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Translation of the Rebus
(1) Dateline: Spokane1

Dear Little Dorothy,2

I send you a rebus3 to make you happy.
It is raining cats, and dogs,4 
-------------------------------------------------
(2) and babies.5

Would you like to hear about the baby in this house? He weighs 9 pounds and sleeps all 
night. That is the way 
-------------------------------------------------
(3) babies grow. When he smiles we call him Sunny Jim Baby.6

-------------------------------------------------
(4) Before babies cry and after babies sleep, babies eat all the time.
I have a new pair of shoes and they hurt my toes and corn.
-------------------------------------------------
(5) We got scared one night. A burglar was heard around the house. We called the police and 
he ran away.
How is Grandma?7 I'm getting so fat.
-------------------------------------------------
(6) Spokane is soon to have a circus with clowns, animals, and a ringmaster.8

-------------------------------------------------
(7) It is time for a bath and bed. Love to the whole dammn family.9 
Your aunt10

PS: President Roosevelt is in Colorado.11



Endnotes

1. In these times, we hear about family events through cell phones, Facebook, Twitter, 
and for a few old-timers, email. I got to meet a new grand-nephew that way.

But that wasn’t always so. I came across an older technology while we were cleaning up 
our attic. It’s a rebus announcing Sunny Baby Jim, with at least 230 cut-outs from 
newspapers and magazines pasted onto a continuous roll of brown wrapping paper. It not 
only announces the baby, but also provides a glimpse into life in the US in 1905.

The paper for the rebus has become brittle and is starting to crumble. Some of the cut-
outs are faded. Some parts were in small scraps, including a cityscape of Spokane, which 
was probably supposed to come first. Spokane was home to several of the Camp family 
members.

I decided I should photograph the rebus and decode it before it disintegrates 
completely. Also, Emily, Stephen, and I took it to the University of Illinois conservation 
department. Using a humidifier, heavy weights, and special lamination technology we 
managed to slow its decline. It’s held up surprisingly well after 117 years, especially since it 
had not been cared for, just tossed into boxes in attics or garages. Will we be able to read 
blog posts as well in the year 2139? 

2. My grandmother, Dorothy Camp, age 10. What did Dorothy think of the rebus? Did 
she decode it on her own? Was Fannie in the habit of making rebuses for her nieces and 
nephews? The Camp family seemed adept at producing offspring; why not the Daniels? 
How did William from rural Illinois connect with Jennie in Spokane? I need to find a flatboat
and go back in time to find out.

3. A rebus conveys meaning by things, rather than by words (Non verbis, sed rebus). It 
refers to the use of a pictogram to represent a syllabic sound. A precursor to the 
development of the alphabet, this process represents one of the most important 
developments of writing. Fully developed hieroglyphs read in rebus fashion were in use at 
Abydos in Egypt as early as 3400 BCE.



Endnotes

The writing of correspondence in rebus form became popular in the 18th century and 
continued, as seen here, at least until the early 20th. Rebus letters served either as a sort of 
code or simply as a pastime. Lewis Carroll was known for the rebus letters he wrote to the 
children he befriended.

4. There many purported etymologies for the phrase, “raining cats and dogs.”
5. The babies shown include the Gold Dust Twins, mascots for Gold Dust Washing 

Powder. Those racial caricatures were wisely phased out, but not for another 50 years.

6. The Sunny Jim pictured in the rebus is a character used to promote Force cereal, the 
first commercially successful wheat flake.

7.



Endnotes

The group photo below is of the Camp family, around 1900. In the center is Samantha 
Ann Harris Camp (11), who was known to the others in the photo (and the rebus) as 
“Grandma.” She was born in southern Pennsylvania on July 3, 1835. When she was one year
old, her family went down the Ohio by flatboat, then up the Mississippi and Illinois to the 
beautiful area of Sharp’s Landing (shown above), not far from where I’ve done some youth 
media work in Beardstown and Virginia.

Samantha Harris taught school in Vermont, Illinois, then married Sterling P. Camp and 
moved with him to his farm in Walnut Grove. They had five children: Thomas (5) William 
(12), John R. (21), Frank (1), and Anna (13), who surround her in the photo. They later 
moved to Bushnell. John R. Camp became Editor of The Bushnell Record, the local weekly.

Unfortunately, Sterling died young. One consequence was that Samantha outlived him 
by more than 40 years and had to raise the five children mostly on her own. She died on 
January 10, 1913, thirteen years after this photo was taken in front of their family residence 
in Bushnell. By the time of the photo, Samantha’s son William had married Jennie Daniels 
(4), who came from Spokane. Their children were John (20), Glanville (19), and Dorothy (18).

Fannie Daniels (not shown) was one of Jennie’s siblings, the others being Minnie, Annie,
and Willie. As far as I know, none of them married or had children. (Aunt) Fannie was the 
one who created the rebus for Dorothy, about five years after the photo.



Endnotes

8! After the wooden bridge over the Spokane River Gorge burned in 1890, a steel bridge 
was constructed with power wires for streetcars and overhead lighting. The new bridge 
vibrated badly, and in 1905 the National Good Roads Association declared it unsafe. The 
Ringling Brothers Circus elephants refused to cross it. It was replaced in 1911.

9. "The Whole Dam(m) Family" was a musical hit published in 1905. Subject headings 
for the piece include: portraits, cats, infants, dogs, caricatures, courtship, marriage 
proposals, quarreling, fighting.



Endnotes

The song was popularized by Billy Murray, one of the most popular singers in the US in 
the early decades of the 20th century. His rendition of "The Whole Dam Family"appeared on 
a 78 rpm record (Victor, 75¢). Murray recorded many songs, including the pro immigrant "If 
It Wasn't for the Irish and the Jews" written in 1912.

Images of the family became popular in lithographs for postcards, and they were a 
favorite on the Vaudeville stage.

The family also appears in a 1905 short movie, The Whole Dam Family and the Dam Dog. 
According to Edison Manufacturing, which produced it:

with their usual up-to-date methods, [the movie illustrates] this popular subject in 
a most novel and original way in Motion Pictures… The final scene is most 
amusing. Different portions of the Dam Dog's body appear from all directions. 
They finally arrange themselves in shape, showing a dilapidated looking cur 
sitting up on his haunches. Presently his tail joins his body by piecemeal, the end 
having two tin cans tied to it. The tail and tin cans begin to wag in a most comical 
way. The picture has made the biggest kind of a hit, and is one of the best 
humorous pictures ever offered.

10.  The creator of the rebus is probably my Great-Great-Aunt Fannie in Spokane. 
Thanks, Aunt Fannie for your fascinating artwork. I suspect that few aunts (or uncles) today 
could or would invest the time to make such a detailed token of love for their niece.

11.  In 1905, President Teddy Roosevelt took up temporary residence in Glenwood 
Springs at Hotel Colorado ("the little White House of the West"). While there, he went bear 
hunting. According to Hotel Colorado: Fountains of Enchantment, the most often retold teddy 
bear legend is that after returning from his bear hunt empty-handed, maids from the hotel’s 
housekeeping staff patched together a bear from pieces of old fabric and presented the 
stuffed animal to him. His daughter Alice was delighted by the gift and dubbed the bear 
“Teddy” after her father. 


