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Vintage postcards and their cheery greetings tell the story of a thriving city. | Page 4 



THE KANSAS CITY STAR MAGAZINE ★ April 7, 20134

P
ractice the weird.
Keep original. Happy
postcrossing!” reads

the back of a postcard my
23-year-old daughter recent-
ly received from a stranger
in Russia.

Postcrossing is an online
project where members
send and receive real post-
cards from all over the
world. Postcrossing.com
was launched by a Portu-
guese student eight years
ago and claims almost
400,000 participants from
219 countries. Some 16
million cards have been
exchanged, with half a mil-
lion in circulation right now.

Postcrossing promotes a
simple goal: to connect the
world so that it becomes a
smaller place and to bring
smiles to people in different
countries. Many warm
testimonials abound on the
site’s “Postcrossing Love”
section.

“It’s nice to think some-
one, somewhere may have a
smile on their face because

a little piece of my life has
reached them today,” Sa-
muel from Finland says.

“Postcrossing makes two
happy — the sender and the
receiver. Double happiness,
why not?!” adds Ejune from
China.

But like many things
labeled weird and original, it
turns out this pastime is
hardly new. One hundred
years ago, postcard-sending
in America reached such a
peak — approaching 1 bil-
lion cards a year — that
officials worried it would
overburden the postal ser-
vice. Critics nicknamed the
craze “postalcarditis” and
warned that it was a menace
to the letter-writing ability
of an entire nation.

A fun collection of vintage
postcards from the first half
of the 20th century is cele-
brated in “Greetings From
Kansas City,” an exhibit at
the Kansas City Central
Library, 14 W. 10th St. Some
200 cards were chosen from
among 16,000 in the li-

brary’s Missouri Valley
Special Collections. The
display opened in January
and continues through May.

The idea came from Hen-
ry Fortunato, who says he
has been captivated by the
collection ever since he was
hired as the library’s direc-
tor of public affairs six years
ago.

“The postcards have such
a great combination of
colors, design and texture,”
he says. “They offer a win-
dow on a lost Kansas City
that doesn’t really exist
anymore.”

Eli Paul, special collec-
tions manager, says the
sheer number of images was
daunting at first. But after it
was decided to emphasize
hometown pride and the
golden days when Kansas
City boasted a vibrant,
bustling downtown, the
exhibit fell into place. He
worked with senior special
collections librarian Jeremy
Drouin and senior designer
Anne Ducey to organize 
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Exhibit of vintage postcards evokes a golden

age when Kansas City’s downtown thrived

and sending notes was a national craze.
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images into three broad
categories.

❚ “Business and Industry”
features pictures of stores,
factories, stockyards and
transportation.

❚ “Entertainment, Arts
and Culture” includes mu-
seums, theaters, parks and
boulevards, and shopping
districts such as the Coun-
try Club Plaza.

❚ “History and Heritage”
centers on local monu-
ments, cityscapes and tradi-
tional events such as the
American Royal.

The year 1907 is critical in
the history of postcards.
That’s when Congress
passed legislation allowing a
divided back, with messages
on the left and addresses on
the right. Before then, pre-
stamped penny postcards
were issued only by the Post
Office with the entire back
side reserved for addresses
and a tiny box on the front
for messages.

It’s estimated that in the
first full year after regu-

lations loosened, each
American mailed an average
of six or seven postcards for
a total of more than 600
million. That number
climbed to a peak of 968
million in 1913, according to
the book “Picture Postcards
in the United States,” by
George and Dorothy Miller.

Picture postcards were
immediately popular among
men and women of all ages.
During a time when tele-
phones were not widely
used, they were an easy,
inexpensive way to keep in
touch with friends and
family. At the same time,
many unmailed cards were
collected in boxes and al-
bums as souvenirs of where
people traveled.

“Postcards were the email,
Twitter and Pinterest of that
era,” Paul says.

One of his favorite images
in the library exhibit, which
contains mostly reproduc-
tions, is a scene of the
American Hereford Associ-
ation headquarters on West

11th Street. A herd of four
dozen cattle in unlikely
straight lines stands in front
of the building.

Drouin is partial to a
picture of the long-gone
Pennant Grill & Café, some-
thing like an early sports bar
with baseball-shaped light
fixtures and memorabilia.

Other striking images
include a 1910 card of Jesse
James’ mother, Zerelda,
guarding his grave at the old
home place near Excelsior
Springs; an automobile
trailed by a horse and buggy
on Ward Parkway; deco-
rations from the Priests of
Pallas Festival, which was
once the city’s premier
social event; and the Wish-
bone, a chicken and prime
rib restaurant at 4455 Main
St. that became famous for
its salad dressing.

For most visitors, the
exhibit produces a strong
feeling of nostalgia, not just
for individual places but for
the days when the down-
town area supported 86

hotels and was crammed
with stores, restaurants,
office buildings and traffic.

“It really was a different
world,” Drouin says.

The cards in the exhibit
were chosen from the vast
collection of Mildred Kittell
Ray, a retired teacher who
wrote about that world and
its vanished views for more
than 20 years in The Kansas
City Star and Times under
the byline Mrs. Sam Ray. In
her column, “A Postcard
From Old Kansas City,” she
featured reproductions of
historic postcards along
with personal comments.

The articles were so pop-
ular that two books based
on her columns were pub-
lished. When she died in
1996 at age 100, her collec-
tion was donated to the
library. Today, more than
600 of the cards and accom-
panying articles are avail-
able in a digital gallery.

On the flip side of many
vintage cards are messages.
Common subjects included

the weather (“It is some-
thing awful here, 100 in the
shade”), health, hog prices,
travel plans and the pleasur-
es of a big city vacation.
“You were right. I am having
a grand time. Kansas City is
sure a nice place,” reads one
card in the exhibit. Another
declares “Having the dan-
diest time you ever heard
of.”

Coming on the heels of
the Victorian period, it
seems strange that the pop-
ulation so readily embraced
these cards with public
words.

“There had to be a sea
change in the American
sense of privacy at that
time,” Paul says. “All of a
sudden here were messages
the whole world could
read.”

Drouin says that most of
the messages were quick
notes, often 140 characters
or less. “How’s that sound
familiar?” he asks with a
grin. “It’s like a tweet. What
goes around comes around.”

For a while, postcards
were a big business with
many entrepreneurs. Joyce
Clyde Hall was one of them,
arriving in Kansas City in
1910 at age 18 with two shoe
boxes of postcards to sell.
Later he and his brothers
founded Hallmark Cards,
but in the beginning he
called on drugstores, book-
stores and gift shops like
other wandering salesmen,
some of whom would take
pictures of homes and busi-
nesses, make them into
postcards and sell them
back to the owners.

The postcard craze con-
tinued to grow until 1914.
Until then, most of the
American cards were made
from black-and-white pho-
tos taken in this country and
shipped to Germany, where
master lithographers added
color and sometimes imag-
es, such as a bright moon,
airplanes, cars, illuminated
windows, people walking in
front of buildings and, like
on West 11th Street, well-
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organized cattle.
But World War I severely

restricted the trade, which
was further dampened by the
growing availability of tele-
phones and personal cameras.
Still, postcards remained
popular throughout the 1940s.

In addition to managing the
library’s collection, Paul
maintains a personal assort-
ment of 2,000 postcards, a
hobby called deltiology. He
bought his first card, a picture
of an old flour mill, at a flea
market.

“It’s very addictive,” he says.
“They’re so visually appealing
and modestly priced.”

Tom Taylor, program chair
for the Kansas City Postcard
Club, said “it’s like holding a
little piece of history in your
hands.” His collection num-
bers in the tens of thousands,
but he’ll still be shopping for
new images at the club’s an-
nual Heart of America Post-
card Show on May 17-18 at the
Lenexa Community Center at
13420 Oak St. The show draws
25 to 30 dealers from across

the United States. 
After years of attending

shows, Taylor remains
amazed at the variety of post-
card categories.

“One of my favorite things
is to listen to what people are
collecting,” he says.

Common subjects are old
street scenes, holiday greet-
ings, roadside diners and
railroad depots. A few of the
stranger niches are motel
rooms with televisions turned
on, cows standing in water
and Indians wearing sunglass-
es.

Vintage postcards sell for
less than a dollar to $100 or
more. Taylor says some of the
most expensive are real photo
postcards printed on heavy,
postcard-sized photographic
paper that fit into a special
Kodak camera. These some-
times were used to capture
fleeting subjects like train
wrecks, tornadoes, floods and
even lynchings.

Other sought-after cards
include unusual holiday imag-
es, such as Santa in a blue,

green or purple suit, or the
tall-tale pictures of giant
grasshoppers, fish and corn-
cobs designed by W.H. Martin
of Ottawa, Kan.

The postcard club meets six
times a year at the Alexander
Majors House barn, where
buying, trading and selling is
followed by a program that
has included talks on the
history of Kansas City archi-
tecture, homes and gravesites
of famous Kansas Citians and
the old Ha Ha Tonka castle at
the Lake of the Ozarks.

Taylor describes postcard
production as “one of the lost
arts in America.” Modern
cards of hotels, shops, busi-
nesses and attractions are
harder and harder to find.
Still, plenty of historic images
remain, and while the Kansas
City Library’s collection is
extensive, it’s not unique.

“My guess is that most
major libraries have these
kinds of postcards in their
special collections,” Fortunato
says. “I think what we’ve done
with the exhibit could be a

model for other cities.”
The big question, Paul says,

is who will keep today’s col-
lection of quick messages and
colorful photos? “How many
of our Facebook postings,
tweets and emails will be
around 100 years from now?”
he wonders. “It could be that
the people before us have left
a better record of their lives
than we will.”

Postcrossing.com says the
international practice of send-
ing postcards through snail
mail has been growing stead-
ily since its start in 2005. No
one expects it to reach the
peak set 100 years ago. But in
addition to the seekers of
vintage images, it’s nice to
know there are still people
enamored with what once
were called “tiny wandering
pictures.”

And where do both avid
collectors and beginning
Postcrossers often store their
cards? In albums and shoe
boxes.

Some traditions are worth
keeping.
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HISTORIC POSTCARD SERIES

After Michael Bushnell purchased a historic
home in northeast Kansas City, he began to
search for vintage postcards to learn about
the area’s past. Now, 24 years and 10,000
cards later, he’s hooked.

Bushnell has written a book, “Historic
Postcards of Old Kansas City,” and also writes
a column patterned after Mrs. Sam Ray’s that
appears in a weekly community paper he
publishes, The Northeast News.

He uses postcard images to speak on the
history of local neighborhoods and has
teamed up with the Kansas City Public
Library to offer the following talks at branch
libraries:

Greetings From Independence

2 p.m. today at the Trails West branch, 11401
E. 23rd St. in Independence

Greetings From Eastside Kansas City

2 p.m. April 14 at the L.H. Bluford branch,
3050 Prospect Ave.

Greetings From Brookside and Waldo

2 p.m. April 28, Waldo branch, 201 E. 75th St.

Greetings From Historic Northeast

2 p.m. May 5, North-East branch, 6000
Wilson Road
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