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Chapter 1

Trends and Tales

Quality Postcards Can Be Found If You Know Where To Look

Imagine walking across a field with a metal detector and finding $5 million worth of Roman coins. Dave Crisp of Wiltshire, England, did just that, amazing himself and the world with his find. Maybe there’s a little treasure hunter in all of us, especially those who pursue antiques and collectibles.

Fortunately it’s not necessary to tramp the countryside with a metal detector or dive on old shipwrecks to bring home a treasure trove. Anyone can play the game just by knowing the value of overlooked or undervalued objects.

Postcard collectors aren’t likely to make a great find in old barns, sheds or junk yards, although my son once found some great old football cards at the city dump — before the trash master in charge chased him and his young friends away. His cards must have been a recent discard because they were in very good condition. Generally, though, the value of anything paper is destroyed by dampness, mold, pests or weathering. That doesn’t mean a postcard collector can’t strike it rich, even today when people are much more knowledgeable about the value of what they have.

The first step is to be sure the people in your circle of family and friends know what you collect.

My collection was greatly enriched by my father’s acquaintances because he always said, “Send me a postcard,” to anyone leaving on a trip. My greatest all-time buy came from a family friend who sold insurance. He visited in a lot of homes, and one of his clients showed him a suitcase full of early postcards. Yes, a suitcase! He only wanted the ones from Kalamazoo, so he showed the rest to me. I ended up buying them all for 5 cents each, but he didn’t want to bother counting them. He counted 100 and used the width to measure out the rest. Granted, that was quite a few years ago, but it was still a breathtaking treasure trove of early 1900s cards.
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The point is, if my hobby hadn’t been well known among my father’s friends, I never would have had the opportunity to buy them. The same was true with my friends and family. My collection has been greatly enriched over the years by people who didn’t care about old postcards but knew that I did. Secret collecting isn’t the way to grow a collection. One friend was so well known for his hobby that he once received a letter addressed to “Mr. Postcard, Stevens Point, Wisconsin.”

A good way to advertise your interest is to display them in libraries or schools, wherever there’s a locked case. Local newspapers are often willing to feature town views from the early days and credit the collector. To avoid worry about theft, be sure to get a fine arts rider on your insurance. Waiting for treasure to come to you doesn’t always pay off, at least not in the short run: those who find postcards are those who are looking for postcards.

Besides the obvious sources, shows, estate sales, and shops, I’ve found postcards at garage sales, church rummage sales (look in little bundles or boxes of stationery) and, of course, auctions. One small town auction was proudly displaying two albums of old postcards, but there was nothing special in either, mostly greetings that may have been a dealer’s culls.

But since I was there, I poked around in all the boxes, including one pushed under a table. There was nothing but junk on top, but underneath was a virtual treasure trove of postcards mailed from East Germany in the Iron Curtain days. I bought the box for practically nothing, while others bought the albums for high prices. I took my treasure home, greatly pleased because the cards were franked with colorful DDR stamps, seldom found used on cover.
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A network of traders is another way to strike postcard gold. Lucky collectors live near a postcard club with members willing to exchange, but it’s also possible to make good trades with people who don’t collect cards. I’ve traded books, photographs and paper dolls for postcards, sometimes to dealers.

If you’re looking for a few special cards to fill out sets or series, let your favorite dealers know. But if a big bunch of postcards is your idea of treasure, enlist those close to you and always keep your eyes open for the unexpected.

Interest In Real Photo Postcards, Vintage Chromes Pushes Values To New Heights

Jefferson R. Burdick, a man of very modest means, left approximately 80,000 old postcards to the Metropolitan Museum of New York in 1963 as part of a much larger ephemera collection.

In the late 1970s, Russian Nikolai Tagrin claimed to have the world’s largest postcard collection, more than 700,000, in his crowded Leningrad apartment where shelves filled with albums covered every wall.

Surprisingly, neither of these collections was the largest ever. One Czech collector was rumored to have several million, although confirmation of the card count in huge collections is impossible.

Others, including at least one in the United States, claimed to have a million.

If this sounds like a numbers game, it was. In the first half of the 20th century, postcards were cheap, often 1 cent and rarely more than 5 cents on the racks. Worldwide exchanges were common, making it possible to gain huge variety without being rich.

Those days are gone forever, but collectors today are just as avid about their acquisitions.

What postcards are bestsellers today? The people most likely to have the pulse of the hobby are dealers who offer thousands of cards to the public every year.

Ron Millard, long-time owner of Cherryland Auctions and Mary L. Martin, known for running the largest store in the country devoted exclusively to postcards, have offered some insights into the current state of the market. Both dealers have taken a son into their business, a sure sign of the confidence they have in the future of postcard collecting.
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Real photo postcards of the early 1900s are highly rated by both dealers. Mary Martin, who sells at shows as well as through her store, reports that interest in rare real photos is “increasing faster than they can be bought.”

Ron Millard, whose Cherryland Auctions feature 1,800 lots closing every five weeks, indicates that real photos seem to be “holding steady with prices actually rising among the lower-end real photos as some people shy from paying the huge prices they have been bringing … Children with toys and dolls have been increasing and also unidentified but interesting U.S. views.”
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Cherryland bidders have also been focused on “advertising cards, high-end art cards, Halloween, early political and baseball postcards.” Movie stars, other famous people and transportation, especially autos and zeppelins also do very well. Lower priced cards with great potential for rising in value include linen restaurant advertising, “middle range” holidays, and World War I propaganda.
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Millard also cites vintage chromes, especially advertising, “really starting to take off with many now bringing $10 to $15. (These were $1 cards a few years ago.)”

At one time, foreign cards were largely ignored by collectors, but online sales have broadened the international market. In Millard’s experience, “the sky is the limit on any China related.” A few months ago Cherryland had a huge influx of new bidders from Australia, and the number from Asia is also increasing.

Martin sees hometown views as the most popular category, with real photo social history, dressed animals and Halloween also in high demand. She reports: “We see a lot of interest in military right now, and I don’t believe it has really peaked yet.” Social history from the 1950s and ’60s also does really well. She’s encouraged by the number of new and younger collectors at postcard shows.

Will anyone want your postcards when you’re ready to sell? It’s a valid question, and our two experts have good advice for anyone with a sizeable accumulation, say 500 or more postcards.

Auctions are one good option, both for direct purchases and consignments. Millard is always looking for quality postcards to offer collectors worldwide. His firm can handle collections of any size from small specialized to giant accumulations and are willing to travel for large consignments. Active buying is a necessity for dealers to keep their customers supplied, which should reassure collectors that their cards will have a ready market. Contact Millard at cherrylandauctions@charter.net.

Martin suggests that collectors go back to some of the dealers who sold them cards when they’re ready to sell. Her firm is always willing to buy back good quality cards. She also sees reputable auction houses as a good avenue, and strongly suggests: “They should never be sold as a very large group if they can be broken down into different subject matter or topics.” Martin can be contacted at marymartinpostcards@gmail.com.

Both experts agree there’s an active demand for quality collections. That would exclude postcards in poor condition, a caution for collectors expanding their holdings. Look for the best and pass up damaged and dirty cards.
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Billions of postcards were produced in the last century on practically every topic imaginable. As collections become more specialized, new subjects are sure to attract attention.

Many outstanding collections were put together with moderate expense by people who were among the first to recognize the value of a new collecting area.

As an example of an area yet to be fully explored, the photographers who made postcards possible haven’t been widely collected in their own right. Many were anonymous, but some, like Bob Petley, famous for Western views as well as comic humor, have attracted collectors’ attention.

The Tucson Post Card Exchange Club has made a specialty of gathering and listing the output of their “favorite son.” No doubt there are fresh, new specialties just waiting to be discovered.

Postcard collectors love history, appreciate fine art, enjoy humor, and above all, are imaginative. There’s every indication that today’s favorite topics will be joined by new and exciting ones in the future.

Real Photos Make Fun Postcards

What does a photographer do when times are tough and competition is stiff? Those who survive use their imaginations and offer a little something extra. This is certainly what professionals did during the postcard craze of the early 1900s.

The beginning of the 20th century was an exciting time for photography. In 1884 George Eastman developed a method of developing dry gel on paper, replacing the need for bulky photographic plates.

In 1901 the Kodak Brownie camera was marketed to the public, ushering in a whole new era in photography. A year later the Eastman Kodak Company started marketing photographic paper formatted as postcards.

The real photo postcard was born.
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Once the world of photography was open to anyone who could afford a modest investment in a Brownie, professionals had to offer more than an ordinary snapshot or portrait. The imaginative result was a combination of art and photography on the easy-to-mail, now highly collectible postcard.

One gimmick was to offer a fanciful setting. The most popular was a moon with stars or clouds in the background. The client would sit on the moon, possibly made of wood since people actually seem to be supported on these uncomfortable perches. Who wouldn’t want to send friends a postcard of the first man or woman on the moon? One “moon” card in my collection even shows two women with boxes of Jell-O, utilizing a clever idea as advertising.

A favorite device was to provide a painted or wooden figure with a hole for a real person’s head. (I recently saw the same setup outdoors at a zoo.) Some early ones were painted on canvas with a place for the subject to stick his or her head. Others were more elaborate wooden figures based on the same idea. Fairs, expositions, and amusement parks often promoted the sale of souvenir photographic postcards using “stick-your-head-here” props, a practice that hasn’t entirely died out.

A person didn’t have to go to a studio or an amusement area to get a photo postcard that was a little out of the ordinary. Both professional and homemade photos could be developed with fancy borders or added artwork, making them a little more special. Artists drew flowers, leaves and natural features like trees and landscapes to provide eye-catching borders. The photographs were usually shown as an oval or a circle, although more fanciful shapes were used too.

Even ordinary stare-at-the-camera photos are fun to collect when the card is decorated in imaginative ways.

If the postcard was never mailed—and many weren’t—the trade name is an aide to dating. Kodak’s first advised stock paper had Velox printed in the stamp area. Azo was added in 1904. The Cyko marking belonged to the Ansco Company in the same era.

Prairie Fires and Paper Moons by Hal Morgan and Andreas Brown (1981) has a discussion of the dating and making of real photo postcards in addition to many rare images. Serious collectors will want to find this benchmark book. It pretty much started the modern craze for old photo cards.

Fantasy Vintage Postcards Brighten Drab Days
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Put your imagination in high gear, and there are some magical surprises waiting for you on vintage postcards. Before surreal art, before electronic games that take the player into strange new worlds, there were artists who created their own fantastical worlds on postcards. Those who collect greetings from the early 1900s most likely have a number of fantasy postcards already.

Rabbits dressed like humans, pumpkins running away from witches on brooms, and good old Santa all have strong elements of fantasy, but they’re only a sampling of what’s available in the magical world of artists’ imaginations.

Fantasy art must have a magical or supernatural theme. Sometimes it’s a new spin on an old myth or legend. Or an artist may create something new and fantastic based solely on his or her active imagination. Early postcard artists seem to especially enjoy taking something from nature and humanizing it. Mountains were given faces and personalities, frogs played banjos, pigs interacted with people, and cats were given distinctive personalities such as the somewhat sinister ones drawn by Louis Wain, a prolific postcard artist.
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A special favorite of early postcard publishers was the moon, which lent itself to all kinds of faces. In fact, moon fantasy was so popular that many photo studies had big paper or wooden moons as props for their work. Another but no less popular category involves mythical and legendary creatures. Cute little beings were more popular than huge and scary monsters, although both belong in a fantasy collection. Fairies, gnomes, brownies and elves are fairly easy to find on postcards, and more often than not, they’re playful and cute.
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Margaret W. Tarrant, a British artist born in 1892, drew especially charming fairies as well as scenes picturing animals involved in human activities. She was a book illustrator, and her work appeared on many vintage postcards published by The Medici Society beginning in the 1920s and continuing for many years.

Human beings played a big part on the fantasy postcards of the early 1900s. Sometimes people were given bizarre characteristics or put into imaginary situations through “trick” photography. Other cards were artist drawn, using human features in “magical ways.” Favorite themes were pretty women’s faces on flowers or the addition of butterfly wings. Babies – lots and lots of babies crowded onto one postcard – were also pictured to magical effect.

They appeared in birds’ nests, hatching from chicken eggs, or huddled together by the dozens in impossible scenes. Transportation themes were popular too. Cars and outhouses flew, and people rode everything from flying fish to carts pulled by chickens. Postcards that fooled the eye are among the most popular fantasy themes. What appears to be a skull of a famous person might be composed of semi-nude women draped in writhing positions.
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Fantasy postcards can be comical or creepy, beautiful or bizarre. They can be found among foreign cards, holiday greetings, artist-signed cards or comics. Some will be offered for a sizable price, especially if the seller appreciates their unique nature. Others can be found modestly priced. Perhaps only a sophisticated dealer will have a sizable category of fantasy postcards, but the chances are good that anyone with a reasonably large collection will already own an assortment of these entertaining and imaginative cards.

Animal Wonderland On Postcards
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A huge project is underway to catalog every one of the 1.8 million species on planet earth. According to a BBC News report












Wishlist For A Perfect Postcard
















Fairy Tale Postcards Charm Collectors
















Silhouette Profile Portraits










Metamorphic Postcards Fool the Eye
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