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Success was in the cards: Ex-
teacher combines her drawings,
verse for a rewarding career
By HOWARD GENSLER
Philadelphia Daily News
gensleh@phillynews.com 215-854-5678

THERE'S NOTHING bigger at Mother's Day than a
greeting card and there's almost no one bigger in greeting
cards than Ambler's Kathy Davis.

For nearly two decades, she's built a mini-empire out of
her designs and sayings and with her new book, "Scatter
Joy," Davis hopes to share some of her philosophy and
secrets of success.

As is often the case in one's quest for job fulfillment,
Davis' career in cards happened not because of some
master plan, but due to circumstance and accident.

Davis was an art teacher in elementary school who knew
she was ready to take a break from teaching when she
"sort of got jealous watching my students do the fun stuff."

So she took time off to start a family and to scratch her
creative itch, did some freelancing and took a calligraphy
class.

"Then," she said, "the unexpected happened and I went
through a divorce and had to get realistic pretty quickly.
Of course the obvious thing would have been to go back
to teaching, but there was something deep inside that
said, 'I really need to pursue my heart here.' "

Davis' big dilemma, however, was that she didn't know
what her heart was telling her.

All she knew was that her new job needed to be
something creative and something where she could call
the shots.

While she sorted out her life, she took part-time jobs teaching night school and working at a printing company, which
prepared her for her future because she learned how to produce things for reproduction.

Again, no master plan.

Davis considered doing children's books and textile design but wasn't sure which direction to go.

Then inspiration struck at Christmastime. To save money during the holidays, Davis made her own family Christmas
cards and addressed them with her calligraphy.

"I got such a nice response from friends and family," she said, "that I started to think, well, maybe there's something
to it."

A friend of Davis' knew about trade shows, so one May they went up to Manhattan for the National Stationery Show
and Davis discovered her calling.

But not immediately.

"When I walked that show at the Javitz Center," she said, laughing, "I thought, They don't need one more person
doing this. I totally got intimidated.

"But I got back home and thought, Why should I let other people do it? It looks like something I might be able to try.
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"But I got back home and thought, Why should I let other people do it? It looks like something I might be able to try.
So I sat down and pulled together a couple pieces of art. I made a couple mock-up greeting cards, made my own
business cards out of cut paper - this was a humble beginning - and I drove back up to the show."

Davis held her creations in a Godiva chocolate box, showed them around and got a positive reaction.

"The feedback I got was, 'Oh, how fresh things looked' but it was just because I had no clue."

Davis parlayed the show into meetings with five companies, expecting to wow them with an array of cut paper
designs, but "what got the best response was a watercolor of a flower that I had just done. It was an apple blossom
from a tree in my backyard and I threw that in at the last minute.

"That watercolor apple blossom turned into one of my first cards and it became a sympathy card that actually ran for
about 15 years."

Like a composer who writes both words and music, Davis said, "Some days I'll spend a day writing and immerse
myself in relationships. It's unedited. I just let it spill out. And then I'll go back and edit and think what kind of imagery
would work.

"There are other days when all I want to do is paint. It might be florals or hearts, whatever, and I find that I don't
really keep a strict idea in my mind. I'm much freer and the work just flows. Maybe I'll use one out of 10 pieces."

As for the future of greeting cards, Davis doesn't think Internet e-cards will ever replace the regular kind.

"We do have e-cards on the American Greeting Card site now," she said, "which is really a fun thing because their
team puts the music and animation to my art. But we've also found a kind of reaction against high-tech to more of a
high-touch."

Davis said card-buyers are seeking out something special, even at a higher price.

"People really want a keepsake," she said, "something that feels personal because so much of their interaction these
days is impersonal."

Davis' book "Scatter Joy" is exceedingly personal - so much so that she handwrote the note to readers at the
beginning.

She's been doing small books, mostly mixing sayings and art, since 1991, and she and a writer-friend were pitching
a publisher on a new series when the publisher fixated on Davis' concept of "Scatter Joy."

"I felt that those words really expressed my philosophy and what I was able to do in a small way with doing greeting
cards," she said.

The publisher thought "Scatter Joy" could resonate with people, especially in these rather joyless times, and stressed
to Davis that she needed to tell her story.

Then he said he wanted 10,000-12,000 words.

"I can write some pithy greeting card verse, but those words kind of intimidated me," she said. "So I turned to my
writer friend and asked, 'Can you write this?' and he said, 'I really can't write this - this one is you.' "

So the greeting card writer set out to write a book and said she struggled mightily. But Davis seems to find "joy" in
struggle - like she did launching her card business, she fought through the intimidation factor ("Scatter Joy" ended up
being 30,000 words).

"It was a labor of hate and love. I took my notebook wherever I went and I would sit down and write a little essay on
things. It's really a compilation of little essays.

"But I struggled with it for many reasons. First, who am I to say what joy is? Who cares about my life? And I'm not a
writer. I had to battle those demons for about four months. But I'm glad I did it and I hope it will help people make joy
a greater part of life." *

For more on "Scatter Joy," go to scatterjoy.com.
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