The Englishman who Posted Himself and other curi-
ous objects (John Tingey) is published by Princeton

Architectural Press.

You might raise your eyebrows at the sight of a 19-
year-old buying a copy of the Post Office Guide and
subjecting it to intense study, but that was how the
youthful Willie Reginald Bray set off on a mission to
test postal regulations to the limits.

By then, he was already
interested in stamps and
postmarks, as well as, so
the author tells us, train tick-
ets and girls. Sport seems
to have been off-limits,
though. For the following 40
years, Reginald (his pre-
ferred name) amassed a
vast collection of strange
items that he had sent
through the post, an array
of exotic and unusual post-
marks, and countless auto-
graphs, allowing him to
style his correspondence
‘The Autograph King'. He
also found time to hold
down a job, marry and raise
a daughter. Bray was also
an inveterate publicist, writ-
ing articles on his hobby for
numerous magazines and
newspapers, displaying his
collection at important exhi-
bitions, including the presti-
gious Anglo-American of
1914, and making an
appearance on In Town
Tonight, the celebrity radio
show of its day.

This fascinating book is
John Tingey’s account of
how he found himself
hooked on W.R. Bray and
his bizarre activities after
buying a group of strange-
ly-addressed postcards at a
stamp auction in Oxford-
shire nine vyears ago.
Intrigued, he began to
investigate the sender, a
journey that took him six
years and a great deal of
effort. He acquired more
Bray cards and objects,
although he only has a
small fraction of the 30,000+
that are out there some-
where, dispersed after
Bray’s daughter sold his
collection in the 1950s.

This 176-page hard-
back is lavishly illustrated
with examples of the Bray
collection, showing post-
marks, his sometimes weird
instructions, and plenty of
the autographs he sought
so assiduously. He wrote to
leading personalities in
many fields, beginning with
Boer War Generals and pro-
gressing to all kinds of peo-
ple who were famous for
even a brief period. He was
not universally successful,
though, with some 50% of
the cards he sent for signa-
tures not coming back - and
he was actively rejected by
artist George Watts, the
Royal Family and Adolf
Hitler. Annoyingly, the illus-
trated cards frequently
interrupt the text to the
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extent that a sentence has
to be pursued over several
pages - a minor quibble in
an excellent book.

What fascinated the
author most was Bray's
predilection for pushing the
boundaries of Post Office
regulations. He tried on all
kinds of stunts, including
one attempt to send a post-
card around the world and
back; this one only got as
far as his local sorting
office. He had conspicuous
success with vague send-
ings such as those to the
drivers of specific locomo-
tives and generals at the
front, and with his ‘puzzle’
mailings, where the
addresses were written
backwards, or in code or
rhyme. The postal sorters
must have loved him! And
then there were those
objects. Apparently, noth-
ing was too bizarre for Regi-
nald to try and post - onions
with a label tied to them, a
rabbit’s skull, a turnip and
his dog. He even posted
himself three times, escort-
ed back home by postmen
eager to fulfil the contract.
He experimented with leav-
ing postcards in bottles
which he consigned to the
seas, had them thrown out
of balloons, or hid them
inside newspapers sent to
all corners of the world.

Yet this postcard
adventurer seemed hardly
to travel himself, preferring
to take his bicycle for local
jaunts - though he did visit
Ireland at least once, from
where he posted back the
turnip which he dug up him-
self.

In a way he was the
original computer hacker,
trying to work his way into
the routine of the postal
system and in some sense
disrupt it. Certainly his
motivation had something
of a similar mindset. But he
was at heart an inveterate
collector - and he finished
up with what must have
been the most unique col-
lection of all.
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Reginald Bray posted this vaguely to ‘a resident of * and
then affixed a photo of Bournemouth Pier. A postman
added his own rhyme (and a postage due demand) before
returning it

Christmas with the Postcard
Artists 1898-1940

a new book by Peggy Hawksworth
Over 300 artists and 400 pictures
in colour. History, Folklore and
Biography. £64.
available from Amazon or from
Trafford the publishers
www.trafford.com/07-0143
(UK order desk 0845-230-9601)

Picture

PPM on Tour

Postcard
Annual 2011

is now available
at £4.75 with an
up to date
directory of
dealers, fair
organisers, auc-
tions etc plus lots
of features and
articles, and a list
of important 2011
postcard fairs. On
sale from your |
favourite dealer
or direct from the
publishers at

15 Debdale Lane,
Keyworth, Notting-
ham NG12 5HT
(plus postage £1
UK, £2.50 Europe,
£4.50 rest of world)

Peter Holroyd from Guildford
takes in PPM during a
moment of relaxation on a
visit to Montreal

Don’t miss out on a single
copy of PPM - take out a sub-
scription or place a regular
order with your supplier

Your guide to
the world of
postcards!




