A Postcard Journey —

A Story of Exaggeration

The more you know,
the more you know
you don’t know Aristotle (384—322 B.C.E.)

by Dennis McBurney

I have spent the majority of my professional career observing people working, asking
questions, and helping them solve process issues. I am curious about how things are done
and why they are done that way. Sometimes my curiosity gets me in trouble but most of the
time I learn something new. I can usually help document the situation and help improve the
process.
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Aristotle’s quote about knowledge seemed to apply to my journey with postcards, especially
exaggeration postcards. I was never impressed with the “big fish” stories on picture
postcards. I wan’t much of a fisherman so I didn’t relate to the idea of the “ultimate catch”.
However looking at “big crop” postcards was like reliving my childhood visits to the Kansas
State Fair - large pumpkins, watermelons, and huge stalks of corn. All of these crops were
much bigger than what we raised in the family garden. The pictures made me smile and I was
hooked!
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For three generations my family farmed and mostly raised wheat in Kansas. The first
exaggeration postcard that I purchased was called “Harvesting Wheat in Kansas” copyright
1909 by Martin Post Card Co. Little did I know that a single postcard purchase would lead to
projects where I would meet so many advanced postcard collectors. All of them were willing
to share their knowledge.
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I also learned about several other Kansas photographers and about other postcards
produced by the Martin Post Card Company. In 2005, I helped produce the Illustrated
Checklist of Real Photo Post Cards by William H. “Dad” Martin distributed by the Wichita Post
Card Club, Wichita, Kansas. (It is perhaps over-due for a new, more compact edition.)

!

As I was doing research about which postcard designs were produced by the Martin Post
Card Company, I wanted to know how the exaggerated images were produced. The answer
was simply imagination, photographic images of people, backgrounds, crops, fish, or other
subjects of different sizes, a paste-up board, and a little ink to create the proper shadows. To
anyone that worked in an office before the 1980s, doing graphical layout or “cut-and-paste”
work was similar to that of the 1910s. You needed scissors or a sharp knife for the cutting and
mucilage or rubber-cement for pasting. Once the postcard design paste-up was completed,
it was photographed and Real Photo Post Cards (RPPCs) were printed on photo stock with
backs especially made for mailing in the United States.
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Martin never produced printed versions of his designs but the copyright laws of the early
1900s were weak and seldom enforced. There were several pirated and printed versions of
the Martin designs produced up until the 1940s. Examples reside in many postcard dealers’
stock boxes.
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The question about why exaggeration postcards were produced has more than one answer.
In the case of W. H. Martin, most people pointed to his love of practical jokes and good “tall
tale” stories as the reason he created his first set of exaggeration postcards. While that makes
sense for the first set of postcard designs, the reality of the situation was that Martin was a
small town photographer trying to make a living and support his family. The popularity and
commercial success of the first postcards lead to more designs and modest changes to
earlier designs. Martin’s business success with exaggeration postcards lead to the sale of his
photography studio and a partnership with a large sales and distribution firm in Kansas City,
Missouri. After a few years, Martin made his fortune and sold his interest in the postcard
business too.
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When you look at the postcards in your collection, I challenge you to ask yourself, “Why did I
want this postcard?” and “What do I know about it?”. The search for the answers may bring
you new understanding and enjoyment of your existing collection. The search may even
guide you in a new direction to extend your collection. Happy Collecting.

!

2

!

!
!

3

