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A GIFT OF OPPORTUNITY – THE OSBORNE COLLECTION     
Graham Sciberras, RAHS Digital Media Officer

On 10th October 2011, the Royal Australian Historical Society received a donation of  six albums containing over 320 
photographs from the early 1920s to the late 1930s. The collection captures a bustling city of  Sydney in this period but 
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The letter from Lyle and Jennie Osborne that accompanied the 
collection [Photo: Graham Sciberras]

The collection arrived at History House with a brief  
handwritten note, and prior communication from its donors 
Lyle and Jennie Osborne to RAHS Librarian, Donna 
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‘Osborne Collection’, as it is now known, was stored by Lyle 

A quick glance over the images is enough to reveal the special 
nature and quality of  the collection. They provide a unique 
insight into the daily life of  the areas photographed from 
the perspective of  the man or woman behind the lens. The 
identity of  this talented photographer remains unknown; 
however he or she clearly possessed a keen eye, sensitive 
to capturing those poignant moments that are so easily 
missed in a burgeoning city. The photographer manages to 
bestow the collection with a broad yet intimate impression 
of  Sydney city life; one can almost hear the rumble and ding 
of  the Kings Cross tram or sense the pin-drop peacefulness 
of  ‘The Lovers’ Walk’.

Each image has been thoughtfully titled and elegantly 
inscribed in lead pencil: the then brand new Sydney Harbour 
Bridge, for example, is christened ‘A Modern Giant’, ‘A 
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inscriptions only add to the collection’s mystique. 
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for over twenty years. At the time, the Osbornes were moving 
house and no longer had space to keep the collection and, 
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with the RAHS. 
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The recent increase in number and popularity 
of  ‘then and now’ image sites on social media 
(such as ‘Lost Sydney’) suggests the collection 
will enjoy a particularly enthusiastic reception 
today. The RAHS has already posted a 
number of  the images on its Flickr Commons 
channel and the response, unsurprisingly, has 
been most positive. The uniqueness of  the 
collection and the fact that it remains largely 
unseen by the broader public means the current 
‘Osborne project’ has come at a particularly 
appropriate time in the Society’s history, as the 
RAHS continues to embrace and discover the 
wonderful opportunities that the digital age can 
offer Australia’s oldest historical society. 

The Society is grateful and proud to be able to 
provide a permanent home for this collection and 
it looks forward to the challenges and experiences 
a project such as this will undoubtedly present.

The RAHS would like to sincerely thank the 
City of  Sydney, the City of  Sydney Historical 
Association, the Dictionary of  Sydney, Inside 
History magazine, and the Professional Historians Association NSW & ACT for their support during the application process. 
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‘Liverpool Street’ c.1935 [RAHS Osborne Collection]

‘A Modern Giant’ c.1935 [RAHS Osborne Collection]

Since its inception in 1901, RAHS members have recognised the 
importance of  photographs in historical research and the Society 
is committed to building on this tradition of  using photographs 
to promote an interest in history to new audiences. A notable 
example of  this commitment is evident in inaugural member and 
former RAHS President, Frank Walker’s (1861-1948) embracing 
of  technological developments in photography. He and other early 
RAHS members used images captured on glass slides to illustrate 
lectures, many of  which were also reproduced in the Journal of  the 
Royal Australian Historical Society.

Due to the RAHS’ wish to share this wonderful collection with 
the community and to use it as a way to engage a broad audience 
with the history of  Sydney, the Society applied for and was recently 
successful in receiving a grant from the City of  Sydney. The project, 
which is now underway, will deliver a number of  components 
including: proper digitisation and indexing of  the collection, 
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on the images, inclusion of  the collection in the National Library 
of  Australia’s Trove database, online exhibitions on the Society’s 
various social media channels, the running of  lectures on life in 
Sydney in this period and workshops based on using photographs 
as an historical resource.

The project, Exploring City of  Sydney Life Between the Wars – The RAHS 
Osborne Photograph Collection (c.1920 – c.1939) aims to encourage 
positive community attitudes by helping cross-generational 
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Sydney in the interwar period and to generate awareness of  the 
importance of  photographic images as a cultural resource.


