegrams (Telmos), check sent messages at each position hourly and retain traffic 
statistics. Importantly he had to ensure conditions for Telegraphists were up to standard and arbitrate on any disputes etc. that may 
arise on lines. 
 
 Another unenviable task was to seek additional staff from the Grade 3 Supervisor to fill any vacancy that may be in his own section. Of 
course it was not unknown for the Grade 1 to be less accommodating than he could be when requested to release one of his own staff.  
 
The Supervisor stood in front of a lectern at the end of the long table and could be summoned to each operator when a Telegraphist 
switched on a light provided for this purpose, at his position. 
 
The Grades 1 and 2 in provincial centres had all of the duties of those in the C.T.O. Additionally they were responsible for Telegraphists, 
Phonogram Operators, Clerical staff and Junior Postal Officers. All types of statistics relating to telegraphs which were performed by staff 
at other than C.T.Os., requisition of stores for his section, uniforms for J.P.Os. and daily telegraph recoprds and statistic forms for 
telegraphs. Also liaison with counter staff where discrepancies were found in telegram charges etc. 
 
Of course they had to fill in when there was a vacancy in operating staff. He had no superior officer from whom to seek advice and very 
much ran the section on his own initiative. However it was not unknown for an old style Postmaster to assume that he could run the 
section along with his other Post Office duties. Nevertheless the Postmaster was the ultimate officer in charge.  
 
¢ƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфрлǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wƻƻƳ Χ wΦ aΦ 
 

*************************  

 
 

Ψ¢I9 Dhh5 h[5 5!¸{ мфлпΩ 
 

Arrangements might be made to provide the officers employed in the operating room with water for drinking purposes. At present the 
assuaging of thirsts ς and they are many with the advent of summer ς necessitates one leaving the operating room and proceeding as 
far as the next floor and there turning on the tap direct from the water pipe. 
 
Of course, water may be obtained from those two watering cans that stand like sentinals at the entrance door, but their primative 
aspect is hardly in keeping with the interior sanitary furnishings of the room. The installation of a filter would be more in departmental 
interests and at the same time be nearer the requirements of the Board of Health. 
Χ from The Transmitter 18 November 1904. 

 
****************************  

 
 



HOW TELEGRAPH AND TELEPHONE LINES WERE TENSIONED 
 

Linemen employed by the P.M.G. Department were responsible for the maintenance and 
construction of telegraph and telepnone lines. Poles were located approximately 33 to each 
mile and carried cross arms fitted with insulators which in turn carried the metalic wire. 
 
The photo shows the tool used for tensioning aerial wires and commonly known to linemen as 
Ψ¢ƻƴƎǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀƛƴ ǿŀǎ ƘƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƻŘŜƴ ŎǊƻǎǎarm on the pole and the clamp fixed 
to the line. The end of  leather strap was then pulled by the lineman, who was up the pole, 
and the wire strained to the desired tension. The length of the folded leather strap was 
approximately one metre and the ovarall length of the tool was approximately 1.6 metres. 

 
 
 

******************* ******  
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It was TRESS (Teleprinter Reperforator Switching System)  which eventually brought about the demise of Morse in Australia. It 
commenced at the end of 1959, and was phased out around the end of 1986. For a few years TELEX was used for remaining traffic until 
finally being killed off, largely by excessive charges. 
 
Every office had a 3 letter routing code. The first letter represented the State and the second and third letters were usually the first and 
last letters of the townΩs name. For example NCT was the routing code for Crows Nest, N.S.W. and QWE the routing code for Woodridge, 
Queensland. Of course this could not hold good for all towns and when other towns had the same first and last letters, a non-standard 
routing code was used.  Some offices located close to state borders took the first letter of the near state, thus Broken Hill which was very 
close to the South Australian border had the state letter S rather than N for New South Wales.  
 
Switching centres were located in each capital city except Tasmania which was served from Melbourne. Northern Territory was served 
from Adelaide and Canberra (Australian Capital Territory) was served from Sydney.  
 
The preamble of each telegram started with the routing code for the office of destination, followed by the code of the originating office 
and numbering commencing from 1 each day. Service messages which consisted of code words sǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨwvΩ όǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴύ 
Ψ.vΩ όǊŜǇƭȅ ǘƻ ΨwvΩύΣ ǘŜǎǘ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΣ ŜǘŎΦ ²ŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘΦ  
 
Urgent telegrams and some official traffic to interstate destinations placed Z as the first letter of a routing code, as this was an ΨExpressΩ 
channel. Also if an outstation wished to ΨspeakΩ to the Switching Centre Traffic Office, the routing code XTO was used. 
 
The = sign at the end of the first line disconnected the Number Bulletin Printer at the switching centre which recorded the first line of all 
the telegrams received at that point. Capital City routing codes were e.g. QBR = Queensland Brisbane Receive, VMR Victoria Melbourne 
Receive etc. As these offices had many telegraphists, their sending serial numbers were a letter representing the send position, and 
serial number of the telegram. E.g. J46 represented the 46th telegram sent by position J for that day.  
 
Some large provincial centres had several Telegraphists and a Supervisor. Each Telegraphist had a designated sending position e.g. A, B 
or C as a fourth letter representing the sending position of the operator. Thus NGNB26 was the 26th telegram sent by position B at 
Goulburn on that day. Telegraphists prepared their messages on tape which went to line via a transmitter. In smaller offices, 
transmission was direct to line.  
 
Squares, hollow or  solid,  at  the end of some  preambles  represented  a Bell signal.  PTGE followed by an amount in dollars was the fee 
charged  to deliver a telegram beyond the free delivery area.  Otherwise it would  be phoned, if possible, or sent by the next mail 
delivery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
*****************************  



NEW SOUTH WALES MORSE CALL SIGNS 
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Voucher for payment  for telegram ς Victoria 1873. 
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¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳƛƴǳǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ŘŀȅΦ At about a minute to 1pm a buzzer 
connected to the Sydney Observatory, as the official timekeeper, would commence a  series of signals corresponding to a dash 
ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΦ !ƭƭ ƳƻǊǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎŜŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘƛǎǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜƴŘ ŘŀǎƘŜǎ ƛƴ ǳƴƛǎƻƴ with 
the buzzer. Then dead on 1pm a large ball would drop at the observatory and the buzzer would emit a sustained signal and the 
telegraphists would send a string of dots to every Post Office in New South Wales connected by Morse, ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ 
and that clocks should be adjusted.  
 
Prior to this arrangement, a few minutes before 1pm a Telegraphist from the C.T.O. would go to the roof of the G.P.O. building from 
where there was a clear line of sight to the Observatory. He would then send corresponding signals to the C.T.O. below and in turn the 
signals were sent to each Post Office connected by Morse. 
 
An article in the Yass Courier of 25 January 1859 reads:- 
 
Ψ²Ŝ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǊŜŎǘ ŀ ōŜƭƭ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ-ōŀƭƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊȅΣ {ȅŘƴŜȅΣ ŜŀŎƘ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΦ ¢ƘŜ 
bell will be rung for a few minutes daily, by means of an apparatus connected with the telegraph, and cannot fail to prove of advantage 
ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǘƻǿƴǎƳŜƴΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƭƻŎƪ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘΩΦ 
 
Another instance of time signalling was at Mudgee N.S.W. Post Office.  
 
A cannon was presented to the Mudgee Council in 1855and placed about 20 feet high in the Telegraph Office yard and up to 1885 was in 
charge of the Telegraph Master and was loaded and fired each Saturday at 1pm by telegraph officers. 
 
A misloading of the cannon in 1885 resulted in the telegraph operator losing most of his hand and from then on the cannon was 
operated by council officers. A telegraph employee would stand on the verandah of the Post Office and when the appropriate morse 
ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ΨǊŜŀŘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ΨŦƛǊŜΩ ŀǘ мǇƳΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǝǳƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎƛƎƴŀƭƭŜd. 

 
The Sydney Observatory time ball was a most important 
instrument for both the Colony and shipping in Sydney harbour. 
 
It enabled ships to adjust their times by as little as one second 
and later after they put to sea their correct positions of 
longitude and latitude could be determined by reference to the 
difference in time recorded at Sydney and their position 
(chronometer)  time. 
 
The Observatory ball took approximately 2 to 3 minutes to 
ascend by mechanical means and remained stationary for 
approximately 2 to 3 minutes before dropping at exactly 12 
noon - later changed to 1pm. 
 
The building originally contained only the time ball (central 
section c1858) and the other observatory funcions were added 
later. 
 
Time balls were installed in many other centres. 
            
           

 
           Sydney observatory with time ball at top of building. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                            Sydney time ball. 

 
 
 

                                           Time ball at old Albury Post Office c1865. 
                                           Note man behind third from right holding bell  rope. 

 
 



 
LAST ELEGRAM SENT IN NEW SOUTH WALES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The message would have been sent from position 270 in the Chief Telegraph Office, Sydney as can bee seen in the picture and not line 
No. 270. 

 
*************** ***************** *****  
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hƴ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ Ψ¢ƘŜ wƻƻƳΩ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ overcome 
problems of more than one person at any one time having the same initials. My own, for example was ME on first entering the room 
which remained with me until I left on transfer to a regional relief position. On qualifying as a Supervisor and returning to the room later, 
I was allocated MY. 
 
Each message transmitted was endorsed in blue pencil with the line or channel number, batch number, time of transmission and the 
ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭǎΦ 9ŀŎƘ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀls 
immediately below the signature in the message in the case of morse transmission and on machine systems, in black pencil, below the 
last text line and aligned to the left hand margin. 



 

NICK NAMES 
 

 
Over the years thousands of Telegraphists passed 
through the Sydney Chief Telegraph Office. Along 
the way many ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ΨƴƛŎƪ ƴŀƳŜǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ 
to many factors τ town of origin, physical makeup, 
temperament, expertise and non expertise, outside 
work activities; in fact anything at all! 
 
Here are just some to give an idea of the fellowship 
that existed between them. 

 
 
 

 

 
Bill Houlder (The Butler), a Supervisor in the 
room, demonstrates the correct method of 
using a Morse key. 
 
Bill  was also an  examiner of Telegraphists 
sitting the Barrier examination and the examination 
for promotion as Supervisor.  
 
I experienced his expertise on two such 
ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ Χ w 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Telegraphist in Training Class G.P.O. Sydney 1950 
 
Back row:          Pat Kaveney ,  Ron Miles,  Bill Moon,  Bill Grudgfield,   Eric Jeckelyn 
 

2nd back row:  Keith Brown, Aub Peel, Dennis Harrison, Brian McSweeney, Doug Potter  
 

3rd back row:   Brian Spencer (Instructor),  Tom Fletcher,  Eric Skarrett, Bruce Sowter,  Jim Berry, Peter Cook, Bede Kenny,              
Laurie Clements, Ron McMullen, Neville Kedwell, Brian Wallace, Noel Flannery, Keith Long,  
                           Geoff McKay (Instructor). 
 

Front row:        Ken Nicholls, Sid Brown, Keith Norris,            ? John Lewis, John Pryke, Keith Barnes,  
                           Gilbert Wheeler, Fred Morrissey, Arthur Williams,  Stan Church. 
 

Laurie Hutchison, V Morrison, and Doug Walter have signed the back of the photo, but may have been absent for the photo. Laurie 
Hutchsion may be the ? in front row.  
 

This would make  35 plus the two instructors. 
 

****** *********************  
 

THE OLD VERSUS THE NEW 
 

It was April 2005 and the battleground was Sydney's Powerhouse Museum. The lines were drawn but the opponents were generations, 

indeed centuries, apart. On one side Brittany Devlin aged 13 armed with a modern mobile phone, on the other, Gordon Hill, aged 93, 

armed with a nineteenth century morse key. This was to be a contest between the earliest form of telecommunication and the latest to see 

which was the faster. 

 

Gordon and Brittany were given an identical message to send ï Gordon, with many years of experience, had to send it by Morse Code to 

82 year old Jack Gibson who would decode and record it on a manual typewriter. Brittany who had been texting for about two years was to 

SMS a friend standing alongside Jack.  

 

The message selected was from a teenage magazine and read, "Hey, girlfriend, you can text all your best pals to tell them where you are 

going and what you are wearing."  

 

When the contest started Gordon had to send the message in full. Brittany saved time by abbreviating hers to read, "hey gf u can txt ur best 

pals 2 tel them wot u r doing, whr u r going and wot u r wearing".  

 

Jack finished typing the message just ninety seconds after Gordon started sending, Brittany's took eighteen seconds longer.  

 

Three other teen aged challengers stepped forward to pit themselves against the skill of the two old Telegraphists but none was able to 

match the Morse for speed.  

 

***********************************  

 



Sending Morse Code has a relationship to handwriting in that some people write very clearly while others are quite illegible. If Morse 
signals are not crisp and clearly defined they can set problems for the person receiving them. The problems became more pronounced 
around Christmas. It was always a busy time and we worked long hours for the few days leading up to Christmas Eve.  

One afternoon I put in a four hour stint on a country line where the distant operator was obviously celebrating Christmas a little earlier 
than he should. Early in the afternoon his signals were crystal clear but they deteriorated as he continued to drink. By the end of the day 
I felt that I was getting no dots and no dashes, but putting it down anyway. (Fortunately Christmas telegrams had many similarities so it 
was possible to work out most of what was meant, and to query the bits and pieces that were indecipherable.)  

The Room was mainly a male environment. Male interests predominated and the things most popular were sport (especially football and 
cricket), horse racing and cars. Oh! yeah, and beer. We had a couple of bookies on the staff to help the punters lose their money, an 
unofficial money lender (who charged 10% until the next pay day, and got away with it), and lots of unofficial breaks when we could pop 
out to the pub for a quick drink. It was a pretty carefree environment. 

For all that, the quality of our work was high. Most of us got into the job, and stayed in the job, because we loved the Morse and we 
would have been badly embarrassed if our workmates thought we couldn't cut it. There were only five or six women working in the 
Room when I was there and they were left over from the labour shortage of World War II. Only a couple worked Morse (the others 
machines) so they won't feature in this item, not because I'm sexist but because that's the way it happened to be away back then. 
(Women's lib and feminism were as yet virtually unpublicised and the Female Eunuch hadn't been born.) 

Because of the peer pressure to drink and gamble some telegs held back part of their pay; Ψ/ǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƳƻƴŜȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
wives didn't know about wouldn't matter.   

One man, let's call him Don, had a problem with his cunning money τ his wife guessed what was happening and demanded that he 
bring his pay envelope home unopened. Don didn't hesitate. Next payday he went to a stationers and bought a box of pay envelopes. 
From that point on he typed the amount she thought he was earning on an envelope, put in some money and pocketed the rest.  

We had all types.  

We had lots of drinkers and it was commonplace for them to leave their job when they got thirsty. Everybody knew it happened but 
Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ŜȅŜΦ ό¢ƘŜȅ ƭƛƪŜŘ ŀ ŘǊƛƴƪΣ ǘƻƻΦύ Ψ¢ƘŜ !ƴƎŜƭΩΣ ƴƻǘ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /Φ¢ΦhΦ was a favourite spot. 

One character was trying to get down to the pub one morning but his job was too busy. Every time he had it almost cleared more 
telegrams would be filed to be sent. Eventually he removed all the telegrams from his files, put them in his pocket, and ducked out for a 
quick beer.  

He must have enjoyed it because he didn't remember the telegrams in his pocket till he got home from work. 

Never one to panic he brought them in the next day, waited till the time he'd gone to the pub the day before, then sent them τ exactly 
twentyfour hours late. He got away with it because nobody could work out what had happened. 

A shocking thing to do? Of course it was, but that's how things happened in those days. 

It still does!  

The Old Crow was a keen golfer and earned his nickname when he arrived straight from the golf course, complete with golf clubs, and 
said with a big smile, "I look like an old pro, don't I!" The reply was immediate. "You look more like an old crow to me," said somebody 
and the name stuck. From that day forward whenever he arrived at work somebody would start a chorus of, "Aark! Aark!" in bad 
imitation of a crow's call. His name was Neville and he was one of the all-time characters in the room. The things he did, especially when 
he was young and, even more especially, if he had been drinking were part of the telegraph lore. 

Once while working the midnight to dawn shift he brought his motor bike up in the lift and when the supervisor objected chased him 
down the room on it. The poor man didn't have enough wit to jump up on one of the tables τ he just ran, and Neville chased. 

On another occasion he was working with Sydney Radio, the coastal radio station that received messages from ships at sea and passed 
them to an operator in the Room before they were forwarded on for delivery. Nev had managed an ale or two during the night and 
while he was taking down a radiogram (requesting supplies for the return voyage) addressed to a ship's provider he managed to add a 
couple of extra zeros to the order. When the ship arrived in port it was to find the wharf loaded with crates of tomatoes. No 
compensation was ever paid.  

Unfortunately that kind of error wasn't confined to the Morse days. One of the worst cases occurred during the mineral boom of the 
1960s and '70s. A company named Poseidon was rumoured to have discovered a huge deposit of nickel and within six months Poseidon 
shares rose from 80c to $280. It was a phenomenon and fortunes were being made by people trading their shares. 

Right at the end of the boom one investor sent his stockbroker an order for shares and the operator sending the telegram added an 
extra zero. There are checks to make sure that can't happen but, with the best of intentions, sometimes human error still plays a part. 

The stockbroker's normal practice was to confirm the number of shares ordered by return telegram before purchasing and the buyer, 
who didn't have enough capital to pay for such a large amount, saw his chance to make a killing and confirmed. 

Of course it was at exactly that time that the bottom dropped out of the market and the man went bankrupt. I understand Telecom 
Australia apologised and offered to refund the cost of his telegram. They had no further obligation than that. 

Gordon Olley τThe Trumpeter. Gordon joined the Army during World War II and, given his telecommunications background, was 
posted to a signals unit.  

On the first morning his sergeant asked if he could read Morse sent by an Aldiss lamp. (I think it was an Aldiss lamp. I don't quite 
remember what Gordon called it, but it was certainly an optical device.) "Of course I can!" trumpeted the Trumpeter. He was nothing if 
not confident. He was given a classroom test which he passed with flying colours then moved out to do some exercises in open country.  



That was when the penny dropped! "I didn't realise when they were testing me in the class room that I could hear the relay, and that's 
what I was writing down." 

Once he realised his mistake it didn't take him long to learn the visual version. He was a pretty good operator.  
There are lots of stories about the Room and I'll add them as I get the opportunity. It was an oddball place to work with lots of oddball 
people, but it wasn't boring.  

********************************** 

SYDNEY MORSECODIANS 

At right is the badge of the Sydney Morsecodian's Fraternity, a group of ageing Telegraphists  
who never quite forgot the romance of the Morse code era. Their annual reunions are cheerful, noisy affairs 
during which conversation only stops while the speeches are being made; and it stops not merely from courtesy 
but because everybody wants to listen τ the speeches are made in Morse Code. 

People whose only knowledge of Morse comes from watching old movies or listening to the SMS signal on their 
mobile phones may be surprised to learn that it didn't always sound like that. The buzzer, or oscillator, was used 
only in radio communication. When Morse was used on land-lines the signals were a series of clicks and 
Telegraphists were trained to read the spaces between those clicks. 

The following report about one annual meeting of the Morsecodians' Fraternity was written by Peta Peters, Telecom Australia's NSW 
Media Officer. It was published in the Telecom News. The date of publication is unknown but the distances given in kilometers indicate 
that it was written no earlier than 1984, when Australia adopted the metric system of weights and measures.  

Ψ!ncient posters, lovingly preserved, decorate the walls and there is a feeling of camaraderie as the men ς one hundred and ten in all ς 
talk and laugh at some fondly remembered joke. 

The Professor, the Slippery Eel and the Duck exchange pleasantries while Spider, Two Bob and the Snake are ribbed by their mates.  

These characters and many more are gathered tonight to celebrate the seventh reunion of the New South Wales Morsecodians' 
Fraternity.  

Over the general hubbub is heard the distinctive clackety-clack of the Morse key. This is an annual meeting with a difference.  

The entire meeting is addressed in Morse and, to the casual spectator, the applause and laughter that peppers the Morse signals seem 
bewildering.  

Yet all the men present are experts in the field. Former Telegraphists who have long since retired from the Knighthood of the Key, or 
whose lifestyle and careers have changed direction.  

Jim Porter is here tonight. He will be 86 next January and his memories go back to 1909 when he first joined the PMG (Postmaster- 
General's Department).  

Originally from the Snowy River, Jim's first job was as a telegraph messenger. Next he was promoted to clearing mail boxes in North 
Sydney. This was done with a horse and cart, and although the PMG paid an allowance for forage, Jim had to supply his own horse and 
equipment. In 1915 he successfully applied for a ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘƛǎǘΩǎ position.  

In those days the equivalent of a Higher School Certificate was needed and it was considered a prestigious job.  

In reality, however, it could sometimes be a tedious occupation involving long hours, cramped muscles and loneliness.  

Jim was posted to various country Post Offices on relief staff until he enlisted in the Light Horse Signal Corps during World War I. He 
served from 1916 to 1919.  

Returning to the PMG he was promoted to telegraph officer at the GPO in Sydney and his last position was as Traffic Officer at the GPO.  

Another Morsecodian who remembers the isolation often encountered is Jack Baker who was to become known as The Count, for his 
regal bearing and mode of speech.  

At sixteen Jack was located in Central Australia in a Post Office thirty kilometers from the nearest railway and 260 kilometers from his 
nearest neighbour. All he had for company was his horse, and the day the horse bolted was the day he demanded to be sent home.  

Bill Douglas is another member of the Fraternity. He began his career in 1916 and his memories include working for every newspaper in 
Sydney as a Telegraphist. He clearly remembers Sir Frank Packer coming to the newspaper office as a schoolboy in short pants, and 
recollects Eric Baume, the legendary radio and television figure, working as a night sub-editor on one of the papers. Other memories 
include receiving telegrams from New Guinea that had been written on a variety of items ranging from coconuts to toilet rolls.  

Telegraphists belong to a fraternity of their own and their history is steeped in folklore. They were masters of an extraordinary form of 
communication which has long passed into history.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƭŜǇǊƛƴǘŜǊΦ hƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴΩΦ 

 

**********************  

 

 



TELSTRA BANKSTOWN MUSEUM 

The following story by Richard Macey appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on August 4, 2004.  

ΨDƻǊŘƻƴ Iƛƭƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ΨtelegrapherΩs crampΩ in his right arm. "I broke down in 1935," Mr. Hill, now 92, said 
yesterday, recalling the repetitive strain injury triggered by his job as a Morse code telegram transmitter. "It was so painful I almost 
cried." But such memories have failed to dull his passion for a 45-year career that ended in 1972 when he retired as Liverpool's 
postmaster. 

He belongs to a voluntary group of 16 men and two women who gather in Bankstown each week to celebrate their passion for the 
communications revolution. 

On Tuesdays they meet in a small building in Kitchener Parade, next door to the Bankstown telephone exchange, to restore and 
maintain ageing communications gear. On Wednesdays they invite the public inside to inspect Bankstown's Telstra Museum of 
telecommunications. 

The thousands of exhibits are either owned by Telstra - which yesterday donated $50,000 to produce a catalogue for the collection ς or 
donated by supporters. They include almost every type of telephone ever used in Australia, as well as switchboards and teleprinters. 

There is a machine made in 1858 - just four years after the telegraph arrived in Australia - which inked out Morse code messages on 
ribbons of paper, a telephone used by Prime Minister Billy Hughes, and a public phone box that stood in Anthony Hordern's city store. 

! ΨƳƛǎŘŜƳŜŀƴƻǳǊ ōƻƻƪΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ мфмл ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ Dth ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƴŀƳŜŘ bƻǊƳŀƴ DƛƭǊƻȅΣ ŀ future cardinal, was fined a shilling for 
incorrectly addressing a telegram. 

The historians take some of their technology on the road, visiting country towns. Last month it was Mudgee. Next they will head for 
Gunnedah. 

Brian Mullins started work as a telegram boy in South Grafton in 1955 and retired in 1978 as a public phone inspector. 

"But I have never worked so hard," he said of his voluntary job as museum manager. "The younger generation doesn't even know what a 
telegram is." 

Mr. Hill, who started work as a telegram messenger in 1927, still demonstrates his skill on old Morse code telegraph keys. "Once we go, 
it is dead," he said. 

Proving that the technology is always on the march, the museum has mobile phones that were in use not long ago. But it seems the idea 
of mobile communication is not new. 

The January 17, 1901, edition of The Transmitter, published for the NSW Postal and Electric Telegraph Society, made a predictƛƻƴΥ ΨLŦ ƛƴ 
the near future an electric bell concealed about the person of a man in the street is heard to ring, and he draws from his pocket a small 
case, listens to it, and then hurries off, it must not hastily be assumed that he is mad. The probability is that he has just received a 
ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ōȅ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ǘŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘȅΩΦΩ 

**************** 

TELECOMMUNICATION MUSEUMS 

There are very good Telecommunications museums located in Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Perth. They are manned by members of 
the Morsecodian Fraternity and others interested in the history of telecommunications. 

They are open to the public on various days and at other times for groups etc. by appointment. 

Telstra is a proud sponsor of these museums. 

CONGRATULATIONS 

Congratulations are extended to Ray Carter, Les Edwards and Brian Mullins. On Saturday, August 27, 2005, at Channel 7 Television 
{ǘǳŘƛƻǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǎǇŜŜŘ ǘŜǎǘ ƻŦ aƻǊǎŜ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴ ŀ ΨDƻƭŘ aŜŘŀƭΩΦ They 
also won a place in the Guinness Book of Records. 

Official Guinness World Record Text reads:- 

The razor-toothed piranhas of the genera Serrasalmus and Pygocentrus are the most ferocious freshwater fish in the world. In reality 
they seldom attack a human. 

The receiver had to type out the message 100% correct or disqualification, so transmission had to be exact. 

Audience of 300 people watching plus national coverage on TV ς possibly the world. 

Competing against twice world champion SMS. 

Only one attempt. 

Congratulations also to Brian Mullins, manager of the Telstra Museum, on being awarded the Order of Australia Medal in the 2007 
Queen's Birthday Honours.  Brian was one of my trainees in the final year of Telegraphist training in 1956... R.M. 

 



TREATMENT OF TELEGRAMS 

Acceptance: 
There were various types of telegrams; Ordinary, Urgent (double the cost of ordinary and received urgent treatment at all stages), Reply 
Paid, Collect (addressee paid the cost on delivery), Lettergrams,  International telegrams, Radiograms transmitted by radio between 
stations within Australia and Papua New Guinea,  Radio Telegrams to ships at sea and Press telegrams (usually to Newspapers). Each 
category had its own type of form. 

!ƭƭ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƻŘƎŜŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ tƻǎǘ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴŘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘŜƭŜƎǊŀƳ ŦƻǊƳΩ or by telephone from a 
telephone subscriber to a Post Office. Telegrams accepted over the phone were known as Phonograms. 

The time a telegram was accepted at the Post Office counter was the first recording on the top left hand portion of the form. Then the 
number of words in the message was counted and the appropriate charge per word assessed. The accepting officer would place his 
initial in this section. After acceptance of cash from the sender, stamps were affixed to the top of the form and cancelled with a steel 
hand date stamp. Capital city offices and some large offices used cash registers. The sender was also requested to write his name and 
address on the back of the form in case later contact with him was necessary. All Post Office transactions with a monetary value had to 
be dated with a steel hand stamp.  

In the case of Phonograms the message was transcribed from the subscriber onto a form with a detachable strip at the top, folded and 
by means of carbon paper the time of lodgment, number of words, charge and addressee details were recorded on both sections. The 
strip section was detached and used for accounting purposes. Otherwise Phonograms were treated exactly the same as telegrams. 

The accepted message would then be transferred to the Morse or telephone operating position by hand, pneumatic tube or overhead 
kick back carrier whichever was appropriate, ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ΨŦŀŎŜ ŘƻǿƴΩ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǇƛƪŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ŜȅŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŦƻǊ Ŝŀǎȅ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 
each message would retain its order of lodgment.   
 
Each day all originating telegrams for the previous day would be checked for correctness of pricing, sorted into a particular order, 
particulars entered in duplicate on a record of originating telegrams, and later posted to the Accounts Branch of the state headquarters. 

Transmission: 
For Morse transmission each office was ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŀƴŘ ƭƛƴŜΦ ±ŜǊȅ ōǳǎȅ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀ ΨǎƛƳǇƭŜȄΩ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ 
end of the line whilst most offices used an omnibus circuit with up to three or four offices on the one line depending on the amount of 
traffic at each office. Usually each office was worked in turn, but this was flexible having regard to the amount of traffic being handled. 
Most traffic was transmitted to the Chief Telegraph Office or major regional office for onward transmission to the terminating office. Any 
office on a line could communicate directly to another on the line if necessary. During busy times it was usual to take the busiest office 
ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǘ ƻƴ ŀ ΨǎǇŀǊŜΩ ƭƛƴŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƭ ƻŦfice, until the busy 
period had passed. 9ŀŎƘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƘŀŘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ΨŎŀƭƭ ǎƛƎƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜs followed by his own call sign when he 
wished to transmit. The receiving operator would reply with one transmission of his own call sign. 

Messages were transmitted in batches and the sending operator would send the office of origin (in the case of a Chief Telegraph Office, 
if the message was a phonogram the word sub would be added, indicating telephone subscriber), number of words in the message and 
time of lodgment. At the conclusion of the sending of each message he would record in blue pencil on the top right hand section of the 
form the batch number, circuit number on which it was sent, the time and his initials. When a batch of more than five messages was 
ǎŜƴǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ Ψǘǘǎ рΩ όǘƘŀǘΩǎ рύ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƭƻǎǘ ōȅ ƭƛƴŜ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ŜǘŎΦ The receiving 
operator would acknowledge.  

I well remember on one occasion at a special event at a county office I was receiving one way only traffic when the Ψtts 5Ω rule was 
ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ут ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ ǿŜƴǘ ŘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ΨōǊŜŀƪΩ ǘƘŜ 
operator. He was an excellent sender; using a jigger and it was truly a pleasure to receive from him. I kept receiving from number 93 and 
at the conclusion of the session 134 messages had been sent and all received except five without a break in transmission other than the 
line failure. On full restoration of the circuit it was agreed only five had been lost and these were retransmitted without any problems. 
Oh for the Ψtts 5,  rule!  

On completion of a batch of transmitted messages the sending operator would indicate the number he had sent and the receiving 
operator would confirm that that number had been received. Each operator would make an appropriate entry in relation to that 
particular batch ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ΨƧƻǳǊƴŀƭΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ŦƛƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎŜƴǘΩ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎΦ !ƭƭ ǎŜƴǘ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ intervals 
during the day to ensure all had been transmitted and none was mislaid. 

Reception: 
At the repeating or terminating office the message was recorded by typewriter, or in some instances by handwriting. The terminating 
message, recorded on a terminating telegram form would show in the preamble its number in order of receipt, office of origin, number 
of words and time of lodgment. The receiving officer would record the signals exactly as they were sent. The received message would be 
separated into four sections, preamble, address details, text message and signature of sender. The receiving officer would record at the 
bottom of the message the time of receipt and his initials. At a C.T.O. the message would be placed on a conveyor belt to the 
ΨŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ōȅ ΨŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛssion to the 
terminating office. Received messages were recorded in duplicate on a ΨǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƘŜŜǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
message and had provision for delivery details. 

Delivery: 
After being recorded on the terminating sheet the message would be placed in an envelope and allotted to a Junior Postal Officer for 
delivery to the addressee. The sheet would show the time it was allocated for delivery, the expected time delivery would take, the time 
the J.P.O. returned from the delivery and the time taken for the overall delivery. Permissible time lags (P.T.L) were in place and it was 
expected that they would be adhered to. However in practice this was often impossible. Means of delivery were mostly by bicycle, often 
by foot in dense city areas, but in larger towns and mountainous areas motor cycles were used. In some cases messages would be 
telephoned to addressees and the actual message sent out in the normal post. /ŀǎƘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ψ/ƻƭƭŜŎǘΩ ǘŜƭŜƎǊŀƳǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
stamps and placed on a separate record sheet. 

Lƴ мфпс ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ Ψ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘ aŜǎǎŜƴƎŜǊΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ WǳƴƛƻǊ tƻǎǘŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΦ 



Delays in delivery of telegrams occurred at times for a variety of reasons. They would be endorsed, usually by hand or a rubber stamp, 
delayed by interruption to lines or similar depending on the circumstances. 

A unique brass stamp, as shown in the pictures below, is believed to 
have been used at Omeo, Victoria. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

           DELAYED BY NTERRUPTION TO LINES - Brass stamp. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

 

Delivery Officers:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
All  delivery officers  were supplied  with  uniforms   consisting  of  cap  (optional hat), 2 cap covers for summer and rain use, 2 shirts, tie, 
coat and 2 trousers. Various types of rain gear were issued.  Order forms were issued for shoes and the officer would use  them to 
purchase  his own shoes or boots. The seller would then submit a copy of the order form to the Postmaster for reimbursement. Until a 
uniform was issued  a  new starter would  wear a red with black lettering P.M.G. arm band on his upper arm. 
In temperate areas the uniforms were navy blue and in hotter areas khaki. 

 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A BRIEF HISTORY OF TELEGRAPHS IN AUSTRALIA 

The first Australian Morse Code link was established in 1854 between Melbourne and Sandridge (Williamstown).  

The original Sydney Telegraph Office was established on December 30, 1857 in the Sydney Exchange τlater to be called the Royal 
Exchange at the corner of Bridge and Pitt Streets, Sydney.  

Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide were linked by telegraph lines in 1858, while the Sydney ς Brisbane connection was made three years 
later.  

Submarine cable was laid to connect Tasmania and Victoria in 1859.  

For the first four years the Sydney Telegraph Department was controlled by the Commissioner of Railways. In 1861 the responsibility was 
transferred to the Minister of Public Works.  

With the amalgamation of the Post and Telegraph Offices from 1870, and the introduction of the Overland Telegraph which traversed 
the 3,000 kilometers between Adelaide and Darwin in 1872, the importance of the telegraph system increased dramatically. 

Between 1860 and 1874 the Sydney Telegraph Office moved four times until the Operating Room was finally located on the Fourth Floor 
of the Sydney GPO in Martin Place in September of that year. In 1893 public telegraph enquiries moved from the fourth floor to the 
ground floor of the GPO before being finally relocated to Hooker House in King Street.  

1924 saw the introduction of the Murray Multiplex system for interstate traffic and Newcastle. 

In 1928 another building was erected adjacent to and joining the GPO, with the Chief Telegraph Office (CTO) now occupying two floors. 
A phonogram section was added with, initially, forty phonogram operators.  

Two years later teleprinters and teletypes were introduced to handle traffic at major post offices but Morse was retained for lower-
volume locations.  

In the period leading to the early 1950s staffing levels within the CTO exceeded 1,000, providing a round-the-clock, seven-days-a-week 
service.  

Teleprinter exchanges (the words were contracted to form TELEX) were introduced in 1954. These provided manual telex connections. It 
was to be another twelve years before automatic dialing was introduced to the telex network.  

Beginning in 1959 Morse code was gradually phased out with the introduction of TRESS (Teleprinter REperforator Switching System) 
which provided a store-and-forward function. While TRESS operated very satisfactorily for 26 years it did, of course, remove the 
personal contact and involvement that were part of day-to-day Morse and teleprinter communication. 

A Farewell to Morse  was held in the Sydney Town Hall on Saturday, February 2, 1963. It coincided with the transmission of the last 
official Morse message in Australia from Halls Creek (Western Australia) to Sydney.  

In 1970 a facility was provided to permit members of the public to attend the CTO and have a Telegraphist send telex messages for 
them.  

Commencing in Perth, in May 1986 TRESS was replaced with a computer-based system that interfaced with the Telex network. The 
Sydney Message Bureau, located in Aussat House, Carrington Street, Sydney, commenced in October that year and became fully 
operational by May 1987.  

The CTO had now been abandoned and an official "wake" was conducted there on May 15, 1987 to commemorate 113 consecutive 
years of service.  

The year 2006 celebrated the 50th anniversary of the last Morse-trained Telegraphists. 

*************************************  

 

                                                                    THE BOSS 
 

                        Did you ever work for the P.M.G.? 
                        Did you ever sell a stamp? 
                        Did you ever work in Canberra? 
                        Or in a Snowy Mountains camp? 
                        Perhaps you worked at East Block 
                        Where they had that big exchange 
                        Or did you work at Curtin 
                        When the PM there was strange! 
                        He treated his staff quite decent 
                        !ƴŘ ΨǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƻƴΩ 
                        They tried, but could not change him 

                        Mr McMullen τ known as Ron.     Χ Allan McGrath ex Postal Clerk, Curtin A.C.T. 

 

* ******************************  
 
 
 



I succumbed to the pleadings of a very good friend, John Riddett, to include this article. Χ RM 
 

THE TELEGRAM 
Background 
 

With the introduction of Morse code in the 1840's the telegram quickly found a place in society as a fast and effective means of 
communication. By 1855 people in Great Britain were sending more than 740,000 telegraph messages a year and shortly before World 
War 1 the number rose to more than 82 million messages per annum. At the peak of its popularity the telegram was refined to such an 
extent that there were special forms and envelopes for almost any occasion, most favoured being for Xmas, Easter, birthdays, weddings 
and ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ Řŀȅ. 
 
Australia also took up the telegram service enthusiastically and by 1950, with a population a little over seven million, sent more than 35 
million telegrams. However, the service subsequently declined due to the private telephone becoming more accessible and transmission 
by Morse code was eventually phased out almost entirely in Australia by 1962. Printer transmitted messages subsequently ceased about 
1988. The last recognised Telegram facility in the world closed on 27 January, 2006 when Western Union terminated the service after 
more than 150 years. 
 
Currently there is a number of private operators, largely American based, claiming to provide a telegram service connected into the 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ψold fashionedΩ network. Charges range from a minimum of $15 (US)  plus 90c per word up to $105 plus 90c per 
word for weekend delivery. Compare this with the Morsecodian fraternity who provide a telegram service at a rate of $2(Aus) for local 
messages and $3 for international telegrams. 
 

Behind the Telegram 
 

To the average person it would appear there should be little difficulty in accepting, transmitting and delivering a telegram from point of 
origin to its destination. But of course nothing is as simple as it seems and the following are a few samples of what could, and did 
happen on occasions to counter officers accepting telegrams, Telegraphists sending and receiving the messages, and the unfortunate 
telegraph messenger at the end of the line. 
 

Acceptance of Telegrams 
 

Acceptance of telegrams from the public was largely telephoned through a Phonogram operator or lodged with a counter officer at the 
local Post Office. Each system had its problems. The Phonogram operator had to contend with accuracy in content and spelling, 
particularly in regard to names, addresses and foreign words. A famous example of a Phonogram operator's mistake was; 
 
To a wholesale green grocery in NSW:-     Please send 6 dozen french letters, urgent (fresh lettuces) 
 
Most originating telegrams at post offices were dealt with promptly by counter staff who checked the handwritten message for legibility 
and content. However, occasionally there was conflict with members of the public in regard to (obscene) content in messages, usually 
relating to wedding telegrams. Unfortunately, what was regarded as acceptable or unacceptable often depended on the gender and 
predisposition of the counter officer at the time of lodgement. Examples of each category are: 
 
Acceptable:  A honeymoon couple is like a kitchen table. 
            Four bare legs and no drawers. 
Unacceptable:  A honeymoon couple is like an old TV set 
            Four bare legs and a worn out knob. 
Unacceptable:  Please send a photo of your beautiful new wife 
            Preferably mounted. 

 
Transmitting and Receiving Telegrams 
 

In the capital cities, Phonograms were despatched directly to the Telegraphists in the Central Telegraph Office (CTO) for transmission to 
the office of destination, or to a repeater station for subsequent on forwarding. The activities at the CTO are not something on which the 
author of this article is qualified to comment, however, having some experience as a Postal Clerk on both the transmitting and receiving 
end of messages some credence can be given to the following observations. 
 
           (i)      The pet hate of a transmitting Postal Clerk was illegible writing, particularly in respect of the addressee's name and postal              
address. 
 
          (ii)     A close second was what was then known as leakage, usually occurring during wet weather. This caused Morse signals to 
become so weak that the dots were difficult to read. 
 
         (iii)    Squabbling telegraph messengers (JPOs) were a further source of irritation because they were usually scuffling right alongside 
the Morse operator. 
 
When receiving telegrams one had to be careful how they laid out the text on the telegram form because a full stop or a comma in the 
wrong place could totally alter the meaning of the message. In this respect a well known example back in the fifties was that of a 
recently married young woman who fell ill just before her husband departed to the bush on a business trip. It was agreed she would 
telegraph him in a few days if she had not recovered. Not recovering and yearning for her new husband she sent the following terse 
telegram "Missing you terribly. Not getting any better. Come home" By the time the message reached the young husband it was 
formatted thus:- 
 
          ΨMISSING YOU TERRIBLY NOT GETTING ANY  
           .9¢¢9w /ha9 Iha9Ω 
 



Another message that comes to mind was from a young man who had overstayed his holiday at Surfers. His family received the following 
message;- 
 
          Ψbh ahb bh C¦b ¸h¦w {hbΩ 
To which his father promptly replied:- 
 
          ΨIh² {!5 ¢hh .!5 ¸h¦w 5!5Ω 
 

Despite many work related obstacles, including over zealous senior management, Telegraphists and Postal Clerks were very proficient 
and errors were rare. The rate of competency was so high that many, particularly Telegraphists, operated Morse in excess of 30 words 
per minute as the norm. By contrast the majority of old timers going around today operate largely between 16 and 24 words per minute. 
 

Delivering Telegrams 
 

We now come to the most important cog in the telegraph industry; the underpaid and unappreciated Junior Postal Officer (JPO). 
Commonly known as telegraph messengers the JPO not only delivered telegrams to all areas and in all conditions, but also provided a 
wonderful source of recruitment for promotion to the Postal Clerk and Telegraphist ranks. Many of the current Morsecodians began 
their careers as JPOs. 
 
Unless one was a JPO one could not appreciate their contribution to the telegraph industry. Telegrams were delivered in rain, hail or 
shine, in cold westerly winds and in the heat of summer. In addition to the elements, the JPOs were exposed to traffic, pedestrians, 
unmade roads, angry dogs and, on occasions, amorous lonely women. 
 
Additionally, when not actually out delivering telegrams the JPO was required to maintain the forms and pens in the public area, clean 
public phone boxes, attend to punctures and other bicycle defects, assist with preparation of the outward mail despatch and do 
personal messages for the Postmaster and other senior staff. Despite all the apparent negatives the JPOs were generally a happy, free 
spirited group of young lads who subsequently used their experiences to good effect later in life. 

 
Conclusion 
 

What is now referred to as the Ψgood old daysΩ are long gone and only the memories of happy times in the Postmaster-General's 
Department remain. Little did many of us realise when we commenced work at 14 as JP0s where the experiences of those days would 
lead us. In many cases some of the current Morsecodians were involved in every aspect of the telegraph industry, i.e. acceptance, 
transmission and delivery of telegrams. A great industry in its time and a wonderful experience. 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                     
                   
                   ODE TO AN OLD BLOKE                                      

 
           Why is he looking so downcast and sullen 

                     this dear old man named Ron McMullen 
 
                     Yes he is a sad tale of woe 
                     he has lost his jigger from the C.T.O. 
 
                     IŜ ǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎ ŀ ΨŦƭŀǎƘƛƴΩ 
                     ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ Řƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǎƘƛƴΩ 
 
                     But all is not lost despite the groan                                               
                     he can still ring his friends on the telephone 
                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                 Hope thiǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜ Χ wΦ  
 
                                                           



TELEGRAPH STORIES (1) τ (Tales of a JP0) 
 

Introduction 
 

In the old PMG days of ǘƘŜ мфрлϥǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨJPOΩ stood for Junior Postal Officer, better known to the public then as telegraph 
messengers. The unfortunate JPOs were the poorly paid dogs bodies of the Postal Services Division and were treated accordingly. They 
were at the beck and call of virtually every other employee in the office and were required to perform a wide range of tasks not 
necessarily associated with telegram deliveries. 
 
A lot of the unwanted jobs handed down to the JPOs were unpleasant and demanding and many a JPO hour was spent contemplating 
revenge on the initiators. Rest assured though, the JPO was not a person to be trifled with if he felt he was being mistreated! This fact 
became very evident to the detriment of many a person who made the mistake of bullying JPOs 

 

 
Revenge of the JPO 
 

In the early 1950's there was one particular JPO employed at the Yarraville Post Office who, being a country boy and unaccustomed to 
discipline as a child, had the reputation of being quite a handful if sufficiently rilŜŘΦ IŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƛŎƪƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ΨwƛŘŘƭŜΩ possibly because 
nobody knew what he was likely to do next, and a few examples of retaliatory measures inflicted on perceived wrongdoers by this 
rebellious young messenger are given below. 
 

          (1) The Phone Box:     Early one Monday morning in the Spring of 1951 an elderly lady entered the Post Office at Yarraville and 
approached the Senior Postal Clerk (SPC). She insisted that someone attend to one of the public phone boxes out front of the office. Not 
being able to get a clear picture as to the problem the SPC examined the phone booth himself and discovered two large, used condoms 
dangling off the earpiece and mouthpiece of the old style public telephone. Of course it was up to the reluctant and very angry JPO to 
ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ΨŘƛǎǇƻǎŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ŜƴƛƻǊ tƻǎǘŀƭ /ƭŜǊƪ ǘƘŜ Wth ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŘƛǎǇƻǎŜΩ ƻŦ 
the offensive items by fitting them very carefully along the handlebars of the SPCΩs road racing bicycle where they remained until knock-
off time that evening. Not a smart move as it turned out but it must have seemed like a good idea at the time. (See footnote) 
 
          (2) Bully Boys:      For several months in 1952 the mail despatch at Yarraville was handled by an attractive female Postal Assistant. 
This lass was quite competent at her job but lacked the physical strength to haul the large outward mail bags around to the railway 
station for loading onto the Melbourne bound train. Hoping to impress and do some good for himself, our young JPO volunteered to 
transport the mail bags to the station for her. All went well for a week or so but then our hero fell victim to a couple of train travelling 
older bullies from a nearby College. 
 
After a few thumpings and a couple of blood noses the JPO sought assistance from some of the local knockabouts who happened to be 
fond of him. It transpired therefore that a few evenings later as the JPO was trundling the mail bags to the end of the railway platform, 
who should appear but the bully boys. Showing unaccustomed fear the JPO ran into the railway platform toilet followed closely by his 
tormentors, intent on handing out another ΨƭŜǎǎƻƴΩ. Coincidentally, there happened to be four of the local lads standing out of sight just 
inside the toilet doorway and who took it upon themselves to deal out Yarraville justice. This meant holding the bullies upside down in 
the toilet bowls for some minutes and repeatedly flushing the toilet. The JPO was left unmolested from thereon, but sad to say so was 
the female Postal Assistant. 
 
          (3) Lights Out:      Late in 1951 our JPO became aware of a blossoming romance between the married Postal Clerk and a female 
counter officer. As the weeks passed it became obvious to the JPO that the pair was disappearing regularly for 20-30 minutes during the 
lunch break. It so happened that one particular lunchtime the Postmaster requested that the Postal Clerk be asked to return to the 
Morse line to receive an urgent telegram awaiting transmission from the C.T.O. The JPO offered to go look for the Postal Clerk and 
headed directly to the post office annex across the road. The annex was a building used for storing surplus equipment but it also had a 
strong room which housed items of value such as tax stamps, postal notes, registered articles, etc. Upon entering the annex the JPO 
observed that neither the Postal Clerk nor the counter officer were to be seen but he did note that the strong room door was slightly 
ajar with a faint stream of light filtering out. Being the good lad that he was he promptly switched off the light and shut and locked the 
strong room door. Fortuitously, he returned shortly afterwards and, upon hearing muffled screams and shouts, opened the strong room 
door to the relief of the nerve wracked and dishevelled occupants who had been trapped in pitch darkness. Seeing that there was little 
to be gained from honesty on this occasion, the JPO refrained from mentioning that it was he who had locked the strong room in the 
first place. The shaken pair hastened back to the post office never to pair again. 
 

Semi conclusion 
 

There are other allegedly true stories about this particular JPO ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨReply PaidΩ telegrams, an unpopular 
Postmaster, a dead horse, savage dogs, teeny bopper girlfriends, toilet humour, learning Morse code and the pitfalls of showing off in 
public. 
 
Some other time and that's a promise. 
 
* * * Footnote: Some years later the same SPC involved in the bicycle incident was fortunate enough to interview the former telegraph 
messenger for a Clerk 2/3 position in the Postal Services Division. Needless to say the application was unsuccessful. 

 

 

TELEGRAPH STORIES (2)  τ  (Tales of a JPO) 

Introduction 
 

At the height of its popularity in the early 1950's the telegraph system offered a wide range of forms and services for the benefit of the 
public. Apart from standard telegrams there were also greetings and special occasion forms, urgent telegrams, overseas cablegrams, 
telegraph money orders (Telmos), money order advices (MOAs) and reply paid telegrams. 
 



All of these different message types had unique features. However the messages most popular with the Junior Postal Officers, who were 
responsible for delivery, were winning Tattersalls lottery advices and Reply Paid telegrams. Both of these message types offered 
attractive monetary opportunities for a resourceful JPO. 
 

Tattersalls telegrams 
 

Telegrams from Tattersalls advising lottery winners of their good fortune were much sought after by the JPO. These messages often 
carried a sizeable monetary reward from the highly excited and exhilarated recipient. However, there was an art to delivering these 
messages because if the JPO left the scene before the recipient had a chance to react to their good fortune, the messenger could miss 
out altogether. The ploy was to linger as long as possible, even to the extent of innocently asking if the message was a reply paid 
telegram and necessitated a response. 
 
Any cash received was shared among the messengers; as well as the occasional greedy Postal Clerk. In this respect there was an 
infamous incident at the Yarraville Post Office where a Postal Clerk received a Tattersalls message at a time when all the JPOs were out 
on rounds. This mean spirited louse kept the news quiet and subsequently delivered the telegram himself during his lunch break. He was 
only caught out when a good hearted middle aged lady fronted up at the Post Office counter some two days later with a tip for the 
ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ΨōƻȅΩΦ 
 
Tips from elated Tattersalls winners ranged from one pound ($2) up to fifty pounds ($100) which was a lot of money in the 1950's. It was 
rare for a JPO not to gain some benefit from delivering a Tattersalls telegram and any messenger who returned from a delivery empty 
handed was viewed with a high degree of suspicion by his fellow workers. Whilst the monetary reward was always welcome it was still a 
great thrill to bring news of good luck to some of the very deserving people in the then working class suburb of Yarraville. 
 

Reply Paid Telegrams 
 

The Reply Paid telegram was also very prominent in the 1950's and offered a pre-paid reply facility to the addressee of a telegraph 
message and usually required the recipient to simply respond briefly with a negative or affirmative answer, or a time, a date, a location 
or a name or address. It was rumoured that this uncomplicated process could be put to advantage by some enterprising messengers 
who would wait for a reply, and then charge the unsuspecting recipient a fee for taking the reply back to the Post Office. 
 
Rumour also has it that another innovative use of the reply paid telegram was conceived by a young JPO from Yarraville. It all came 
about because the Yarraville Post Office did not provide a full Saturday delivery service making it necessary for a Yarraville messenger to 
be based at the Footscray Post Office on Saturday afternoons. More often than not there were no telegrams received for delivery in the 
Yarraville area and this would leave the messenger at a loose end for the afternoon. 
 
The story goes that as a consequence of this idle time the Yarraville messenger came up with the idea of secretly typing up a number of 
duplicate copies of locally addressed telegrams received on the morning of the Saturday he was scheduled to work at Footscray. On 
arrival at the Footscray telegram delivery area on the Saturday afternoon he would unobtrusively feed these duplicate messages into the 
local despatch system. Shortly afterwards he would be booked out with these telegrams by the unsuspecting despatch clerk and take off 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴ ǘƻ ΨŘŜƭƛǾŜǊΩ ǘƘŜ ōƻƎǳǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƻǊked well for more than 20 months and allowed the 
young messenger ample time to enjoy many a happy Saturday afternoon at the Western Oval viewing VFL football and district cricket 
matches. 
 
It was also rumoured that a further enhancement to the system was introduced during the football season. This involved the JPO 
presenting himself to the attendants at the entrance gate of the Western Oval with a bogus Reply Paid telegram for a visiting VFL player. 
Naturally protocol demanded that the reply paid message be hand delivered by the messenger who would then pass through the 
entrance gate free of charge and disappear in the direction of the players change rooms. Once out of sight of the gate attendants, he 
would promptly remove his messenger cap and blouse and secure them in a lightweight kitbag concealed inside his clothing. He would 
then join the crowd. The game would finish in ample time for the JPO to don his uniform outside the ground and return to the Footscray 
tƻǎǘ hŦŦƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨDƻƻŘ bƛƎƘǘΩ ǊǳƴΦ 
 
Disgraceful conduct if true but of course this was only a rumour. 
 
John Riddett.  January 2008 
 

*********************  

 
A POST CHRISTMAS STORY 

 

There was a man who worked for the Post Office whose job it was to process all the mail that had illegible addresses. One day, a letter 
came addressed in a shaky handwriting to God with no actual address. He thought he should open it to see what it was about. 
 
The letter read:- 
 
Dear God, 
 
I am an 83 year old widow, living on a very small pension. 
 
Yesterday someone stole my purse. It had £100 in it which was all the money I had until my next pension cheque. Next Sunday is 
Christmas, and I had invited two of my friends over for dinner. Without that money, I have nothing to buy food with. I have no family to 
turn to, and you are my only hope. 
 
Can you please help me? Sincerely, Edna. 
 



The postal worker was touched. He showed the letter to all the other workers. Each one dug into his or her wallet and came up with a 
few quid. By the time he made the rounds, he had collected £96 which they put into an envelope and sent to the woman. The rest of the 
day, all the workers felt a warm glow thinking of Edna and the dinner she would be able to share with her friends. 
 
Christmas came and went. 
 
A few days into the New Year, another letter came from the same old lady to God. All the workers gathered around while the letter was 
opened. 
 
It read:- 
 
Dear God, 
 
How can I ever thank you enough for what you did for me? Because of your gift of love, I was able to fix a glorious dinner for my friends. 
We had a very nice day and I told my friends of your wonderful gift. By the way, there was £4 missing, I think it must have been those 
bastards at the Post Office. 
 
Sincerely, Edna. 
 

****************  

 
 

MORSECODIANS THEME Χ  By Red Robby 

 
Out in the room the old timer stands 

Clasping the key in his thin bony hands 
Tired are his eyes as he reads down the press 

Glory if they let him τ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŜ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ōƭŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎΦ 
 

CHORUS 
 

Click go the keys boys, click click click 
Tired are the arms, but the hand moves quick 
The Super looks around and gazes at the clock 

Shake it up me hearties τ YouΩre a bleeding lot of crocks. 
 

In the middle of the floor in his leather covered chair 
Sits the boss of the room with his eyes everywhere. 
Notes all the stragglers as they come drifting in and 

Curses the day they built the Angel Inn. 
 

Repeat CHORUS 
 

¢ƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ aƻǊǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ΨDbΩ 
So roll up your jiggers boys and lay down the pen 

Switch off the sounders close up the key and any old 
Morsecodian can come and drink with me. 

 
Repeat CHORUS 

 

***********************  

 
 

LAST TELEGRAM SENT BY MORSE IN AUSTRALIA 
 

The last telegram transmitted by Morse in Australia was in October 1968 from Wittenoom (now abandoned infamous blue asbestos 
mining town) in Western Australia to Roebourne, W.A. The transmitting officer was Bernard (Barney) McKenna and the receiving officer 
was Neville Matsen. 
 
There was no land line communication from either Wittenoom or Onslow to any other centre and all Morse was conducted by wireless 
telegraphy using two transceivers, a short range 3BZ at each and at Wittennoom, a  second more powerful 581Y which could work direct 
with Perth C.T.O. via the receiving station at Byford and the transmitting station at Wanneroo. 3BZ transceivers were installed in all Post 
Offices north of Carnarvon. 
 
After the introduction of the TRESS system wireless telegraph traffic received at Roebourne was fed into that system for onward 
transmission. 
 

******************************  
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MYSTERY 

 
The code outlined below is not American or Continental. It was confined to Victoria and possibly would have presented problems when 
Victorian offices worked with adjoining Colonial offices. 
There seems no reason as to why it was necessary to change to a one Colony code. 
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