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B49412 The General Post Office
An Essay on the General Post Office
Taken from Geoffrey H. Manning's A Colonial Experience
Moneylenders when demanding over 10 per cent per annum are generally with odium classed as usurers, but the SA government out-herods Herod in... respect [of telephones]...
(Register, 7 July 1890, page 6.)
People who complain today about late delivery of letters would have cause for annoyance when the colony was founded. Then the institution was controlled by one man, housed in a tent on the Park Lands where the railway station is today and, in the words of a newspaper of the time, was 'neglected, inefficient and stingy.' Such was the birthplace of the fine postal system which exists today, but few would have anticipated expansion in those far-off days.
Thomas Gilbert, the Colonial Storekeeper was the first postmaster of South Australia. All letters, whether ingoing or outgoing, were subject to a charge of one penny. There were not many, but what few there were did not receive expeditious handling. Blame was not attached to Mr Gilbert for this. Certainly, much should not have been expected from him, for he received only the beggarly sum of £30 a year for his work.
There was no delivery of letters and citizens of Adelaide had to be content to receive their mail when they could find time to call for it. After many complaints the post office was removed to what was known as 17 North Terrace on 14 December 1838; this, today, is the site of the Bank of New South Wales. Mr Henry Watts was then Post-Master General, and the institution rented a portion of a stone building to transact its business.
The 25th of May 1839 was a red-letter day for Adelaide for it marked the first occasion on which mails were delivered to residents of the city. That year was one of progress, for the first Post Office Act was passed. The rate for all letters, except those posted on ship, was three pence. A post office was opened at Port Adelaide and a start was made to inaugurate branches in country places.
The letter carriers burst upon the streets as the 'Scarlet Runners', clad in scarlet coats cut like morning dress, piped with blue and crossed and crowned with splendid gilt hats adorned with a circle of gold. They were fit for a king and the small boys of the town followed Robert McCulloch and William Chapman on their rounds, basking in vicarious splendour.
But the regalia had its disadvantages, for it made the postman easy marks for unchained poodles, terriers and mastiffs and Mr Watts informed them that 'where ferocious dogs were allowed to be about the yards or gardens, they were not expected to go upon the premises to risk being bitten.'
They had a meagre time traversing the town in summer beset with dust and in winter hampered by mud and, in 1852, when half the population rushed off to the Victorian goldfields, they were dismissed at an hour's notice. However, instead of slackening, post office business increased and after harassed clerks had worked around the clock for three days of indescribable confusion, the carriers were reinstated.
Under John Watts, who succeeded Henry Watts, great strides were made. In 1848 the department moved to a building on a spot now occupied by the Gresham Hotel and in 1850 offices were established for the first time in the suburbs. On 23 June 1851 its location was removed to a place just north of the present General Post Office.
In 1861 the first iron pillar boxes were erected in North and South Adelaide and although many, when opened, were found to contain rubbish their installation was greatly appreciated. From 1840 until 1860 the postal system made great strides. An instance of growth was the fact that in 1840 there were only six post offices and nine employees; 20 years later there were 146 offices and 177 employees.
The first building occupied near Victoria Square cost approximately £10,000, but when the first portion of the present building was proposed a much more expensive design was prepared. The total expenditure on that portion of the structure was about £48,000, including the cost of furnishing.
The foundation stone of the Victoria Tower was laid by the Duke of Edinburgh on 5 November 1867 in the presence of about 3,000 people, which was considered a large crowd in those days. The frontage to King William Street was 150 feet and to Victoria Square, 160 feet, while the height from the pavement to the top of the stone balustrading was 57 feet 6 inches. The platform of the tower was 20 feet higher than the Town Hall and the distance to the summit of the flagstaff was 179 feet 6 inches.
A mental picture of a tent pitched amongst gum trees within sight and sound of the River Torrens, and with Aborigines gazing curiously in at the door, while citizens advanced with dignity in top hat to post their letters at the quaint institution, would be a tremendous contrast to the present hustle and bustle of King William Street.
The General Post Office Clock
The post office clock was officially started on 13 December 1875 having cost £1,242 (bells - £802; clock - £410). It was made by Joyce & Son of Whitechurch, Shropshire, England, to the specifications of the Post-Master General and revised by Sir Edmund Beckett, who undertook the immediate supervision of the clock and bells. The bells were cast by J. Taylor & Co. of Loughborough - there are five in number; an hour bell and four quarter bells. The former is five feet three inches in diameter while the latter are, respectively, 51, 30, 36 and 34 inches in diameter.
There are four faces to the clock made of Chance's white opal glass and are illuminated at night and the clock is so contrived that it turns the gas on and off at the proper hour according to the season of the year. By a certain arrangement the clock communicates the time to the Observatory at a certain hour every day.
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2 September 1867, page 2c.

The installation of "letter lamp-pillars" in Adelaide is discussed in the Register,
15 February 1868, page 2g,
Observer,
22 February 1868, page 5c.
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Also see South Australia - Communication - Sea Mail

"Mail Signalling" is in the Observer,
3 January 1874, page 7f.

"The Mail Contracts for 1874" is in the Chronicle,
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2 and 19 August 1924, pages 13g and 10c,
2 and 9 September 1924, pages 10d and 18e,
4 and 18 October 1924, pages 11b and 7c,
1 and 12 November 1924, pages 7a and 12a.
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