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OLD PICTURE POSTCARDS WORTH THAN 1000 WORDS
(North Freedom, Wisconsin) — The saying goes “a picture is worth a thousand words.” If that’s true, then the old-time photos collected by Mid-Continent Railway Museum at North Freedom, Wisconsin speak volumes.

The museum has accumulated photographic images of railroading for most of its nearly fifty-year existence. For the last forty of those years, many have appeared in the museum’s quarterly magazine Railway Gazette and annual calendars. But now, the museum is embracing modern technology to bring the images to the masses. A new on-line database of railroad-themed postcards is being unveiled on the museum’s website.

“We have been on the internet for over ten years now,” says Mid-Continent’s manager Don Meyer. “It has been a great tool for communication, education, and marketing. And now we can share our archival collections as well. This fits in well with our educational mission.”

The genesis of the effort is a searchable database of picture postcards from the era of Golden Age Railroading that is the museum’s main focus. The years span from 1880 to 1916. “’Real photo’ postcards are a perfect source for railroad photographs from the tail end of this era,” observes Paul Swanson, the museum’s co-webmaster.
Indeed, the so-called “real photo” cards were made in a narrow time frame of half dozen years beginning about 1907. Kodak introduced a lower-priced camera in 1903 that produced a postcard-size (3 1/2 x 5 1/2) negative that could then be contact printed onto paper specially designed for postcard use. This opened opportunities for many smaller photo shops, particularly across the Midwest. For a minimal investment, they could produce a commercial postcard to be sold locally.
Producers could be found in almost any community. Examples, printed on the backs of many cards, include “Photo by Bayle’s, Chillicothe, Ill.,” “Genuine Photo by C.U. Williams, Bloomington, Ill.,” “Carroll Post Card Co., Carroll, Iowa,” “Made by Photo and Post Card Co., Mason City, Iowa,” “J.D. Brown and Son, Missouri Valley, Iowa,” “Chas. E. Jacoby, Sioux Rapids, Iowa,” “A.J. Kingsbury, Photo Finisher, Antigo, Wis.,” “Made by H.H. Denison, Barron, Wis.,” “A real photo made by H. Montgomery, Hartford, Wis., U.S.A.,” and “B.H. Dingman, Pub., Plymouth, Wis.”

Some only produced for a short time, others grew and became larger and covered a wider geographical area. Examples of the larger companies were the L.L. Cook Co., which appeared to have offices in Milwaukee, Chicago, and Lake Mills, Wisconsin (their later cards were proudly proclaimed as a “Sterling Quality Photo made by...”); C.R. Childs of Chicago, a major manufacturer who traveled extensively; the Cook-Montgomery Company, Minneapolis; and Curt Teich, Chicago.
“For a penny, you could mail a postcard anywhere in the U.S.,” says Swanson. “Many of these old cards have a handwritten greeting or message on back such as telling loved ones the sender would be soon home, or that they missed them. Remember this was in an age before telephones.”
While postcard collecting has been around as long as the postcards themselves, Swanson has been collecting them for just a few years. “I have narrowed my collecting to images that relate to Mid-Continent’s collection and focus,” he says. “Most have been found on ebay, which can become an expensive hobby!”
As the cards streamed in, Swanson scanned them on his computer and came to a conclusion that they’d best be shared with the world via the museum’s website. Thus the searchable database was born. Museum member Scott Monsma of Madison assisted with writing code for the database.
But this was not enough. 77 postcards were chosen to appear in a special issue of the museum’s quarterly publication Railway Gazette. Swanson personally selected the cards and wrote a brief history on the evolution of the photo postcard. Copies are being sold by the museum for $4.95 each, plus postage, and may be ordered from Mid-Continent’s office or online at the museum’s webstore.
Meanwhile, back at North Freedom, Mid-Continent’s archivist Leah Rosenow has been diligently cataloguing the museum’s collection of photographs, periodicals, magazines, technical manuals, manuscripts, and other artifacts.

“By documenting our collections through cataloging and digitization, it becomes much more efficient to access our collections and to share them online,” says Rosenow. “Having our collections available online then allows Mid-Continent to serve a much broader group of people geographically. It also allows visitors to our website to access and enjoy our collections, even if they aren’t able to visit Mid-Continent in person.”
The museum’s collections will also appear on the website over time. Several inventories are already posted, and photos will be available as well. For those who wish to visit the archives in person for research purposes, the Archives and Library are generally open on Saturdays, but it is recommended that an appointment be made first.
The Mid-Continent Railway Historical Society, Inc. is a private, not-for-profit corporation founded in 1959 to preserve the Golden Age of railroad history for the upper Midwest.  Membership is open to anyone interested in supporting our mission.

Mid-Continent on the web: www.midcontinent.org.
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High-resolution scans of sample “real photo” postcards for publication with the above article only may be downloaded from this link:

http://www.midcontinent.org/press/press_postcards.html
