
Greetings from the  
American Topical 
Association!  







Why Picture 
Postcards Matter  



 

Why Picture Postcards Matter  

ÅTheir importance in American culture  

ÅTheir (positive) impact on the U.S. Postal Dept. in 
the early 20 th  century  

ÅTheir contribution to philatelic study  



In 1890, 41 million people (61%) of 
the population, lived in rural areas. 
The got their mail by traveling to the 
post office in town. The trip could be 
long, and many people took it only 
every couple of weeks.  
 



This led to feelings of isolation and  
a disconnect to larger America.  
 



Meet John Wanamaker, 
who became Postmaster 
General in 1889. The 
owner of Wanamakerôs 
Department Store in 
Philadelphia. He was a 
marketing genius who 
became rich by 
determining what the 
public wanted.  



Wanamaker  was determined to apply those skills to the 
postal department. He wanted to instituteé 

 

Å telegraph service  

Å telephone service  

Åparcel delivery  

Åa savings bank  

Åéand especially 
free delivery to 
rural homes  



Wanamaker thought 
establishing rural free 
delivery to connect rural 
people to the mainstream 
was the right thing to do. 
Rural customers paid the 
same postage as urban 
customers.  
 

Advantages of free delivery  

ÅKeep young people on the 
farm.  

ÅAllow 4 th  class post offices to 
close.  

ÅStimulate mail order 
business. 

ÅGet news to all.  

ÅAllow road improvements.  

 



Oppositioné 
 
Small postmasters lose their jobs.  
 
Star Route contractors lose work.  
 
Local businesses lose $ when 
people donôt come to town. 
 
Cost to add many more carriers.  
 
No one knew the potential costs.  
 



Wanamaker left office 1893  
without realizing his dream.  
  
1902, Rural Free Delivery became a 
permanent postal service. By 1905, 32,000 
carriers. They even worked on Christmas Day!  
 



Quality of life improved dramaticallyé 
 
Helped feelings of isolation.  
 
Carriers brought gossip and news.  
 
Mail was a bridge to larger America.  
  
 



A bright spot in  
their day!  



How Did Picture Postcard Figure In?  
  
  
 

1907 ï The end of the 
undivided back and the 

beginning of the divided back.  
 

1901 - 1907  
No room for message!  

The 1907 version of the tweet!  
 



Meet the people who made postcards all the rage.  
  

Women like..  
 

Mary  



éand Helen  éand Margaret  

Bad health & weather!  



Between June 1907 -
June 1908 they sent 
667,777,798 picture 

postcards!  
 



What do we know about them?  
 
90% were sent to women and 
children  
  
The majority were rural, of 
Anglo - Saxon and German 
descent  
  
 



Cards were non - travel related;  
picture postcards presented an  
idealized view of rural American life.  
 



In Europe, the postcard craze 
was going strongé 
 
 

1909, 833 million sent in UK 
(20/man, woman, child.)  
 
1900 - 1920 200 billion sent 
worldwide  
 



Meanwhile, back with the postal serviceé 
1909 US Postal Dept. $17 million  
in the red.  
 

But, by 1911, $200,000 
in the black.  
 
     What happened?  



Postcards!  
 The postcard business was very profitable to the postal 
department  
120 postcards = 1 pound, costs $1.20 to carry  
Compared to 9 - 10 cents a pound for other mail  
  
Between 1905 - 1909 there was a 410% increase in postcards 
delivered , and a 846% increase in postcards collected  (by the 
carrier)!  
  
The arrival of the mail man was the big event of the day. 
Carriers became family friends.  
 





They even delivered to 
the Havasupai Indians 
who lived at the bottom 
of the Grand Canyon!  
  
 



Postcards were the first means of communication 
that didnôt depend on socioeconomic class.  
  

Buy it for 1¢    
Mail it for 1¢  

  
Postcards are historically the largest group of 
artifacts that people have ever exchanged.  
 




