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HISTORY OF THE OVERLAND TRAIL MAIL ROUTE 
 

he United States of America experienced some of the worst tragedies during the 1860s.  The 
lingering effects of the Civil War significantly impacted Americans throughout the country.  
Explorers, prospectors, settlers, and homesteaders migrated west seeking new fortune or 

starting a new life.  By 1865, various reports were made showing the hostilities of the Native 
American tribes.  As a result, attacks were common on the plains during these years which caused 
devastation to both the Native Americans and the immigrants.1   
 
The United States and its Territories primarily used the U.S. Post Office Department to 
communicate messages from the West Coast to Washington D.C.  The early 1860s saw the need 
of the Pony Express to deliver mail across the rugged and difficult terrain of the Rocky Mountains.   
 
Many routes existed such as the Overland Trail, Mormon Trail, Oregon Trail, and Pony Express 
Trail.  By 1864, Ben Holladay’s Overland Stage Line “was one of the largest employers in the 
country and the largest overland transportation company”.2  The Overland Trail connected 
Sacramento, California to St. Joseph, Missouri.  The U.S. Post Office Department relied heavily 
on stagecoaches to transport the U.S. Mail across the nation using the overland mail transportation 
services.  The Post Office Department reported spending nearly one million dollars for mail 
transportation services on the overland route.3    
 
Ben Holladay realized that the transcontinental railroad would be built and would drastically 
change his company.  In 1866, Holladay sold the stage line to Wells Fargo for about $1.5 million.4 
 
By 1867, reports from the Colorado and Wyoming Territories told of attacks on the Overland Trail.  
“Without any military protection, the Indians began to attack the stage line west of Fort Sanders 
in May 1867. As a result, the stage company refused to carry passengers, stating that their stations 
had been attacked and burned, their men either killed or wounded and their stock was stolen. 
Altogether, there appeared to be reasons enough why the passenger coaches were not run.”5 
 
The risks to the stagecoaches transporting the U.S. Mail and its passengers became a major 
concern.    In 1775, the Post Office Department established a need to regulate and bring officers 
to account of any depredations upon the mails. As a result, the position of Surveyor of the Post 
Office Department was created to establish routes and investigate depredations and irregularities 
within the Post Offices.  In 1801, the title of Surveyor was changed to “Special Agent” and 
encompassed more duties to protect the Post Office Department and the U.S. Mail. 
 

 
 

  

 
1 The Montana Post, 10 Aug 1867, Indian Depredations-The Outrages Perpetrated in the Last Six Months 
2 Beard, J. (28 Feb 2018), In History: Stagecoach King, Ben Holladay 
3 United States (1867). Annual Report of Postmaster General 
4 Beard, J. (28 Feb 2018), In History: Stagecoach King, Ben Holladay 
5 Weiser-Alexander, K. (2020). Overland Route Attacks, Wyoming 
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 CHARLES M. DAVIS, SPECIAL AGENT 
 
On May 14, 1867, Charles M. Davis received the appointment and commission as a Special Agent 
of the Post Office Department6.  His role was to investigate the depredations upon the mails as 
well as establish and report on postal routes.  The duties of a Special Agent were described in the 
Postal Laws and Regulations in 1866: 
 

A special agent of the Post Office Department has a wide range of important and 
responsible duties, for the due performance of which a thorough knowledge of the laws 
and regulations of the department is indispensable… 
The nature of the duties of special agents offers them an extended field of observation, and 
may enable them to point out cases where the transportation of the mail over particular 
routes may either be diminished or dispensed with… 
The investigation of reported mail depredations, or losses by mail, will necessarily occupy 
a good deal of time, and will require the constant exercise of the utmost vigilance and 
skill… 
Many agents hold themselves responsible for the safe transfer of such mails only as arrive 
in their charge…7 

 
On May 31, 1867, a Wells Fargo stagecoach was transporting the U.S. Mail, nine passengers, two 
drivers, and one Special Agent of the Post Office Department from Julesburg, Colorado on the 
Overland route.   
 
On the morning of June 2, the stagecoach headed to Riverside was attacked by twenty to thirty 
Native Americans near Moore’s Ranch (located near American Ranche).  The stagecoach driver, 
Andrew “Holderly” was killed and C.M. Davis was wounded in the lower part of his body.  “The 
passengers fought the Indians bravely, and succeeded in keeping them off, killing two and 
wounding several others.”8 
 
A more detailed account explained the events which transpired that tragic morning: 
 

The coach left North Platte on May 31, with nine passengers.  They proceeded quietly to 
Riverside, when their suspicions were aroused by the fact that the down coach was twenty-
four hours behind time.  A majority of the passengers decided to go on, and being 
reinforced by two employees of the company, which, with the driver, made twelve persons 
on the coach, and they proceeded.  When they left Riverside they had four breech-loading 
carbines and twelve revolvers.  When within about three-fourths of a mile of Moore’s ranch 
the driver gave the alarm that a band of Indians were charging for the coach.  It had been 
agreed between the driver and passengers that if they were attacked the coach should stop 
and the passengers get out, which was immediately done.  Of those who had carbines three 
were on the ground, and one on the top of the coach.  The passengers at once advanced to 
meet the Indians, and firing became general on both sides.  Disconcerted by the bold and 
determined action of the passengers, which was entirely unexpected, the Indians passed by 

 
6 United States (1867-’68). House Of Representatives – Special Agents Post Office Department 
7 United States (1 Mar 1866). The Postal Laws and Regulations – Chapter XLIII 
8 Philadelphia Inquirer (28 Jun 1867) 



3 
T.J. Smoot 

for some distance and stopped, one of them have been fatally wounded.  In this charge one 
of the passengers, Mr. Davis, was also severely wounded in the lower part of the body.  At 
this point the horses became unmanageable, and began to run, and the passengers, one by 
one, made for the coach.  The Indians presuming a retreat, rallied and made a second more 
furious charge on the coach, coming much near and shooting down the off wheel horse 
with an arrow, and wounding the nigh leader under the ear with a ball.  Halderby, one of 
the employees, was killed at the door of the coach.  The passengers again dismounted and 
renewed the fight, Halderby’s gun being instantly put in use by Mr. Barrett.  The 
passengers met the charge with the same determined bravery, but much more deliberately 
than before.  One Indian was killed, several wounded and many dismounted, when the 
savages were finally repulsed.  During the fight those who had no arms made themselves 
useful by attending to the horses.  Mrs. Adams and her two children were in the coach, 
while her husband was outside fighting, and, together with Mr. Davis, who was lying in 
the coach wounded, loaded the revolvers for those outside.  Mr. Adams prevented an Indian 
from killing the driver by holding an empty gun at him.  The four horses were finally put 
to the coach, the wounded one was tied on behind, and the passengers covering the retreat, 
they arrived at the ranche.  Mr. Remine was the only passenger who had a gun, the other 
three belonging to the driver and the two employees of the company.9 

 
After the attack, Dr. Latham of Fort Sedgwick attended to Special Agent Davis.  However, the 
wound was too grievous, and Dr. Latham pronounced the wound fatal10.  Special Agent C.M. 
Davis died from the attack on June 5th, 186711. 
 
Another report from Kansas was able to describe Special Agent Davis: 
 

Among those who fell victims…to the Indian attack on the overland coach west of Denver, 
a few days since, was Mr. Charles M. Davis, son of Gen. Davis, of Washington, D.C. Mr. 
Davis was a young man of talent, by profession, we believe, a surveyor and civil engineer, 
and was on his way to Montana in charge of the topographical instruments sent out by 
Government for the use of the Surveyor General of the Territory.  Gen Meredith has 
received information that in the massacre which resulted in the death of Davis and the 
driver, and the wounding of several of the other passengers, young Davis made a gallant 
and desperate fight, and only yielded to the savage miscreants when the bullet laid him a 
corpse at the bottom of the coach.12 

Washington D.C. began to receive reports regarding the incident later that month.  Reports from 
the newspapers show that word made it to George W. McLellan, Second Assistant Postmaster-
General that Special Agent Davis was killed alongside the two stagecoach drivers.  The report 
states: 
 

[A] large box, addressed to the Second Assistant Postmaster-General was received at the 
Post Office Department, containing a lot of mail pouches, ripped open, with about two 

 
9 The Cincinnati Enquirer (26 Jun 1867) The Attack At Moore’s Ranch – Additional Details 
10 The Leavenworth Times (15 Jun 1867) 
11 North Star Vermont (29 Jun 1867) 
12 The North Star Vermont (29 Jun 1867)  
13 North Star Vermont (29 Jun 1867)14 Scott, G. R. (1989). Historic Trail Maps of the Sterling 1 o quadrangle 
... – USGS 
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bushes of letters, most of them smeared with blood and clotted with coarse black hair.  
Subsequently a dispatch was received from North Platte, stating that on the 5th inst., C.M. 
Davis, special post office agent, and two drivers, having this mail matter in charge, had 
been killed by Indians at American Ranche, on the overland route from California.  The 
letters are probably 1500 in number, destined for various States, Canada, and Europe.  A 
large portion of the letters have apparently been robbed.  Some of those for England look 
to be valuable, and all will in due time be forwarded to their proper addresses.13 

 
Since then, the area surrounding Moore’s Ranch, American Ranch, and the other small outposts 
had been burned down or destroyed.  Research conducted by the Department of the Interior, U.S. 
Geological Survey identified the proximity of these ranches in a map: 
  

 
13 North Star Vermont (29 Jun 1867)14 Scott, G. R. (1989). Historic Trail Maps of the Sterling 1 o quadrangle 
... – USGS 
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(Exhibit from the U.S. Geological Survey14) 

 
14 Scott, G. R. (1989). Historic Trail Maps of the Sterling 1 o quadrangle ... – USGS 

The approximately location of 
American Ranche and 
Moore’s Ranch located in 
northern Colorado.  



6 
T.J. Smoot 

 
The location of Special Agent Davis’ grave, his family, and his personal identifiers have yet to 
be uncovered. 
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In History: Stagecoach King, Ben Holladay

The discovery of gold in California opened the door for a mass migration of people
from the East to the West Coast of the U.S. As the population in California grew, so
did the need for goods manufactured back east. 

Savvy entrepreneurs, such as Ben Holladay, saw this as an opportunity to line his
pockets with gold without having to mine it. Stagecoach and freight companies
sprang up overnight, and anyone with a seaworthy vessel opened a passenger line.

Around Town
Events and happenings around town

Historic Folsom District

Posted via facebook Yesterday

Sunday was a beautiful day in Folsom’s

Historic District. Over 200 artisans and

small businesses were set up down

Sutter Street along with g...



Holladay was born in Kentucky in 1819 and learned the transportation business
helping his father lead wagons through the Cumberland Gap. In 1838, he served as a
mail courier for Alexander Doniphan, the commander of the Missouri militia. Later
Doniphan would provide a letter of introduction for Holladay to Brigham Young that
helped Holladay build a lucrative relationship with the Mormon settlement in Utah.

As a young man, Holladay ran a hotel and tavern in Missouri. With the outset of the
Mexican War, he opened a freighting business and secured a contract to supply
General Kearny’s army. After the war, he continued moving supplies west,
purchasing army surplus items in Missouri and delivering them to the Mormon
settlement in Salt Lake City where he sold them at a significant profit. When the
Gold Rush began, Holladay seized on the opportunity to expand his freighting
business.

As the demand to move goods, people, and mail grew, so did Holladay’s empire. He
secured government contracts to deliver mail to Salt Lake City and all over the
frontier as the only government contractor. He also acquired competing express,
stage, and freight companies, thus earning the moniker of “Stagecoach King.” 

By 1864, Holladay’s Overland Stage Line was one of the largest employers in the
country and the largest overland transportation company; Holladay controlled most of
the overland traffic in mail, passengers, and freight from Missouri to California.

Periodically, Holladay traveled in his stage lines across the entire route, to ensure the
stage was punctual and the fastest in the business. He realized, however, that the
transcontinental railroad would impact the business, and in 1866 sold his stage line to
Wells Fargo for $1.5 million.

Holladay made many trips past Lake Tahoe on the route and admired its beauty.
While exploring the lake in 1862, he stumbled upon Emerald Bay and soon after
preempted the land around the bay. Here he built the first private estate on Lake
Tahoe—a two-story, five-room villa he dubbed “the Cottage.” In 1870, Holladay had
a steamboat called “The Emerald” shipped by rail to Truckee and brought by wagon
to Tahoe City to be launched in the lake. The boat was used to haul freight,
passengers, and tow log booms until 1881.
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Holladay eventually moved to Oregon and started a steamship business between
Mexico and Alaska called the Northern Pacific Transportation Company. He also
initiated the Oregon and California Railroad that was to connect to the
transcontinental railroad in California. Holladay’s vision included colonizing several
land grants along the line he had secured from the state of Oregon. With loans from
foreign investors, he sent ships to Europe to bring back immigrants to homestead the
land.

Holladay’s business interests included hotels and distilleries, gold and silver mines,
sawmills, slaughterhouses, and a number of retail operations. He also maintained
opulent houses in New York, Washington DC, and Oregon. 

The financial crisis in 1873 bankrupted Holladay. He died in Portland, Oregon, in
1887 in relative obscurity.

By Jerrie Beard

Sources:

nytimes.com/1990/02/04/nyregion/a-stage-for-capitalism-s-shifting-fortunes.html

maritimeheritage.org/vips/holladay.htm

oregonhistoryproject.org/articles/biographies/ben-holladay-
biography/#.Wl51a4WPrSo

legendsofamerica.com/ben-holladay/

Mountain Democrat: June 16, 2006

Sierra Stories, True Tales of Tahoe, Volume 2 by Mark McLaughlin. Copyright 1998.

Overland Stage Line Receipt image courtesy of frontierhomestead.org. Overland
Stage Route map courtesy of wyomingplaces.pbworks.com.
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Attack on the Overland Trail

Overland Route Attacks, Wyoming
As a result of the many skirmishes between the whites and the
natives in Wyoming, the U.S. Government sent large
reinforcements into the territory during the spring and summer of
1867. The plan was to send an expedition against the combined
Sioux tribes under Chief Red Cloud but, for whatever reasons,
nothing of this kind was attempted. Instead, the troops were
stationed at various forts and summer camps while
Indian attacks were made on the stage lines and along the North
Platte River.

While the soldiers were garrisoned in these various Wyoming forts, they chose to save the trouble of escorting 

emigrants, instead, stopping the travelers at different points and holding them until a sufficient number arrived 

to be organized into companies that could defend themselves against any attacks.

During this time, the Indians did not disturb the troops who were in garrisons to any extent.

Without any military protection, the Indians began to attack the stage line west of Fort Sanders in May 1867. 
As a result, the stage company refused to carry passengers, stating that their stations had been attacked and 

burned, their men either killed or wounded and their stock was stolen. Altogether, there appeared to be 

reasons enough why the passenger coaches were not run.
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Makh-pi-ah-lu-tah, Oglala
Sioux Chief Red Cloud

Though there were no great gatherings of Indians along the travel routes, small bands of warriors, who came
to the stage line, ran off the stock and if it did not incur too much risk, white men were killed and scalped. The
depredations were systematic, relentless and were intended to wear out the patience of the stage company,
freighters, and emigrants. Those who kept a sharp lookout and traveled in large bodies had little to fear.
However, those who lagged in the rear or ventured too far in advance were vulnerable to attack.

Surveying parties on the Union Pacific Railroad, in spite of the precautions
taken, often suffered severely. A party under a man named Hills was
straightening the line in June 1867, 13 miles east of present-day
Cheyenne when he and his crew were attacked on Crow Creek by 75
Sioux warriors. Hills was killed at the first onslaught and one of his
assistants, named Archer, was badly wounded. The town of Hillsdale was
named in honor of this murdered surveyor.

It would be impossible to give a detailed account of the numerous attacks
on surveying parties, graders, passenger coaches and emigrant outfits
that occurred that year. The Indians were satisfied with the running off of
the stock and the killing of any white man who exposed himself beyond the
limit of protection. This was the condition of things on the main lines of
travel east and west and along the route of the railroad under construction.

The Bozeman Trail and the entire country through which it passed was
filled with danger seen and unseen. Chief Red Cloud kept his headquarters near Fort Phil Kearny and it was
there he intended to fight it out with the soldiers.

By Kathy Weiser-Alexander, updated February 2020.
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