
Greetings from the 
American Topical 
Association! 







Why Picture 
Postcards Matter 



 

Why Picture Postcards Matter 

• Their importance in American culture 

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

• Their 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 Wanamaker’s 
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 institute… 

 

• telegraph service 

• telephone service 

• parcel delivery 

• a savings bank 

• …and 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 

• Keep young people on the 
farm. 

• Allow 4th class post offices to 
close.  

• Stimulate mail order 
business. 

• Get news to all. 

• Allow road improvements. 

 



Opposition… 
 
Small postmasters lose their jobs. 
 
Star Route contractors lose work. 
 
Local businesses lose $ when 
people don’t 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 dramatically… 
 
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 – 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 



…and Helen  …and 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 strong… 
 
 

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



Meanwhile, back with the postal service… 
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 didn’t 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.  
 





Extant=Still Existing  



Most picture postcards of the 
early 20th century were 
published in Germany.  
 

1900-1915 - 60 German printers 
employed 12,000 people.  
  
German printing was superior to American, 
and offered special effects, such as gilt and 
embossing. 
 



•Born in Germany, 1877, in family of printers 
•Moved to US in 1895; started business in 1898 
•1900-1960 produced a billion postcards 
•In peak years, he employed 100,000 people working 3 shifts 
  
Numbered most of his cards, so they can be dated. Curt Teich 
Archive 360,000 images from 1898-1978, when the company 
closed.  
 

Meet  
Curt Teich 

 



Get an education 
about publishers 

newberry.org/curt-teich-postcard-
archives-collection 



Get an education 
about real photo 
postcards (rppc) 
 

Amateur 

Professional  



RPPC are the gems of 
your collection… 

…A great way to 
show rarity/scarcity. 

Gelation Print 
1904-
1918 

1907-
1909 

1917-
1930 

1920-1940 
First Stable 
Emulsion  



playle.com 



Coming in February… 
 
 Exhibiting Picture Postcards 

Three-Part Course 
 

Register at 
www.americantopical.org  

http://www.americantopical.org/


Picture Postcards… 
 
…Collect Them… 
 
…Enjoy Them… 
 
…Appreciate Them for the 
Important Philatelic Items 
They Are.  

dawnthephilatelist@gmail.com  

mailto:dawnthephilatelist@gmail.com

