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A BRIEF HISTORY OF POLITICAL CAMPAIGN ITEMS 
 

Presidential political campaign items have been in use since the early 1800's. 
The early items include metal tokens, clothing buttons, cloth flags, and snuff 
boxes. Also china plates, walking canes, paper lanterns and drinking glasses 
were just a few of the more common items introduced into these early 
campaigns. 

 
Beginning with the 1856 presidential campaigns and the advent of the 
advancement in photography, ferrotype and cardboard photos, both 
attached to metal pin backs with the images of the candidates were 
introduced into widespread use. These were used in all national presidential 

campaigns until 1896 with the introduction of the modern day celluloid 
campaign button. 
 

 
 

 
 
Note that all of the above items described were used only in presidential 

campaigns. Lesser offices such as governor, US Congress, mayor, etc. did not 
see any use of this type material. The first use of material to promote lower 
offices were paper ballots beginning around 1840. Paper ballots were usually 
issued by the party listing a slate of candidates on inexpensive paper for the 
voter to take with them to the voting booth and deposit therein casting their 
vote. 

  

Abraham Lincoln & Hannibal Hamlin 

1860 President & VP ferrotype - Republican Party 
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 These were in wide distribution for presidential campaigns as early as 1824 
and in some instances in later years would include governor, lieutenant 

governor and various other offices. As time went on paper ballots were 
produced for a slate of candidates by the party in individual states during 
non-presidential years. 
 
Around this same period broadsides were introduced in the campaigns. 

These were the early forms of what later would become the campaign 
poster. These early broadsides were usually printed on newsprint or very 
inexpensive paper. They were widely distributed as the cost was minimal and 
pasted on the sides of buildings, nailed to trees, and generally placed 
wherever they could draw the attention of the voting public to the candidate.  
  

Rutherford B. Hayes & William A. Wheeler 
1876 President & VP Mass. paper ballot - 

Republican Party 

 

Ulysses S. Grant & Schuler Colfax 
1868 President & VP Mass. paper 

ballot – Republican Party 

 



7 
 

 
For the period from 1840 till 1895 one of the 

most popular forms of campaign items was the 
political ribbon. The early ribbons were 
produced for presidential campaigns but 
beginning around 1860 these ribbons could also 
include candidates running for governor on the 

same ribbon that promoted the presidential and 
vice presidential nominees of a given party. 
Ribbons also began appearing promoting only 
the gubernatorial candidate and in some 
instances the lieutenant governor. These early 
textiles could be very plain or in many instances 

include images of the candidate along with 
patriotic symbols of the country, political party 
and various other graphics from their state or 
region.  
 

The first ribbons were almost all silk and printed 
in black and white. As time went on color was 
introduced in not only the wording and graphics 
but the ribbons themselves were produced in a 
variety of colors. Again with the advent of the 
campaign button in 1895 ribbons began seeing 

their decline. By the 1920's very few campaign 
ribbons were being produced. 
  

Millard Fillmore & Andrew Donelson 

1856 President & VP silk ribbon –  
American (Know-Nothing) Party 
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Beginning in 1900 a new form of campaign item was introduced to the voting 

public: the political postcard. Postcards had been in use in America as early as 
1873 but became very popular in 1898. Until that year the Federal Post Office 
was the only establishment allowed to print postcards. Once this restriction 
was lifted a huge outpouring of commercial postcards flooded the market. 
Postcards became the main form of communication between the masses as 

the telephone was in its infancy and just beginning to have widespread use.  
 

 

 
This postcard craze continued until after World War I but resulted in the 
largest output of political postcards and has not been duplicated since. The 
presidential political campaigns of 1900 through 1916 are the Golden Age for 
postcard production. Postcards promoting candidates of lower offices did not 

start to appear until around 1908. Even today most candidates running for 
president, governor or US Senate produce postcards and still use them as a 
campaign tool to reach prospective voters. 
 

William Jennings Bryan & John Kern 
1908 President & VP postcard - Democratic Party 
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The modern day celluloid campaign button had its origins in the 1895 
gubernatorial campaigns of Ohio, New Jersey, Iowa, Kentucky, Maryland and 

Massachusetts. These celluloid buttons were produced by Whitehead & Hoag 
Co of Newark, New Jersey which went on to become the predominant 
manufacturer of campaign buttons during this early era. The following year, 
1896, was a presidential campaign year which witnessed the introduction of 
celluloid buttons in the campaigns of Republican William McKinley and 

Democrat William Jennings Bryan. Due to the inexpensive cost to produce 
these buttons great quantities were manufactured and introduced during this 
campaign. 
 
By 1920 a new even more inexpensive style of button was introduced; the 
lithograph tin button. These buttons are stamped and shaped by a die from 

one large sheet of tin reflecting multiple copies of the same image. In essence 
it is paint applied to tin with no covering. Due to this process the paint is 
quite susceptible to scratching in shipping or handling and cannot sustain 
wear as easily as celluloid buttons. Also due to the production requirements a 
minimal order of 10,000 buttons is required therein limiting the number of 

orders placed by this process. Thus the celluloid button of 1895 is still the 
most popular type in use some 100 plus years later after their introduction.  
 

 

Alton B. Parker & Henry 

G. Davis 
1904 President & VP 

celluloid button –  
Democratic Party 

 

Eugene Debs & Emil Seidel 
1912 President & VP 

celluloid button –  
Socialist Party 

 

Jimmy Carter 
1976 President celluloid 

button –  
Democratic Party 
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CALIFORNIA GOVERNOR POLITICAL CAMPAIGN ITEMS 
 

The images in this reference are chronological by campaign date beginning 
with the John G. Downey paper ballot of 1863 through the Gray Davis 
campaign of 1998. All items are numbered and shown as well with their 
descriptions in the alphabetical index at the end of the book. The index 
reflects the candidate’s last name, first name, party affiliation, year of 

election as well as the election result. W = won, GE = ran in the general 
election, P = ran in the primary, H = hopeful, and C = participated in party 
convention. 
 
California is one of the most prolific states when it comes to political 

campaign items. This California governor reference features over 543 items. 
In light of the current Democratic Party dominance in the state, California has 
a history of being very much a two party state. Over its’ 180 year history, 
California has had 22 Republican, 16 Democrat, and 2 third-party governors. 
 
Almost every type of campaign item is reflected in this reference. Ribbons, 

buttons both celluloid and lithograph, postcards, card stock hangouts, 
booklets, brochures, window stickers, posters, blotters, paper ballots, 
flashers, bumper stickers, metal lapel pins, press photos, ribbon sashes, 
celluloid mirrors, palm cards, envelopes, flags, newsletters, stamps, 
phonograph records, etc. 
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CALIFORNIA US SENATE POLITICAL CAMPAIGN ITEMS 
 

The images in this reference are chronological by campaign date beginning 
with the Thomas R. Bard winning campaign of 1994. All items are numbered 
and shown with their descriptions in the alphabetical index at the end of the 
book. The index reflects the candidates’ last name, first anime, party 
affiliation, year of election as well as the election result. W = won, GE = ran in 

general election, P = ran in the primary, H = hopeful, and SE = ran in the 
special election. 
 
United States Senators prior to the 17th Amendment to the Constitution of 
1912 were elected by state legislators. In most states it took luggage by both 

the House and Senate to elect a U.S. Senator. The 17th Amendment was 
ratified in 1913 and changed this method to provide for popular elections by 
the people. Thus U.S. Senators would be elected in the same manner as the 
U.S. Congress has been since 1789. 
 
California’s first U.S. Senate campaign by popular election was in 1914. Four 

candidates, Republican Joseph Knowland, Democrat James D. Phelan, 
Socialist Ernest Untermann, and Progressive Francis J. Heney competed with 
Phelan winning the first popular election. 
 
Almost every type of campaign item is reflected in this reference. Ribbons, 

buttons both celluloid and lithographs, postcards, cardstock handouts, 
booklets, brochures, metal lapel pins, pamphlets, stickers, posters, bumper 
stickers, etc. 
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An addendum was never planned for this book. The entire book draft was 
given to Sarah O’Pella, my go to computer whiz, to work up into a finalized 

book block and submit to the printer. 
 
About a month later I received a phone call for Pat Lenington, my friend and 
fellow collector for over fifty years. He had purchased a California collection 
and wanted me to price it for him to sell. He emailed me images which 

revealed seven older items that were not included in this book and that I had 
never seen. These definitely needed to be included but would call for an 
addendum at this late date. 
 
The biennial American Political Items Collectors (APIC) National Convention 
had been postponed in 2020 due to the COVID virus and was scheduled a few 

weeks after I’d given Sarah the one page addendum to add to the book.  
 
I ran into a long-time California collector, Steven Ominsky, at the convention 
and related my story about finding the scarce California material which was 
to be included in my upcoming California book. I was stunned when he told 

me he had been given first offering of the collection and had acquired a large 
group of needed items for his collection. Being a seasoned and long-time 
California collector that he was, I knew he must have acquired some very rare 
material. 
 
I convinced him to send me color copies of his collection and especially of his 

recent acquisitions with the idea of expanding the addendum. There were a 
total of fifty items from his collection that were added to the addendum, the 
first eight pages. These are all grouped like the main book content in election 
year order. The last page of the addendum was the original one page 
addendum featuring another seven items plus a tenth page for a late arrival. 

 
As any collector of state political items is aware, there are always items you 
don’t have in your own collection or are not even aware exist. With this 
additional material that Steven provided he has made this a much more 
complete reference. A very large thank you goes to him for all his help. 
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