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Philatelic Genealogy: Writing Home to North Dakota in World War I

by James R. Miller

About two million American soldiers, sailors, and
Marines served with the American Expeditionary
Forces (A.E.F.) in Europe from 1917 to 1919 during
and just after World War 1. Surviving letters, enve-
lopes, and postcards document their service and
show locations served, military rank, service role,
and unit numbers that help fill gaps due to the 1973
fire at the National Personnel Records Center.! This
paper presents two postcards and four envelopes
sent home to North Dakota with basic genealogical
details on the senders and recipients. The author
purchased four items on the internet for $9 to $15
each, including two with letters, and two items are
from postal history vendors who have given permis-
sion for use of their photographs to Philgen.org, the
philatelic genealogy website and database (http:/
philgen.org).2 All locations are in North Dakota ex-
cept where noted. As with any source of genealogical
information, old letters, envelopes, and postcards
must be studied in combination with other sources
before reaching a conclusion.

Mrs. Ben “Horwits” of Mandan received an envelope
from “[CoJok Edward Earing, 116 Engineer Train”
postmarked 24 May 1918 (Figure). An enclosed letter
begins “My Dear Sister” and ends “from your brother
Ed.” Ruth C. (Mrs. Benjamin A.) Horwitz, born in
North Dakota, is in Miles City, Montana in the 1920
U.S. census, and she is shown as Ruth Reynolds,
born in Mandan and daughter of Charles Reynolds,
in her 1911 marriage license.3 Edward B. Earing
registered with Selec- s

S B i ol

tive Service in Man- v v v o B,

dan in 1917, and was V

living in Mandan in

1912 when he married

Bertha L. Reynolds, sV S
daughter of C. W.

Reynolds.4 Ruth and
Bertha Reynolds,

i

sisters, are in Mandan
with their father
Charles W. Reynolds
in the 1900 U.S. cen-
sus.? Edward Earing

Figure 1918 Y.M.C.A. envelope from
the 116 Engineers to Mandan, North
Dakota with censor's stamp and sig-
nature, “Soldiers Mail,” and military
postmark (Author's collection)

sent this letter to his
sister-in-law. He thanks her for her recent letter and
says he is “a little lonesome, especially when you
talk about fishing.” The envelope was provided by
the Young Men's Christian Association (Y.M.C.A.),
and has a censor's stamp and signature that were

applied after an officer verified that the envelope
and letter did not indicate the soldier's location, his
unit's morale, anticipated troop movement, or other
information that could be useful if the envelope and
letter fell into the hands of the German army.6
“Soldier's Mail,” written in the upper right, was ac-
cepted in place of a stamp on mail sent by overseas
military personnel from 1917 to 1920.7

Mrs. Fred Putnam of McKenzie received a postcard
from “Sgt. [Sergeant] Fred Putnam, Co[mpany] C,
319 Field Signal Blattalio]n” written 15 August 1918
that begins “My Dear Wife Edna” (viewable on
Philgen.org, search on McKenzie). Fred and L. Edna
Putnam, husband and wife, are in McKenzie in the
1920 U.S. census.8 The postcard has a censor's stamp
and signature and was provided by “Le Foyer du
Soldat, Union Franco-Américaine” and the Y.M.C.A.
The Union Franco-Américaine was a collaboration of
the American Y.M.C.A. and the French army that
built huts for American soldiers to provide canteen
service, books, stationery, music, and films.? The
military postmark includes “702” which is now
known to correspond to Paris, France.10

Mr. E. C. Ruden of Hettinger received a registered
envelope from “C. D. Ruden, Gen[eral] Hospl[ital] 18,
B.E.F. [British Expeditionary Force], France” post-
marked 26 February 1918 (Philgen.org, Ruden). Earl
Clayton Ruden was living in Hettinger when he reg-
istered with Selective Service in 1918, and his father
Ole C. Ruden is listed on the form.!! Ole C. Ruden is
in Chandler Township (about 12 miles northeast of
Hettinger) in the 1920 U.S. census, and O. C., “Erlo,”
and Clara Ruden are together in the 1910 U.S. cen-
sus.!2 This envelope was sent by a sister to her
brother. Clara D. Ruden, daughter of O.C. Ruden,
was a U.S. Army nurse when she applied for an
emergency U.S. passport in 1917.13 She was in the
initial group of 400 U.S. Army nurses that served in
France.14 More than 12,000 nurses would serve by
war's end, and 265 died while in service.15 The “S.18”
in the British military postmark and registration
(“R”) sticker corresponds to Camiers in the Pas de
Calais region of northern France.16

Mrs. M. G. Lock of Anselm received an envelope
from “Wag[oner] M. G. Lock” postmarked 4 Decem-
ber 1918 (Philgen.org, Anselm). Milton George Lock
of Lisbon (about 10 miles southwest of Anselm) reg-
istered with Selective Service in 1917, and Milton
and Janie R. Lock, husband and wife, are in Lisbon
(Continued on page 9)
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in the 1920 U.S. census.!7” Milton George Lock served
overseas with the 48th Artillery.!8 The envelope has a
censor's stamp and signature, “Soldiers Mail,” and a
military postmark.

Charles W. Reynolds of Mandan received an envelope
from “Pvt [Private] O. H. Reynolds” postmarked 22 No-
vember 1918 (Philgen.org, Reynolds). Charles W. Reyn-

olds is cited above with the envelope sent to Mrs. Ben A.

Horwits. An enclosed letter begins “Dear Dad” and clos-
es with “Your Loving Son Oscar.” Charles W. and Oscar
H. Reynolds, father and son, are in Mandan in the 1930
U.S. census.! The letter includes “H.q. [Headquarters]
Co[mpany], 61st Art[iller]y,” which matches his listing
in the summary of North Dakota military service in
World War 1.20 He also writes “We are getting good eats
and plenty of them,” and “It is cold now but by that I do
not mean anything in comparison to what we used to go
thru at home.” The envelope was provided by the
Y.M.C.A. and has a censor's stamp and signature,
“Soldiers Mail,” and a military postmark.

Miss Grace Matticks of Buffalo Springs received a post-
card from “W'g'n'r [Wagoner| R. D. Potter” written 23
February 1919 at Camp Pontanezen and signed
“Buck” (Philgen.org, Matticks). Grace Matticks is in
Whiting (about five miles south of Buffalo Springs) in
the 1915 North Dakota census, and Rupert Dougherty
Potter was in Buffalo Springs when he registered with
Selective Service in 1917.21 Camp Pontanezen was on
the west coast of France in Brest, where most U.S. per-
sonnel arrived and departed.22 Rupert D. Potter and
Grace M. Matticks married following World War I, and
Rupert and Grace M. Potter, husband and wife, are in
Scranton (Just east of Buffalo Springs) in the 1920 U.S.
census.23 The postcard has a censor's stamp and signa-
ture, “Soldiers Mail,” and a military postmark.

This article shows how old envelopes and postcards doc-
ument our ancestors' World War I experience and pro-
vide details that may be unavailable elsewhere. Other
postcards and envelopes illustrate where our ancestors
lived before coming to the U.S., where family members
lived in the U.S., social and political interests, travel
and work.2¢ Anyone may place a photograph of an enve-
lope or postcard (with the owner's permission) on
Philgen.org by contacting the author. Photographs and
data posted for each item will be credited to the person
and/or their genealogical, historical, or philatelic associ-
ation.
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James R. (Jim) Miller is a genealogist and postal historian
and is the founder of Philgen.org. His earlier article on im-
migrant and domestic family correspondence appeared in
the Summer 2010 Newsletter. Jim lives in Caroga Lake, New
York and Haguenau (Alsace), France, and can be contacted
at jim@philgen.org. The author thanks Jim Forte Postal
History and Fyns Frimaerke Service for the use of photo-
graphs, the genealogists who posted on-line family trees,
and Elisabeth Birsinger for database and website support.
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