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You get one chance to sell your collection for the highest price. 
When you sell through Siegel, you take no chances. 

Estimate  $300,000-400,000 
SOLD FOR $460,000 

Estimate  $40,000-50,000 
SOLD FOR $132,250 

Estimate  $30,000-40,000 
SOLD FOR $120,750 

Estimate  $30,000-40,000 
SOLD FOR $149,500 

Estimate  $500,000-750,000 
SOLD FOR $632,500 

Estimate  $200,000-300,000 
SOLD FOR $299,000 

The spectacular realizations for Pony Express covers 
sold through Siegel auctions are evidence of our firm’s 
unmatched ability to present and promote sales. 

When you decide to sell your collection, doesn’t it make 
sense to work with experienced professionals who know 
the material and the market? AUCTION GALLERIES, INC. 

6 WEST 48TH STREET, 9TH FLOOR, NEW YORK, N.Y. 10036 • (212) 753-6421 • SIEGELAUCTIONS.COM 
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Preface 

Some years ago I bought a collection of a dozen 
California Gold Rush letters, the David and Oscar 
Holcomb letters.  On re-reading, taken together, the 
Holcomb letters present a fascinating story of a 
father (age 46) and son (age 19), who were true 
49ers.  They were in the third group to leave 
Chicago.  I uncovered a good deal about the 
Holcombs and have written pre- and post-sections in 
this article, which give additional context to the 
letters.  It is interesting that Oscar Holcomb set the 
first type for the first issue of the Chicago Tribune 
and remained involved in printing and publishing 
during much of his life.   

Unlike many of the published diaries, the twelve 
Holcomb letters to family members provide more of 
the human reaction to the Gold Rush, first the 

vision, then the reality.  They faced serious health 
concerns, first cholera, then typhoid (which killed 
David).  Oscar spent almost three years in California 
chasing the $5000 dream. 

From an early western mail standpoint, the letters 
demonstrate the severe difficulties in communica-
tion, both during the trip and once in California. 
Where/when were you going to be that had mail 
service dictated the routing of your letters.  There is 
a Kanesville, Iowa manuscript cover.  One of the 
folded letters mailed at Ft. Laramie was carried by 
Mormon Mail.  Its simple postmark STEAM 10, if 
on a separated envelope, would not give that clue, 
but the contents of the folded letter make it clear.  In 
1849, even Sacramento did not have a post office 
until August of that year.  Mail, if it came, was in 
San Francisco.  You could hire an agent to go 
look.  A letter written in “Suckerville, Cal.” on 

The Holcomb Gold Rush Letters 
By Gordon L. Nelson, Ph.D. 

Figure 1.  An early sketch of Fort Laramie taken from J.C. Fremont’s 1845 “Report of the Exploring Expedition to the 
Rocky Mountains and to Oregon and North California.” (1) 

.Fort .Laramie-. 
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 Remnants of the SS Winfield Scott 
By Rick Mingee 

On September 15, 2017 the auction firm of Kagin’s 
sold a particularly interesting lot (#2037 in the West 
Coast Sale), which hammered at $13,000 (plus 
buyer’s premium).  This lot was the original 8.5” 
tall, 22 pound bronze ship bell from the Steamship 
Winfield Scott of the Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company (PMSC), inscribed with “1851” and “New 
York” – the year and location of the ship’s start of 
service. (1)  Per the auction listing, there are no other 
ship bells recovered from any other gold rush 
shipwreck, making this a unique piece of Western 
Americana (Figure 1).   

Figure 1.  PMSC Winfield Scott, the Ship’s Bell at 
Auction (Courtesy of Kagin’s Auctions).   

 
The Winfield Scott departed San Francisco on 
December 1, 1853 (Figure 2) bound for Panama 
under the command of Captain Simon F. Blunt with 
approximately 500 persons, cargo, gold bullion and 
of course the contract mail bags from the San 
Francisco Post Office (including letters from 
various Northern California towns).  It was another 
run of its San Francisco-Panama service loop.  Later 

that night, the ship encountered heavy fog near 
Santa Barbara, California and soon thereafter ran 
aground on Middle Anacapa Island in the Santa 
Barbara Channel.  The ship did not sink immediate-
ly and was in fairly shallow water of only 30 feet, so 
all the passengers and crew, along with a majority 
of the cargo and mail bags were rescued before the 
ship went down.  For those treasure seekers out 
there, all the gold bullion was removed before 
sinking, so there is no massive prize waiting for you 
to find on the sea floor!  Passengers and crew spent 
a rough night on a small rock area before help came 
on December 2 via the PMSC California, returning 
to San Francisco from Panama on its own service 
loop schedule.  The women and children, along with 
the gold bullion (I told you it is not at the bottom of 
the sea), were taken aboard and returned to San 
Francisco, while the others were transferred to the 
beach area on the island.  A week later, on 
December 9, the remaining passengers were 
gathered up on the California which returned to 
fetch them, and also returned back to San Francisco.  
The crew spent over a week attempting to recover 
what they could from the shipwreck. 

Figure 2.  Sacramento Daily Union ad from 
December 1, 1853 for the Steamer Winfield Scott.   
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Covers by design shroud information.  They protect 
contents and reveal only utilitarian information such 
as desired recipient and destination.  If we are lucky, 
covers may also reveal routing information and 
some information on the sender.  With further 
investigation the limited information on the covers 
can often imply the purpose of what was in the 
cover.  In this article, I share two covers that took 
me on a seven year journey to unlock their stories, 
stories that reveal links to express companies and 
the family bonds of western pioneers. 
 
The first cover (Figure 1) is a Raum’s Express cover 
(front only) as defined by Oscar Thomas as RAU-
003. (1)  In 2010, I was attracted to this cover since it 
originated in eastern Nevada and was addressed to a 
former post office in the California county where I 
now reside, Yolo County.  I had first come across 
this express in my reading James Gamett’s 2002, 
Nevada Express Wells, Fargo & Co. and Other 
Letter Expresses 1857-1895.  His review of Raum’s 
Express, including its then known census of 
different types, is only four pages.  The brevity of 
review only adds to the express company’s mystery, 
as not much information is known beyond its three 

year time period of operations, 1870-72, and that it 
started with two principals and then quickly 
changed to only a single proprietor.  Although Oscar 
Thomas’ 2013 book has more specifics on Raum’s 
franks, and an update on the known census, there is 
not much more information on the agent, Mell 
Raum. 
 
What also intrigued me with the cover is that its 
recipient, Mrs. C. M. Raum, is clearly related 
somehow to Mell Raum of Raum’s Express.  
Likewise, in both the Gammet and Thomas 
censuses, several of the known covers are addressed 
to the same Mrs. Raum in Prairie Post Office, Yolo 
County.  This single cover, its related names, and its 
location then were filed in my mind as an open 
puzzle to someday research. 
 
The puzzle then resurfaced four years later when I 
noticed a cover at a Schuyler Rumsey Auction from 
Schoch’s Copper City Express (pronounced Scotch 
like the drink).  Interestingly, this cover (Figure 2 at 
the top of the following page) was addressed to the 
same Mrs. C. M. Raum at Prairie Post Office, Yolo 
County.  Previously, I had not focused on the 

Raum’s Express History Uncovered by Two Covers 
By Ryan Baum 

Figure 1.  Raum’s Express (front) sent from Schellbourne, NV, to Mrs C. M. 
Raum at Prairie Post Office.  This cover and its mystery started the research for 
this article. 
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 An Addendum to “The San Francisco News Letter 1856-1858” 
By James W. Milgram, M.D. 

The article entitled “The San Francisco News Letter 
1856-1858” by Scott R. Trepel in the December 
2017 issue of this publication was exceedingly 
interesting to me.  It will undoubtedly be the major 
reference on this subject to collectors and historians 
with interest in these pictorial covers printed by the 
publisher of the letters.  Mr. Trepel states that 
sometime during or before May 1857, the address 
panel was printed as an illustration with eagle, train 
and steamboat pictures.  I would agree with this 
because in March 1857 the News Letters had a 
different format. 

 
In the figure taken from my book American 
Illustrated Letter Stationery 1819-1899 (Figure 6-
69) I show an example of a News Letter dated 
March 5th 1857.  The reader will note it is 
numbered 16 which correlates with the bracketed 
number in Mr. Trepel’s Table A (so, at least some 
of the earlier letters before May 20 were numbered 
by the publisher). 
 
The chief reason for this addendum is to show that 
the earlier letters could have contained other 
illustrations, not just text.  This letter of March 5, 
1857 contains a picture of Snowshoe Thompson, the 
famous mail carrier, who interested Floyd Risvold a 
great deal.  He devised the express marking known 
in black and red inks (Thomas TSS-100, incidental-
ly, Thomas incorrectly describes both of the known 
examples as being red; the Persson copy is in 
black).  The letter itself is one page of text, one page 
of advertisements, and a half page more of text 
(page 3 of the 4 pages).  This left one-and-a-half 
pages for a letter by the sender of the letter.  This 
lettersheet would have been mailed in an envelope 
requiring 10 cents in postage, because of the 
writing.  If the sender did not write anything, the 
postage would have been one cent for the printed 
matter (circular) rate. 
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The Oroville Masonic Lodge No.103 was tasked to 
accept or reject three petitioners for membership to 
the Lodge.  The meeting was held on Saturday 
evening, July 5, 1856.  One applicant made the cut, 
two sadly did not.  The Secretary of the Lodge sent 
the results back to the Enterprise Lodge No.70 in 
Yuba City, Sutter County, California for their 
consideration.  The petition was sent in a small 
envelope specifically made for the petition to fit into 
quite snugly.  It seems the petition and envelope 
went hand-in-hand.  The fascinating aspect of this 
matched pair of philatelic history is the large italic 
print “ORO VILLE, CAL” postmark with 
manuscript date of “July 18” within, along with the 
“Paid” handstamp and manuscript “3” rate marking.  
The postal markings are of massive size for this 
little giant of an envelope.  
 
The envelope measures 4-¼” by 2-½”.  In the 
Williams Postmark study, this particular example is 
not listed.   
 
Conjecture has it that this type of rimless circle 
postmark was created by the local newspaper or a 
local print shop.  The postmaster had control over 
these imaginative creations and, as we see in our 
Western cover collecting experience, the rules were 
a lot more open to interpretation back in the early 
days of California postal history.  
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Oroville, California 
By Michael Serdy 
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California May 7 1850 
 
My Dear Hyde 
  
It appears to me really strange that that I get no 
letters.  The first and only communication that I 
have recd. since arriving here is a letter from my 
parents in Ohio.  I wrote you a long letter by Mr. 
Lawtel[?] which you have doubtless recd.  I am 
exceedlingly anxious to hear from you and from 
friend Tuttle but it seems that I am not to be 
satisfied.  I suppose the difficulty may be attributed 
to the P.Ms here.  I wrote you a long letter also one 
to Mr. Tuttle about a month since, and  have just 
learned that the man by whom they were sent to the 
office got drunk and lost them on the way.  Should 
the finder be kind enough to take them to the office 
they may reach you yet.  I am now located on the 
middle fork of the American River about 100 miles 
from Sacramento City which is the nearest P.O.  An 
expressman comes up regularly after the arrival of 
each mail carrying letters to and from for two 
dollars each.  I come up to this place in Dec. & have 
remained here since, but have done but little more 
thus far than pay expenses on account of the rainy 
weather and high water.  I have dug probably about 
six hundred dollars, but provinder is high.  I made a 
claim on the river here which I can take five 
hundred dollars for any day but shall not sell.  Hope 

to be able to take out enough to feel satisfied in 
bidding California a final adieu this fall.  There is 
more gold here than ever I dreamed of in my 
wakefull imagination before leaving the states, but it 
is not so easy obtained.  I do not consider it 
necessary to trouble you with a description of the 
mines or the process of washing gold as several of 
the Southport boys have returned and will be able to 
tell you all about it.  One thing is certain it will not 
do to believe all you read in the papers.  I have read 
several statements published in the N.Y. papers 
which I know to be false and I would caution any 
person coming to Cal. against perchasing shares in 
Cos. which have been organized here.  I would not 
advise any person to emigrate to this country yet 
they may be lucky but where one is successfull and 
makes a fortune speedily hundreds  are unfortunate 
lose their health and expose their lives besides.  
Chase & E [?] are in El Dorado Kannon [canyon] 
some five miles from this spot.  Have done but little.  
I am sorry to say it but they both seem to be too 
fond of the bottle for their own good.  Seymour I 
left at Sacramento last fall given over to his old 
habit, have not heard from him since & P. Corngood 
I learn is at San Francisco, doubtless you hear from 
him often.  Jno Clark Spring Luke Richardson Doct. 
Ruddock Beard Hackley Bill Keplard are all at work 
within one days walk of this place.  I suppose Clark 
has made more money than any one of the rest.  The 

Contents of the Cover - Gray’s Express 
By James W. Milgram, M.D. 
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