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Within a stash of photos removed from a family album, 
I found a real photo postcard (RPPC) of my maternal 
great aunt, baptized Mathilda Dorothea Willhelmina 
Ahlvers, married surname Harms (1899-1977). I knew 
her as Aunt Tillie. The American-born daughter of 
German immigrants, she lived her childhood in rural 
eastern Nebraska. 

Aunt Tillie had dressed for a special occasion in this 
commemorative photo. She wears a dress of white 
embroidered eyelet fabric, headband with fabric 
flower, necklace and delicate corsage, white shoes and 
stockings, and elbow-length white gloves. She holds a 
paper scroll prominently front and center with one 
hand. In her other hand, she holds a small object, the 
size and shape—and even the way she holds the object
—eerily similar to a mobile phone! 

The date and occasion for her photo were not 
recorded on the postcard. The background is a 
generic backdrop, and there is no stamp or 
photography studio imprint. However, postal history dates the card. Real photo postcards—
introduced in the U.S. on December 24, 1901—became very popular after 1907 when the 
back was divided into separate spaces for address and written message. From 1901-1906, 
the backs of postcards were undivided. (Before 1901, American postcards were either printed 
government notices or private mailing cards, mostly advertising and scenic cards.) 

So the divided back dates 
Aunt Tillie’s postcard to 
1907 or later. A stamp 
box—the printed area in 
the upper right-hand 
corner on the back of the 
card—narrows the date. 
This style of stamp box—
AZO: 4 Triangles Up—was 
issued from 1904-1918. 
The letters A, Z, and O are 
printed on each of four 
sides of the stamp box, 



with one triangle pointing upward in each corner.  

Aunt Tillie’s clothing further narrows the date for the photo. Her style of white “lingerie” dress
—so-named for the light-weight cotton fabric also used to make undergarments—was 
especially popular with young women for special occasions during Edwardian times 
(1900-1909) and continued to be worn until the 1920s. Typical lingerie dresses had frilly 
ruffles, pleats, and lace inserts, so Aunt Tillie’s dress is modest in comparison. The shoulder 
flanges—decorative projections of cloth—appeared most often in styles dating to 1913, when 
Aunt Tillie was fourteen years old. 

At first glance, I thought this photo commemorated Aunt Tillie’s eighth-grade graduation, the 
scroll her diploma, the object in her hand perhaps a small dictionary. In early twentieth-
century America, an eighth-grade education was an acceptable benchmark, especially for 
women. According to the National Center for Educational Statistics, only nine percent of 17-
year-olds received a high school degree in 1910. With an eighth-grade education, society 
considered youth ready to join the workforce, whether factory, farm, or business. Students 
today anticipate many graduation ceremonies, beginning with kindergarten and on up the 
ladder of educational levels. Aunt Tillie could have expected only one, so her eighth-grade 
graduation would have been a very special occasion. 

I also knew Aunt Tillie had been confirmed at the same age in a Missouri Synod Lutheran 
Church in Altona, Nebraska. Could this be a Confirmation photo? Surely her conservative 
church would have forbidden such fashionable garb. Imagine my surprise when a simple 
Google search—1913 + Lutheran Confirmation + photographs—turned up many group and 
individual photos of young women wearing similar outfits for Lutheran Confirmation. Many 
wore exaggerated hair bows and some carried large flower bouquets. (None, however, wore 
elbow-length white gloves. I remember Aunt Tillie was a bit of a fashionista.) 

Another Google search—Lutheran confirmation certificates + early twentieth century—brought 
up images of facsimile certificates similar in size to the scroll in Aunt Tillie’s hand. The small 
book she holds would have been her catechism—questions and answers used for youth 
education and Confirmation—and likely a replica of Martin Luther’s Small Catechism. I 
concluded that Aunt Tillie’s real photo postcard commemorated her Confirmation in 1913.  

Aunt Tillie was capable of having sewn the dress she wears in the photo, even at the age of 
fourteen. Fabric and lace were available by mail order in her rural community, and home 
sewing machines had become affordable. Edwardian sewing patterns—Butterick, McCall’s, 
and Vogue, among others—were widely available. Sewing patterns for similar dress styles 
appear in the collection of the Commercial Pattern Archive at the University of Rhode Island. 

Aunt Tillie’s seamstress skills served her well in later life. Married in 1919, she was widowed in 
1936 and her only adopted son died in 1954. She rebuilt her life and established an 
independent retail shop in the college town of Wayne, Nebraska. Sewing and alterations 
supplemented her income, a home business she continued in retirement until her death in 



1977. A name search through The Wayne Herald shows her active participation in the 
Lutheran Church activities for the rest of her life. 

Real photo postcards like Aunt Tillie’s remained popular until the 1920s. During World War I 
(1914-1918), the increase from one to two cents for mailing postcards dampened enthusiasm 
for “penny” postcards. In addition, Americans were alarmed by a raging diphtheria epidemic 
during the 1920s and worried that postcards spread the disease. (Library books posed similar 
concerns.) And more homes had telephones, a faster way to share family news. Today, 
postcard collectors (deltiologists) and vintage postcard dealers value real photo postcards for 
one-of-a-kind images of people, architecture, geographic regions, and social history. 

(Postscript: Never write in pen on the back of a postcard!)  © 2022 Susan M. Strawn 


