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Philatelic Genealogy: Writing Home to
Kentucky during World War I
James R. “Jim” Miller
This article shows how old postcards and envelopes document our ancestors’ wartime experience. The locations and the military unit names and numbers written on these postcards and envelopes may help in finding additional information on their military service. About two million American soldiers, sailors, and Marines served
in Europe from 1917 to 1919 with the American Expeditionary Forces (A.E.F.) during and just after World War I.
An equal number served in the military in the United States. Surviving postcards and envelopes document their
service and help fill gaps due to the 1973 fire at the National Personnel Records Center.1 This paper presents three
postcards and two envelopes sent to Kentucky by soldiers during their military service, with basic genealogical data on the sender and recipient (when available), to introduce Philgen.org, the Philatelic Genealogy website
and database (http://philgen.org). The
website was launched in March 2009
to begin building a digital archive of
envelope and postcard images with
genealogical value and to promote an
exchange between postal historians,
postcard collectors and genealogists.
The site has grown to more than 1,500
envelope and postcard photographs
(used with their owner’s permission),
and each one is accompanied by U.S.
census or similar details on the sender
and/or recipient. As with any source
of genealogical information, old envelopes and postcards must be studied in
combination with other sources before
Figure 1A
reaching any conclusion. The postcards
and envelopes shown in this article were
purchased by the author on the Internet.
“Miss Jessie Brady” of Stithton,
Kentucky received a postcard from
“James C. Brady, 118th Base Hosp[ital]
Unit,” circa 1918. [Figures 1A and 1B]
A James C. and Jessie Brady, brother
and sister, are in Stithton in the 1920
U.S. census.2 The postcard was sent
following the safe arrival of James C.
Brady’s troop ship in Europe, and has
space only for his name and military
unit. German submarine attacks on U.S.
ships were a threat throughout the war.
The postcard, which was provided by
the American Red Cross, has a military
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postmark.3
“Miss Lila Robinson” of
Louisville, Kentucky received a “carte
postale” (postcard, in French) from
“Lt. [Lieutenant] E.D. Hill” written
on 15 September 1918 in France, and
signed “Gene.” [Figure 2] A “Lilia” H.
Robinson is in Louisville in the 1910
U.S. census at the street address written on the postcard, and she is shown
as Lila H. Robinson in the 1920 U.S.
census.4 A Eugene DuBose Hill, a
telephone and telegraph worker, is in
Louisville in the 1920 U.S. census.5
The postcard has a censor’s stamp and
Figure 2
was initially censored by the sender,
which was permitted because he was an
officer.6 He served with the “S.C.” [Signal Corps], shown with his signature as censor, and in his return address.
“A.P.O. [Army Post Office] 717,” which is written in the return address, corresponds to Tours, France, and a photograph of Tours appears on the front of the postcard (viewable on Philgen.org, search on Robinson, select the one
with Louisville).7 “Officer’s Mail,” written in the upper right, was accepted in place of a stamp from 1917 to 1920
on mail sent by military personnel from overseas (as were “Soldier’s Mail” or “Sailor’s Mail”).8 The postcard text
speaks of Eugene Hill’s limited ability to talk with French “madamoiselles.” Eugene Hill and Lila Robinson married in Louisville on 6 October 1921, and are in Louisville in the 1930 U.S. census, which notes Eugene Hill’s
veteran status.9
“Mrs. A.R. Phillips” of Cynthiana,
Kentucky received a “carte postale”
from “Pvt [Private] F.C. Phillips” in
1918.[Figure 3] The postcard text begins “Dear Mother.” Adda (Mrs. Allen
R.) “Philips” and her son Fred are in
Cynthiana in the 1910 U.S. census.10
The “704” in the military postmark
corresponds to La Valdahon, Doubs,
France.11 The front of the postcard
(viewable on Philgen.org) has a photograph of Gigot, Franch-Comté, France,
which is about fourteen miles east of
Valdahon. This postcard has “Soldier’s
Mail,” a censor’s stamp and signature.

Figure 3

“Mrs. Isaac H. Browne” of Winchester, Kentucky received an envelope from “1st Lt. Isaac H. Browne,
M.C. [Medical Corps], U.S. A[rmy], B.H. [Base Hospital] 120,” circa 1918. [Figure 4] A Pearl (Mrs. “Isic” H.)
“Brown,” with her husband shown as a physician, is in Winchester in the 1920 U.S. census at the street address
typed on the envelope.12 This envelope, which was provided by the YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association),
has a censor’s stamp, the sender’s signature (as censor), “Officers Mail,” and a military postmark.13 The return address includes “A.P.O. 716, Kerhuon, France.” A.P.O. 716 corresponds to Brest, France (near the tip of Brittany in
western France), and Kerhuon is about two miles east of Brest.14
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Prior to overseas military
service, U.S. soldiers trained in
this country. “Mrs. J.E. Uhler” of
Bowling Green, Kentucky received
an envelope from Plattsburg, New
York in September 1918, “care of
Mrs. E.T. Barr.” [Figure 5] A John
Earle Uhler registered with Selective
Service in Bowling Green in 1917.15
An Edward and Mary Barr, with their
daughter Corinne, are in Bowling
Green in the 1910 U.S. census at
the street address written on the envelope.16 John Earle Uhler married
Corinne McCreary Barr in Bowling
Green in 1918.17 John E. Uhler, a
World War I veteran and his wife
Corinne are in the 1930 U.S. census.18 Plattsburg was the site of a
large World War I training camp. The
envelope has a stamp, as it was not
mailed from overseas, and a YMCA
logo.

Figure 4

Many more envelope and postcard photographs involving Kentucky
residents are available. Other envelopes and postcards relate to our ancestors’ political and social interests,
work, recreation, and immigrant origins, and a real photo postcard may
even have their picture.19 At present,
genealogists cannot easily locate an
envelope or postcard sent or received
by their ancestors. Envelopes and
Figure 5
postcards for sale and in postal history collections are classified by their
stamps, cancellations, and other postal markings. The purpose of Philgen.org is to present envelope and postcard
photographs with details on who wrote and received each item to make them accessible to genealogists. Anyone
may place a photograph of an envelope or postcard (with the owner’s permission) used in their genealogical research on Philgen.org and may help add Kentucky envelope and postcard photographs to the website by contacting the author. Photographs and data posted for each item will be credited to the person and/or their genealogical
or philatelic association.
The author thanks the genealogists who posted online family trees and responded to email and message
board queries, Michael P. Miller for help with scanning and Lisa Birsinger for database and website support.
James R. “Jim” Miller is a genealogist and postal historian and is the founder of Philgen.org. Jim lives in
Caroga Lake, New York and Haguenau (Alsace), France and can be contacted at jim@philgen.org.
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