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The Piece of History in Your Dresser Drawer

There is probably one or more in a junk drawer or dresser drawer in your home.  Three or four probably are stuck on the cubicles  at work.  They flourish like spring flowers every four years and come in almost as many colors and styles.  Most are worth less than $5 and yet some sell for tens of thousands of dollars, and even more.   The political campaign button is a staple of American political tradition.  And yet political buttons as we know them are only about 100 years old.  

History
The use of campaign items go back to the early years of the republic, but especially began to flourish especially after 1856 .  Metal tokens, silk ribbons, clothing buttons, paper ballots, cloth flags, plates, glasses, walking canes, paper lanterns and snuff boxes all were commonly used to promote the cause of political candidates.  
It was not until the 1890’s that the modern day pin-back button was invented.  

Forerunners
The idea of buttons used as advertising grew over time.  

The word “button” comes from the French word “bouton” meaning bud or knob.  The use of buttons date back to prehistoric times when they were made from primarily from bone.  Until the invention of the buttonhole, buttons were used primarily for ties & decorations.  
In northern Europe during the 1200’s the desire for fitted clothing led to the use of buttons as fasteners.  They were made of bronze, bone or wood.  Wealthy men and women displayed their importance with ornate buttons made of gold or silver, embellished with jewels. 
In the late 1700’s the use of button moved back again from its utilitarian purposes to decorative and button “art” came into fashion.  The French led the way with painted portrait buttons of famous men & women. This was followed by pictures of trees, flowers, animals & landscapes. After the French Revolution, they began to be used to make political statements.  
In America, clothing buttons were used to promote political aspirations from the beginning.  Ron Wade, President of the Bush Political Items Collectors, a national group of collectors of Bush memorabilia and host of the Dallas Political Collector's Show in Dallas, TX says, “it comes as a surprise to many that George Washington wore the first political button in 1789 at his first Inauguration in New York. He, and many present, wore buttons, but these buttons were clothing buttons made of brass and proudly reading ‘G.W.-Long Live the President’, modeling the phrase ’Long live the King.’"
In the middle nineteenth century, with progress in photography, tintypes or ferrotype photos became available.  The pictures would be backed and dangled from ribbons which were hung on the candidates supporters clothing.  
The modern day pin-back button actually was the result of several advances.  In the 1890’s patents were filed for the various parts of the pin-back button and in 1896 a patent was filed by the Whitehead and Hoag Company for the pin-back button as we know it.  
It was in that year that buttons were first used in a  presidential campaign.  Quite a few of these new-style buttons were produced in the William McKinley-William Jennings Bryan contest.  These early buttons had a thin piece of celluloid protective covering over paper which was then wrapped around a metal disk.  
Originally displaying only the candidate’s picture, campaign buttons evolved until they were almost works of art with a variety of designs and colors.  Improved designs & wider variety of color inks resulted in exceptional beauty rarely achieved in later years. After 1916 the picture buttons were replaced more & more by name and slogan buttons. 

Decline
The “Golden Age” of campaign buttons was from 1896-1916.  In recent years several elements have combined to make wearing campaign buttons less common than in earlier campaigns:  
· The growth of the size of the button.  From its early years until today, the campaign button has continued to grow in size–from ¾ inch to 2-3” or even bigger.  This means that there is less chance that people will actually wear them in day-to-day life than in earlier times. 
· Limits of color and design.  Earlier in the twentieth century many different colors were used to attract attention.  More and more the colors used are limited to red-white-blue.  Occasionally exceptions occur when a candidate tries to link a specific color with his or her campaign (ex: Jimmy Carter used green and white as his campaign colors).
· Today campaigns seldom hand out buttons freely as in the past.  Finding that people would pay to possess campaign buttons either to display or collect, campaigns could better put their money into TV advertising & cross-country travel.  When people have to purchase the buttons, they are usually only purchased for special campaign events, by die-hard supporters, and by collectors.  
· Today disposable stickers are more widely used than buttons since they are much cheaper & can be produced more quickly in large quantities.

Collecting Campaign Buttons
Collecting political campaign buttons continues to be one of the fastest growing hobbies in America.  Some of the larger collections contain over 20,000 items. 
Campaign buttons are of interest to a wide audience.  The people depicted are of known to almost everyone.  As people age, campaign buttons allow them to reflect on campaigns past.  
Collecting campaign buttons can be educational.  Buttons from past campaigns can educate us today about persons and issues that are long since gone.  
For example, in the 1896 campaign many campaign items featured “Gold Bugs.”  They refer to the debate over whether or not to continue backing paper money with gold reserves.  
1984 was the year that the first woman ran on the ticket of a major political party: Geraldine Ferraro for Vice President.  That year, one humorous button declared: “The Best Woman for this Job is a Man:  George Bush.  Vice President.”  
Many people collect campaign buttons simply because they are easily available.  One of joys of campaign buttons is that buttons are often produced at the grass-roots level & so reflect a local slant (my own collection has Nadar buttons with the Oregon Green party logo, a “Kansan for Dole” button and a “Idaho Needs Nixon” button).
Sometimes (but not often) they are a good financial investment.  Most buttons are worth only $2-3.  While many political items rise in value 10-15% year after year, many buttons tend to stay flat.  Logically, those buttons that are more widely available are cheaper to purchase.  
There are notable exceptions, which bring top dollar prices.  Less than ten specimens of many of the rare buttons are known to exist & yet each was produced in the thousands.   
· Buttons promoting John F. Kennedy and the Roosevelts are the hardest to find—thus the most sought after.  
· The 1896 button portraying McKinley & his running mate Garret Hobart riding their bikes up to the White House commands more than $4,000. 
· A Truman button with a black & white billiard ball on the front with the number “8” covering Truman’s face—a not-so-subtle suggestion that Truman was behind the 8-ball is currently priced at $2,000.  
· Age is not everything.  The 1988 Bush-Quayle button with an elephant on it with each candidates picture in the elephant’s ear is going for $70-80. 
· A George Washington inaugural brass clothing button that read “Long Live the President,” in mint condition sold in 1996 for just over $1,000. 

Reproductions
A danger for the inexperienced or careless collector is the proliferation of reproductions, called brummagems.  Fakes have existed ever since 1889, the centennial of Washington’s first inaugural.  Early fakes were commemoratives, not intended to deceive.
But as collecting began to grow, money was to be made in reproducing desirable buttons and presenting them as originals.  Over 90% of all bogus campaign materials are political buttons.
Congress put limits on deceptive reproductions with the Hobby Protection Act in 1973.  This act prohibited the manufacture or importation into the U.S. of imitation political items which are not plainly & permanently marked with the calendar year in which the such item was manufactured.  Most are simply marked “Reproduction.”  Others may have advertising on the inside or back of the button, exposing it as a reproduction.  Most original buttons have a labor union label somewhere on them, while brummagems do not.  
The value of brummagems is nominal.  But they are commonly produced and confused by both the novice collector as well as inexperienced antique dealer as original.  I have seen many reproductions for sale at the same price as originals and mixed with them.   


APIC
The American Political Items Collectors (www.apic.us) APIC was organized in 1945 “to encourage the collection, preservation and study of Political Americana.”  They sponsor lectures and presentations as well as collectors shows across the nation where political items are displayed and sold.  The APIC works with the presidential libraries and the Library of Congress to ensure that items are preserved.  They work to inform collectors about the production and distribution of fake political items. 

CONCL
Collecting political memorabilia, particularly campaign buttons can be an inexpensive, educational and enjoyable activity.  Campaign years such as this one offer an easy way to begin.  Often a collection can be begun by simply looking through your dresser or junk drawer!  Who knows what treasure you will find? 


Sidebar: Types of Campaign Buttons
Litho- Lithographed & stamped & shaped by a die from one large piece of tin upon which many images of the button are printed. Quicker & less expensive than the celluloid (now acetate) covered buttons.  But must be produced in a minimum lot of 10,000 to be profitable to the manufacturer.  Common after 1916.  
Celluloid-made of a paper with a celluloid covering.  Both are wrapped around a metal disk & held in place by a metal rim on the back of the item.  As celluloid is flammable, acetate is now the common covering that protects the paper. 
Ferrotypes –a photographic process of the 1860’s in which the photographic emulsion was spread on a thin piece of iron.  Presidential items were usually made by placing a small ferrotype on a quarter size brass disc that could be tied to the coat lapel by a ribbon
Jugates –side by side picture of the presidential & vice-presidential candidates on the same item.
Mechanical –an item usually made of brass that moves by means of a spring.  The term is loosely applied to any item that has moving parts. Developed in the 1880’s & 90’s.  Presidential chairs, coffins, flags, eagles, gold & silver bugs were very popular. 
Lapel stud –usually round in shape like a button, but with a metal shank on the back to hold the item in a button hole
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