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Editorial Comments
from the President

from the Secretary/Treasurer/Editor

Submitted by Ken Stach

Submitted by Gary Anderson

We have a very nice article by Dr. Steven J. Berlin
in this issue, related to the 1933 mail robberies in
South Dakota and Minnesota. I hope you enjoy
reading it as much as I did while laying it out for
our journal.

Our society lost a few of our membership in the past
year. Many societies like ours are losing lots of
members; however, ours is still holding its own, for
the most part, with 85 members. Our great publication is part of what I believe is holding our society
together so well. The variety of articles is also part
of what keeps our membership interested. But, we
still need more articles from our members. You can
write about your favorite cover, group of covers, or
just about anything related to North or South Dakota
postal history. We are having the Gordon Twedt
Memorial Award again this year. Let’s see if we
can get some more articles submitted for that award.
Details are on page 10 of this issue.

It has been a long and tough South Dakota winter,
as anyone living in this area knows. The good news
is that it has given me plenty of time to write up the
covers in my collection and get them properly
mounted. I’ve included a few pages from this winter’s work in this issue. I hope you enjoy the section of my collection on Greenwood (Yankton
Agency), Dakota Territory.
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The 1933 Train Depot Robberies in South Dakota and Minnesota
By Dr. Steven J. Berlin
in Miner County, South Dakota. That Sunday, early
morning, five or six mail pouches were stolen from
the North Western Depot at Vilas. To my surprise,
the other robbery occurred at Carthage, South Dakota, only a few miles away.

Mail robbery is sometimes done as an emotional
response, or even curiosity, but most often it is
planned. However, in most, if not all cases, the mail
robber is looking for valuables being transferred
through the postal system. There are many times
when the robbers are actually postal employees.

The Miner County Pioneer reported in their Friday,
December 22nd edition of this robbery. (1) Mail,
brought on train No. 2 running between Huron and
Sioux City through Vilas at 10:36 pm, was left in a
room in the depot. Early the next morning, around
1:30 am, a station agent at Vilas noticed the door on
the mail room was open and saw the lock was broken on the mail room door and that the mail was
missing.

In 1933, there were many small towns with train
depots, not only for passengers, but to carry cargo
and other supplies throughout rural America. Of
course, the US Postal Office depended on mail being carried by rail or highway, as airplane service at
this time was limited.
The four different mail robberies that will be described in this article came about by coincidence, as
they all involved small train depots, two in South
Dakota and the other two in Minnesota. There are a
couple of other robberies that will also be mentioned as a side note that occurred in South Dakota
in 1932.

The robbery at Carthage was not noticed until daylight Sunday. Postal inspectors were notified about
the robberies and soon after railroad inspectors and
detectives were working on the case. It was known
that no registered mail was obtained, as this mail
was delivered at different times each day. The mail
had come on the Chicago and Northwestern train
from Huron which reached Vilas at 10:36 p.m.

It all started off by discovering four covers addressed to W.F. Hepner in Vilas, South Dakota.
The covers were all large business envelopes that
were stolen on December 16, 1933. A typed four
line marking “This mail was stolen in burglary of
depot at Vilas, S. Dakota on night of December 16,
1933” was applied. (detail shown in Figure 1). The
marking is identical on all four covers, even down
to the flaws of the marking with the filled “o” in
“depot” and the doubling of the “33” in the date;
thus, indicating use of some type of hand stamp or
mimeograph method for applying the
marking. The full
covers are shown
in
Figures
2
through 5 on the
following pages.
While looking into
this robbery, I
found that there
were two robberies
which had occurred

There was snow on the ground at that time and foot
prints were the only clues left by the robber or robbers. Three of the six stolen mail sacks were recovered in a roadside ditch where they had been tossed.
The mail sacks had been ripped open, looking for
money and other potential valuables. It was interesting that none of the mail from Carthage was discovered. (1)

Figure 1. This marking was applied to mails recovered from a South Dakota train depot robbery. Note the filled “o” in “depot” and the doubling
of the “33” in the date. These flaws are consistent on all four covers
shown in this article, indicating use of a hand stamp or mimeograph for
application of the mark. (enlarged greatly to show detail)
4

After the discovery of these four
robbery covers,
all addressed to
W.F.
Hepner,
the dealer I purchased these covers from was
asked to look
again at this correspondence to
see if any other

Dakota Collector, Vol. XXVIII, No. 2

April, 2011

Figure 2. Business correspondence (legal size) from Salt Lake City, Utah to Vilas, So. Dak. with application of the stolen mails marking.

Figure 3. Business correspondence (legal size) from Steubenville, Ohio to Vilas, So. Dak. with application
of the stolen mails marking.
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Figure 4. Business correspondence (legal size) from Minneapolis, Minn. to Vilas, S. Dak. with application
of the stolen mails marking.

Figure 5. Business correspondence (legal size) from Los Angeles, California to Vilas, S. Dak. with application of the stolen mails marking.
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Figure 6. Letter from Brown Drug Company, Sioux Falls, S. Dak. To W. F. Hepner in Vilas, S. Dak. with
application of a stolen mail marking from Florence, Minnesota (detail shown in Figure 7).

mail was addressed to him that may indicate it had
been in a mail robbery. Interestingly, another cover
was found addressed to W.F. Hepner. This cover
was sent from Sioux Falls, SD on November 27,
1933 to Villas, SD. The difference was that this
cover (Figure 6) went via Minnesota and met its fate
at a mail robbery at the small train depot in Florence, MN (Lyon County). A similar marking is
seen on this cover stating “This mail was stolen in
burglary of depot at Florence, MN night of November 27, 1933”, with the detail of the marking shown
in Figure 7.

in Clara City, MN (Chippewa County). I must admit I was disappointed in seeing this cover (Figure
8, following page) was not addressed to Mr. Hepner,
but to Mr. Irving Burich, a bank teller at Citizens
State Bank. Of course, the typed postal markings
once again were similar to the other covers and stated “This piece of mail was contained in a pouch stolen at Clara City, MN June 17, 1933, and subsequently recovered in its present condition”, with detail shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Detail of Clara City, Minn. stolen mail
marking from the cover illustrated in Figure 8 on
following page (enlarged to show detail).
Figure 7. Detail of Florence, Minn. stolen mail
marking from the cover illustrated in Figure 6
(enlarged to show detail).

Just to find a cover that has been in a mail robbery
is difficult enough, but to find out any history about
them is even more difficult. Sometimes a newspaper will make mention of them and sometimes the
local historical society may have access to these
events. Unfortunately, I have been unable to find

At this time, I decided to look at other mail robbery
covers I had in my collection that occurred in this
time period and I found a similar mail depot robbery
7
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Figure 8. Letter from Minnesota Bankers Association, Minneapolis, Minn. To Mr. Irvin Burich, Teller,
Citizens State Bank, Silver Lake Minnesota with stolen mails marking applied (detail shown in Figure 9,
prior page).

out about either of the
Minnesota robberies at this
time. Perhaps at some future time it may be discovered.
In either case when one
looks at the maps of South
Dakota and Minnesota one
can see that all four train
depots have a similarity.
First, they are all close together even though they
are in different, but adjoining, states. Vilas and Carthage, South Dakota are in
the southeastern portion of
the state. In Minnesota,
both Florence and Clara
City are located in the
southwestern area. If one
was to draw a line connecting the four depots, it
would almost represent an
odd quadrangle since Vilas

Figure 10. Map of southeastern South Dakota and southwestern Minnesota, where the
train depot robberies of 1933 occurred: Vilas, SD (A), Florence, MN (B), Carthage,
SD (C), and Clara City, MN (D)
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was 17.5 miles from Carthage; whereas Florence to
Clara City was 68 miles. The furthest distance is
255 miles from Vilas, SD to Florence, MN; Carthage, SD to Clara City, MN is 169 miles. Figure
10, on the prior page, shows these locations in relation to each other.

taken with a reported loss of about $600 value. The
second time was a year later, on May 14, 1959,
while working in her front yard. The thief entered
the rear door of the house and stole a diamond ring
and wristwatch with combined value of $380. (5) It
seems that robbery of one form or another seemed
to follow the family!
Mail robberies occurred in other areas of South Dakota, possibly related to the train depot robberies
discussed in this article. One such incident was reported in The Lincoln Star on Friday, June 9, 1933
and talked about “Two Transients Under Investigation of Stealing Mail in S. Dakota” on June 9, 1933
in St. Lawrence, South Dakota. “The two transients
are suspected of mail robbery both in Ree Heights
and St. Lawrence on Wednesday evening,”, as written by The Lincoln Star. (3)

Figure 11. Feb, 2011 photo of sign at edge of the
“town” of Vilas, South Dakota, population, 19.

The population of each town was also very small,
adding to the scarcity of these covers. Vilas had
only 50 people in 1933 and, at the time of the 2000
census it had only 19 people (see Figure 11). The
highest population of the four mail robbery towns
discussed in this article, according to the 2000 census, is Clara City, MN with 1,393 people. (4)

There is a distinct possibility that all of these train
depot robberies may have been caused by the same
robber or robbers with knowledge of the train depot
system. And, interestingly, all occurred in small
towns. I have not found any information indicating
that the robber or robbers were ever caught.

Further investigation has revealed that W.F. Hepner
was born in Wisconsin on July 29, 1887 and ran the
county store in Vilas, South Dakota. He was also
the postmaster in the town at that time.

References:
1.) Miner County Pioneer Newspaper (Howard,
SD), December 22, 1933.
2.) The Evening Huronite Newspaper (Huron, SD)
July 22, 1932.
3.) The Lincoln Star Newspaper (Lincoln, Nebraska) June 9, 1933.
4.) Google Web Site – Wikipedia.org
5.) Ancestry.com

On July 22, 1932, the post office located in the William Hepner Store at Vilas, South Dakota, three
miles west of Howard, South Dakota was entered
sometime on Tuesday night and robbed of about
$10.00-$12.00 in small change and a small amount
of stamps. Other articles were also taken from the
store. The thief entered from a rear door area after
removing a panel from the door and unlocked the
door. About one year prior to this robbery, a similar
robbery took place. Local and federal authorities
investigated. (2)

Acknowledgements:
Thanking all those who helped in this manuscript!








Mr. Hepner also had a sister, by the married name
of Emma Crosby, who lived in California with her
husband, a coin and stamp dealer. On two separate
occasions Emma’s home was burglarized. The first
time was in May, 1958 while Emma was visiting a
daughter in Long Beach, California. Her home was
broken into and a fur coat, old coins, and food were

S.D. Historical Society
Librarians SD and MN Libraries
Marie Waligorski
David Grossblat
Barri Berlin Spitzer
Garrett Gross
Becky Duvall
∞§∞§∞§∞§∞
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Announcing
“The Gordon Twedt Memorial
Award for an Article on
Dakota Postal History”
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, 2011.
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.

DPHS Website Information

All 25 Years of
The Dakota Collector
on CD plus a one-year
membership to the
Dakota Postal History Society
for only $25 postpaid

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

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!!!

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

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

Gary Anderson
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Greenwood (Yankton Agency), Dakota Territory
By Ken Stach
The following pages are taken from my personal
collection, as they appear mounted on the album
pages. I have attempted to write up each of the of-

fices/locations, adding in contemporary images,
where available and applicable. I welcome corrections, input and comments from our readership.
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