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Postcards from the Edge: Another
Way of Recycling
by Jeanne Schinto
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by Jeanne Schinto
The subject line read "OMG."
The message was a rhetorical
question: "What have I gotten
you into?" It came from a
friend, vintage-photography
dealer Greg French, who had
asked me a few weeks earlier to
sell his brother's postcard
collection on eBay. Actually,
what he had gotten me into has
served as a refreshing reminder
that not everything in this world
—and that includes the
collecting world—needs to have
monetary value to be valuable
all the same.
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that—are "bottom-of-thebarrel," Greg and I
acknowledged. I'd be doing it
because I like Greg and because
his brother sounded like an allaround nice guy. As Greg
described him in an e-mail: "He
writes grants for a major New
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In his spare time, Greg said, his brother, Bob, collects the stories and
artifacts of veterans of the 103rd Infantry Division of World War II (in
which their father served) and rebuilds the stone walls of an Audubon
wildlife sanctuary near where his brother lives.
Bob himself wrote me to say that "collecting postcards of mostly
landscapes of the rural New England I love and other places I visited was
a way for me to honor those places. With my then young son, I put them
all in protective sleeves. Now in my sixties, I'm simplifying and will settle
for images of these places in my mind's eye. Yet, I don't want to just toss
them, and hope there are people out there who may enjoy them. If they
don't have much value now, I didn't pay much for them in the ^rst place.
Still, they are images of places past."
I should have, but didn't, ask exactly how many cards he had collected
over the years. I was a little stunned when my mail carrier came to my
door with two big cardboard cartons. Inside were six archival boxes ^lled
with scenes of rural New Hampshire, Maine, the Paci^c Northwest, and
elsewhere-mountains, rivers, trees, seascapes, some harbors, a few
lighthouses. I know from selling Greg's stock as well as occasionally my
own vintage stereoviews that bidders covet town scenes, speci^city-e.g., a
named drugstore, a signpost, people. A healthy majority of these showed
unsullied Mother Nature and nothing else.
Bob had mentioned that if there were some that "had no resale value and
would simply be a headache for you, perhaps you can put them in a
recycling bin." I was still optimistic about not having to do that when I
listed a few dozen in groups and singly-ten of Nantucket; ^ve of Lynn,
Massachusetts; one of New Hampshire's Lake Winnipesaukee; and so
on. But results were inauspicious, to say the least. Greg sent the "OMG"
e-mail when he checked the prices. I hadn't gotten around to telling him
the bad news myself.
While someone had paid $30.75 for 18 hand-colored Glacier National
Park postcards in their original envelope, the most anyone else had paid
for any others was $3.10 for three of Provincetown, Massachusetts.
Several didn't sell at all; those that did rarely attracted more than one
bidder.
The "recycling" option was there, but with Bob's blessing I decided
instead to look into donating them. Again, however, there was initial
discouragement. When I e-mailed a postcard dealer friend asking her if
she knew of any places interested in having them, she replied: "I wish I
knew the 'real' answer. We have a few boxes that would qualify!" She said
her husband, who is in the business too, thought "the best bet is to give
them to an auctioneer, but not to expect much. Alternatively, maybe an
elementary-school art teacher would be interested. I don't think
museums or other institutions are interested unless the collection is quite
unique and wonderful."
I don't remember why I decided not to take her word for it. In any case, I
next contacted Rick Russack, former owner of F. Russack Antiques &
Books. I knew that Rick has had a scholarly interest in the White
Mountains region of New Hampshire for many years. "Is there a
Museum of the White Mountains, perhaps?" I asked him in an e-mail.
"Or are there too many similar postcard collections already taking up
space in museums' storage spaces?"
Rick replied, "There are a few good postcard collections, mostly still in
private hands. I could give you a better idea of the right repository if it
were possible to see the stuh. If the collection has a major focus on a
particular part of the region, it's possible that a public collection in that
area would be the right place." He generously ohered to "swing by,"
driving down to Andover, Massachusetts, from his home in Danville,
New Hampshire, to take a look.
We sat at my dining-room table with the New Hampshire box. As Rick
went through them, he mentioned a library in the White Mountains,
where he has done research, and the Laconia Historical & Museum
Society in the state's lake district, where Judy Loto, the current owner of
Russack & Loto Books, used to work. Those were great leads, but I
wasn't familiar enough with the place names on the postcards to do the
sorting, so Rick dug in, "dealing" them out quickly, like a very pro^cient
dealer at a casino. When he got home, he sent me his contacts' e-mails.
I wrote them within the day. Just as quickly I got a gratifying answer
from Peter Crane, curator of the Gladys Brooks Memorial Library of the
Mount Washington Observatory ("Home of the World's Worst Weather,"
as its Web site states), housed at the Weather Discovery Center in North
Conway. He told me the library has a "growing but modest collection" of
White Mountains materials, including books, maps, prints, and
ephemera, thanks to in-house collecting and gifts from donors. It also has
photography, including a collection of stereoviews. "But I have long
thought that our postcard collection does not come close to matching
that in the depth and breadth of its examples," he said. "So we would be
honored to accept this gift, as I think it would help to ^ll a noteworthy
gap in our present collections."
I didn't even have to pay postage to get them there. I delivered them to
Rick at the Wayside Inn Antiques Show in Sudbury, Massachusetts,
where Russack & Loto had a booth. He hand carried them to Peter
Crane, who wrote Bob French an ehusive thank-you for 525 postcards
(he counted them; I didn't) that will "play a role in shaping public
perception and in encouraging public interest in the area."
The answer from Jenna Carroll-Plante, executive director of the Laconia
institution, was positive too, and although she didn't want the whole lake
district, she was happy to take a dozen showing Laconia, The Weirs, and
Lakeport.
With two "acceptances" under my belt, I was motivated to try for more.
Because Bob lives in New Bedford, Massachusetts, there were several
dozen of that city—not landscapes, but harbor views, mill buildings, and
other scenes from its industrial past. Stuart Frank of the New Bedford
Whaling Museum was the obvious choice. He wrote: "We do avidly
collect New Bedford Port District postcards (including the surrounding
towns)." And while the museum had most or all the whaling and harbor
views, and quite a few others, he knew there were gaps. He himself had
recently donated a circa 1916 tinted example of the museum building
when it was brand new. At a recent paper show, he saw 1905-30 examples
of the mills that the museum didn't have either.
"So: the answer is resoundingly yes," he wrote, "especially if we can
cherry-pick—or, if the donor be willing, maybe take 'em all and use the
surplus to sell oh in our gift shop to bene^t the museum."
When the cards arrived, he was no less enthusiastic, especially because of
their ^ne condition. Immediately, some were scanned for a forthcoming
speaker whose topic was the mills. The photo curator and archivist were
sorting through the rest, determining which to put into the permanent
collection and which to sell oh in the gift shop. "Rest assured, they are a
very welcome addition to the collection," Frank said.
I started thinking bigger—and smaller too. Smaller: I arranged to send a
couple of North Reading, Massachusetts, postcards to a friend who is
director of that town's public library, and ten to the Cape Ann Historical
Museum. Bigger: I wrote to Lorna Condon, archivist of Historic New
England.
I have used Historic New England's huge collection of stereoviews; I
didn't know what its interest in postcards would be. I was glad to learn
the archives has a large collection often accessed by researchers working
on a variety of postcards. One day when I was going to Boston on other
business, I delivered all of the remaining New England examples to a
grateful Condon.
Still to go was a group of perhaps 500 or more of the Paci^c Northwest. I
didn't have any contacts out there, so I started Googling possibilities—
i.e., "Paci^c Northwest Historical Society." It was alarming to discover
that a group by that name was actually a group of neo-Nazi Holocaust
deniers. But soon enough, I found the Washington State History
Research Center in Tacoma. Ed Nolan, head of special collections, wrote
me with some questions. "We are always interested in adding postcards to
our holdings. Can you tell me a bit more about them? Are they
photographic cards or lithograph (the latter are usually colored)? Does
the collection include street scenes or just scenery? This information will
help us in making a decision."
I replied that they were all black-and-white real postcards. I took a
picture of one with my phone. "They are all signed 'Ellis,'" I told Nolan.
"All but one is unmailed, unpostmarked—this is the one that was mailed
in 1953. So I suspect that the rest are circa 1950's too...."
While I waited for Nolan's answer, I looked into the name Ellis. I
discovered it referred to J. Boyd Ellis and his son, Clihord, who had
worked as photographers all over the state from the early to late 20th
century. As it turned out, the research center had good reason to want
the postcards.
"We are very interested in Ellis, as we received what remained of the Ellis
archive shortly before Clihord Ellis died in 1992," Nolan wrote. "It is far
from complete as it is conservatively estimated that Ellis produced well
over 18,000 diherent images in his lifetime. Of course, the most eagerly
sought after by collectors are his street scenes of small Washington
towns." He added, "Certainly, some of those in the French collection will
duplicate what we already have, but there is a good chance that there will
be many we will need."
I still have Canadian postcards remaining. Based on my experiences, I
expect to ^nd repositories for them. I also have a few World War II scenes
that Bob must have acquired as a result of his interest in his father's
military service. While I was testing the eBay waters, I actually sold one,
showing a soldier at Brenner Pass in the Alps, close to Italy's Austrian
border. The buyer, at $2.75, was Gianfranco Cera of nearby Vipiteno.
Unfortunately, a few weeks after I mailed it, I got one of those dreaded
eBay messages that has the canned subject line, "Where is my item?"
"I'm sorry to bother you, not yet arrived at the postcard that I bought,"
Gianfranco wrote. "Can tell me at what point is the shipping? Thank
you and safe for your response to the greeting."
I ohered Gianfranco the assurance that it had been mailed and the hope
that it would eventually turn up. He replied, "Preoccopi not a dollar that
I will not ruin the photo I am very sorry for that and for a long time that
my cerco. Il interesee for Americans to Brenner and very high so if in the
other photo on Brennero notify me. PS If by chance I'll get the feel right
away."
It wasn't a question of its dollar value that made him regret not having
received the postcard, I took some of his words to mean. He just wanted
images from a crucial moment in the region's history. Gianfranco's
collection is private, not public, but in light of the spirit in which the
institutional donations were made, I felt the right thing to do was send
him a free replacement for the postcard that might never be delivered to
him. Bob French's collection had just one more, with "Brenner Pass"
written in ink script on the reverse.
Upon its receipt, Gianfranco wrote in his same charming way, "The
postcard has arrived all right. I'm sorry for each other was very important
for my archive. Photos of the Americans at the Brenner are very rare.
Thank you for your ^elds concerned and I hope to have another
opportunity to contact you."
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