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Editorial Comments
from the President

from the Secretary/Treasurer/Editor

Submitted by Ken Stach

Submitted by Gary Anderson

Mike Ellingson has authored a great article on the
railroad postal history of North Dakota in this issue.
It has been a while since we last had an article featuring North Dakota postal history. So, not only is
it nice from that aspect, but also due to the interesting contents regarding the role the railroad played in
the settlement of Dakota Territory.

It’s that time of year again. Renewals are now due
in July. You will be receiving a renewal notice
shortly. Please pay it as soon as possible to save the
Society the cost of mailing reminders.
We have had no articles submitted for the Gordon
Twedt Memorial Award yet this year. Let’s see if
we can still get some articles submitted before the
end of the year. Details are on page 19.

We expect to renew our series on South Dakota
counties in the next issue, with Brule County being
next on tap. If you have any interesting items you’d
like to include in that county’s article, please send
them to me at the address on page 2. Thanks.

A number of members have sent donations this year.
Please keep it up, as these help to pay for the added
cost of the new-look Collector. Remember, any donations are appreciated and they are tax deductable!
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North Dakota Railroad Postal History
By Mike Ellingson

Figure 1. ca 1870s lithograph from Heppenheimer & Maurer of New York, NY.

The symbolic scene in Figure 1 shows a locomotive
steaming through the heart of Indian Country on the
Northern Great Plains. Ghostly images of Indian
warriors, dead buffalo, and tepees are divided by
railroad tracks, a fairly accurate representation of
how the iron rails effectively divided the prairie into
manageable domains. Heppenheimer & Maurer
were well known lithographers from New York
City.

Railroads played a vital role in the settlement of Dakota Territory and North Dakota. It is the goal of
this author, through a series of articles, to explore
the postal history aspect of the railroads in North
Dakota. This is not intended to be an in-depth history of railroading in North Dakota; that subject has
been exhaustively covered in many fine books and
journals.
This introductory article will show postal history
items from several of the more prominent railroads
that operated in North Dakota. Subsequent articles
will be presented in a series that will illustrate
known railroad postmarks from North Dakota along
with representative samples of postal history showing their usage. An explanation of what these markings are and why they were used will also be presented.

Any discussion of railroading in North Dakota must
start with the Northern Pacific Railroad. Starting in
1870, just west of Duluth, Minnesota, the Northern
Pacific pushed westward while work began in the
Pacific Northwest to the east. Building a railroad of
this scope was an enormous undertaking and Jay
Cooke, a famous eastern banker, took on the task of
financing the Northern Pacific.

4

Dakota Collector, Vol. XXVI, No. 3

July, 2009

Figure 2. Cover showing Jay Cooke’s connection with the Northern Pacific.

Figure 2 shows a cover that demonstrates the connection between Jay Cooke and the Northern Pacific. Note that both Figure 2 and Figure 3 show
items addressed to Charlemagne Tower, a highly
successful and influential eastern businessman.
Tower became a large bond owner in the Northern
Pacific and eventually received large land holdings

along the railroad. Tower would have a close relationship with Cooke and the Northern Pacific Land
Department, as well as several independent land
agents as he sought to slowly divest his substantial
land holding along the railroad.

The eastern terminus of the Northern Pacific in
Minnesota
was near a
settlement
appropriately
named Northern Pacific
Junction (see
corner card on
Figure 4, following page),
so named because is was
near the junction of the
Northern Pacific and the
Lake Superior
and Mississippi Railroad, which
itself was later
Figure 3. Illustrated Northern Pacific cover mailed to Charlemagne Tower.
5
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absorbed by the Northern Pacific. Figure 5 shows a
Northern Pacific Junction corner card on a cover
postmarked with a L(ake) S(uperior) & Miss
(issippi) RR postal marking. Figure 6 is an 1867
cover with a nice Lake Superior and Mississippi
Railroad Co. corner card. Note that the cover is addressed to Rice Harper Esq. in Sandusky, Ohio,
which was also the birthplace of Jay Cooke. Harper
and Cooke maintained a close business relationship
over the years and both were involved in the Lake
Superior and Mississippi RR as well as the Northern
Pacific.

Figure 4. ca 1875 cover with Northern Pacific Junction
corner card.

The widespread financial panic of 1873, brought on
by the collapse of the banking firm headed by Jay
Cooke, essentially halted railroad construction for
several years. However, relatively easy track laying
across the flat prairie allowed the Northern Pacific
to reach the Missouri River at Bismarck, Dakota
Territory before construction was stopped. Figure
7, following page, shows a fascinating piece of
postal history. Note it is addressed to the “End of
Track”.
Major Merrill, who later became a Brigadier General, was tasked during the 1880-1882 time frame
with guarding the construction of the Northern Pacific as it pushed westward out of Bismarck. Figure
8, following page, shows the bridge that was finally
built across the
Missouri River
which then made
possible another
long stretch of
building without
any formidable
obstacles. Prior
to the bridge
completion,
tracks were
sometimes laid
on the ice across
the river over the
winter months to
more quickly
move supplies
west.
The completion
of the Northern

Figure 5.
marking.

ca 1875 Lake Superior and Mississippi RR

Figure 6. 1867 Lake Superior and Mississippi Rail Road Co. corner card.
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Figure 7. Legal size cover addressed to protectors of railroad contractors, the 7th US Cavalry (image reduced slightly
to fit legal size cover on page).

Figure 8. Engraving illustrated in “The Northwest Illustrated Monthly Magazine” in 1888.
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Figure 9. Mandan, Dakota Territory was across the
river from Bismarck.

Figure 10. Reverse of a hotel calling card.

Pacific Railroad to the Missouri River changed the
dynamics of both travel and shipping in the western
Dakotas and the upper Missouri River system.
Now, instead of arduous overland travel, or seasonally dependent river travel, it was possible to get
from back east to the heart of Dakota in a very
short time, and at virtually any time of the year.
The Northern Pacific, in need of revenue, and in the

Figure 11. Railroad broadside advertising.

interest of self-promotion, fervently advertised its
services.
Figures 10 and 11 show various options available to
travelers, including distances and costs. The Black
8
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Figure 12. Colorful bill of lading, printed in purple, from the famous Benton Line.

The Benton Line was a major shipper on the upper
Missouri River and once the Northern Pacific Railroad reached Bismarck, it was quick to use the railhead as a supplier, as evidenced by the attractive
advertising on this bill of lading.
Figure 13 shows a pair of R.R.B. (Railroad Business) envelopes. These were used by the railroads
to conduct business but were also often provided as
a courtesy to travelers who wished to write letters
while traveling on the train. The top cover in Figure
13 has a light blue postmark from Medora, Dakota,
and the bottom one has a bold Dwight, Dak. postmark.
To help finance construction, railroads were often
granted large amounts of land adjacent to the tracks,
with the theory being that the railroad would sell
this land to raise capital, as well as platting out and
planning towns at regular intervals along the line to
ensure that farmers had ready access to the railroad’s shipping services. Propaganda covers, similar to the one shown in Figure 14 (following page),
were used to extol the virtues of the land. Often, as
illustrated Figure 15 (following page), railroads employed agents at various places around the county,
and even overseas, to recruit willing and able settlers to buy up the railroad land. It is interesting to
note that the Colonies (an interesting choice of
words) were made up of “the best classes of peo-

Figure 13. Examples of Railroad Business envelopes.

Hills gold rush was in full swing and the Northern
Pacific route via Bismarck offered gold seekers a
connection to a stage at Bismarck that ran to the
Black Hills.
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Figure 14. Typical advertising used by land agents to attract newcomers (enlarged to show detail).

Large portions of
western North
Dakota were
more conducive
to ranching than
farming. However, until the
railroad was
built, there was
no practical way
to tap into distant
markets. Once
the Northern Pacific reached the
western Dakotas,
it opened up the
possibility of
large scale cattle
ranching on
cheap land. The
Figure 15. Unusual advertising for colonizing Dakota!
Marquis de Mores was an entrepreneur who used the newly formed Northern Paple”. One wonders how some settlers from afar reconciled what they found in some parts of North Dacific Refrigerator Car Company, under contract
kota to the paradise they were sold by land agents!
with the Northern Pacific Railroad, to start a large
scale cattle ranching and slaughterhouse business.
10
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Figure 16. Corner card for ambitious and short lived enterprise in western Dakota.

Figure 17. Receipt from Northern Pacific Refrigerator Car Company.

Things did not go quite according to plan, and his
enterprise folded after just a few short years. It was
during this time that Theodore Roosevelt spent time
in Dakota Territory, just a short distance from Medora, the town that de Mores founded. Figures 16
and 17 illustrate a pair of postal relics from this colorful era in North Dakota history.

ated along the route of the Northern Pacific Railway. It was essentially owned by the Northern Pacific Railway, an arrangement which eventually (in
the mid 1880s) led to a lawsuit brought on by the
well known Wells Fargo Express Co., with the
plaintiff claiming that the Northern Pacific Railway
would not allow it to operate, by denial of proper
facilities, its own express business over the entire
route of the railroad. The court case eventually
ruled in the favor of Wells Fargo, and forced the

The Northern Pacific Express Company was, as indicated by its name, an express company that oper11
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Figure 18. Jamestown Dak straight line marking on express cover.

Figure 19. St Paul was the headquarters of the Northern Pacific Railway.

Northern Pacific Railroad to provide appropriate
access. Postal artifacts from the Northern Pacific
Express Company are not common. Figures 18 and
19 show a couple examples.

The Northern Pacific was fairly well established
when James J Hill, the ‘empire builder’ extraordinaire, entered the North Dakota railroad picture.
Hill had earlier bought the St Paul and Pacific Railroad and eventually reorganized it into the St Paul,
12
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Figure 20. Very early railroad cover from Minot, Dak.

Figure 21. Another typical example of a RRB cover.

Minneapolis & Manitoba Railway. Hill planned a
transcontinental railroad that essentially ran parallel
to the Northern Pacific route. He would prove to be
a formidable competitor. Figures 20 and 21 show
varieties of RRB envelopes, including a scarce 1886
example from Minot, the year the railroad arrived.

Through further reorganization and consolidation,
Hill’s growing railroad domain became known as
the Great Northern Railway Company. Hill was a
ruthless competitor, masterful organizer, and very
savvy businessman, traits which enabled him to
work through the financial panic of 1893 in much
better shape than most other railroads. Hill’s empire
13
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Figure 22. Cover addressed to the ‘Empire Builder’ himself!

Figure 23. Early Great Northern RRB cover.

was growing. Figure 22 shows a foreign cover addressed to Hill at his St. Paul headquarters and Figure 23 shows a nice Great Northern Railway Line
RRB cover with an RPO marking.

The Minneapolis, St Paul, & Sault Ste Marie Railway Company, later better known as the Soo Line,
was formed by consolidating several smaller railroads, which included a presence in North Dakota.
The Northern Pacific and Great Northern railways
14
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Figure 24. Arrival of the train at the Great Northern Depot in Berwick, ND. (Courtesy Gary Anderson)

Figure 25. A nice posed picture at the Great Northern depot in Westhope, ND. (Courtesy Gary Anderson)
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Figure 26. Hank(inson) & Oakes RPO marking on Soo Line cover.

Figure 27. Map cover that clearly shows the two transcontinental railroads.

ran mostly straight east/west across North Dakota.
By the late 19th century, the Minneapolis, St Paul,
& Sault Ste Marie Railway had completed a diagonal line across North Dakota, pushing into Canada
and connecting with the Canadian Pacific Railroad,
another transcontinental railroad that ran just north

of the United States and Canada border. The map in
Figure 27 shows the two railroads.
Other smaller, regional railroads came and went, or
were absorbed into the larger lines throughout the
late 19th century, and well into the 20th. One such
16
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Figure 28. Postal artifacts from the Midland Continental Railroad.

interesting smaller line was the Midland Continental
Railroad. The Midland was to be a major northsouth railroad running through the heart of the country, connecting with other east-west lines as needed.
Of course, this never came to fruition and it remained a small regional carrier for several decades
before fading into obscurity. Figure 28 shows a pair
of covers with a Midland RR connection.

several of the railroads in North Dakota. The series
will continue in future issues by cataloging the actual postal markings used by the railroads when
handling mail. Why these postal markings were applied instead of town markings, what RPO means,
what route agent means, and other aspects of the
carrying of mail by the railroads are questions that
will also be explored. Comments can be directed to
the author at mikeellingson@comcast.net.

As stated in the introduction, it was the goal of this
article to introduce the reader to postal artifacts of
17
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Contents of the Cover
By Ken Stach

Envelope postmarked “Cheyenne River Agency Dak. May 8” (1878)
Letter regarding military discipline enclosed

colleges), based on some of the other contents of the
letter not transcribed here. His friend, “George”,
must have addressed him in this manner as a sign of
respect, in expectation of his achieving a law degree, or as a joke…it is not clear. At any rate,
George’s account of an incident at Cheyenne River
Agency (Stanley County) is taken as an excerpt
from the letter.

Discipline and the military are nearly synonymous,
as illustrated in this installment of “Contents of the
Cover”. The feature cover in this issue, written by
“your old friend, George”, is addressed to A. Herbert Carpenter, Esq, Dart. Coll., Hanover, N.H. In
those days, the title “esquire” was generally reserved for lawyers. Mr. Carpenter was a student at
Dartmouth College (the smallest of the Ivy League

…Sunday P.M. May 6
Well, Herbert, I have been on duty for two days and now I will try to finish my letter. You see
when one is wanted for duty he must stop when in the middle of a sentence. That is what you
may call discipline. You daren’t even open your mouth about it for an officer of my grade can
put a man in confinement for the most trivial offence. There is a man in the Guardhouse
who has been there five months for brushing against his Captain’s coat while unloading a
wagon in the night when it was too dark to see three feet. He (the soldier) has been tried by
a general court martial and may be sent to a military penitentiary yet. You can see that a soldier
must walk the chalk line….
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All 55 Years of

All 25 Years of
The Dakota Collector
on CD plus a one-year
membership to the
Dakota Postal History Society
for only $25 postpaid
Every issue of The Dakota Collector from 1983
through 2007 has been scanned in and stored
on CD as fully searchable PDF files
No need to fumble through those old-fashioned paper
copies of The Dakota Collector to find the subjects you
are looking for. For $25, you get the Dakota
Collector CD plus a one-year membership to the
Dakota Postal History Society (which includes a
one-year subscription to The Dakota Collector).
Send your check today!!!

WESTERN EXPRESS
on DVD
for only $40 postpaid
to Western Cover Society Members
Every issue of Western Express, from 1950 through 2005,
has been scanned and stored on DVD as fully searchable
PDF files.
No need to fumble through those old dog-eared copies of
Western Express to find your favorite subjects! Just pop the
DVD into the computer and search with a click of the
mouse. As a member of Western Cover Society, your cost
is only $40. Non-members of WCS can purchase the DVD
alone for $100. Send your check today to:

Oscar Thomas, Treasurer WCS
P.O. Box 604
Lake Forest, CA 92609

Gary Anderson, Treasurer DPHS
PO Box 600039
St. Paul, MN 55106

DPHS Website Information

Announcing

The Dakota Postal History Society now has its
own website. You can visit it at:

“The Gordon Twedt Memorial
Award for an Article on
Dakota Postal History”

http://www.dakotapostalhistorysociety.org
The website contains information on the Society’s purpose, a history how it got started, and
some of the best of the past issues of the Dakota
Collector in PDF format. These back issues can
be viewed with Adobe Acrobat Reader and
printed in full color. The website also has as a
printable application blank for the Society as
well as links to other websites that might be of
interest, including the Dakota Postal History
Society Groups on My Space and eBay that are
monitored by Board Member Walter Anderson.

Open to anyone who is a member of the
DPHS. Any research pertaining to the postal
history of the Dakotas, North or South.
Deadline is December 31, 2009.
The judges of this contest will be Gary
Anderson, Doug Wick and Ken Stach. The
winner will have their article published in the
Dakota Collector and receive honorary mention from the DPHS Officers in the issue in
which their article appears. It was decided at
the annual meeting in 2009 that we would
continue this competition on an honorary basis. Send articles to Dakota Collector, P.O.
Box 600039 St. Paul, MN. 55106.

Please give the website a look. Any and all
comments are welcome!
Gary Anderson
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