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Dodge & Co.’s Express, which also advertised under 
the names “Dodge & Co.’s California Express” and 
“Dodge & Co.’s South American and California 
Express,” operated between late July 1850 and 
October 1851.  They were the fifth transcontinental 
express to reach California following Adams & Co.’s 
Express and Berford & Co.’s Express in late 1849, 
Palmer & Co.’s Express in March 1850, and Gregory 
& Co.’s Express in April 1850.  
 
Levi Dodge, at their New York headquarters, is 
thought to have been the senior partner, although he 
was never specifically identified as such.  George 
Fisher in Panama City, Panama (or New Granada as it 
was then known) and H.D.B. Cutler at Chagres, 
Panama are the only named partners.  Possibly there 
were others.  Levi Dodge and George Fisher will be 
discussed in detail, but nothing further has been 
learned of partner H.D.B. Cutler.   
 
Dodge & Co. advertised delivery to thirty-five cities 
in twelve countries on three continents.  Additionally, 
they advertised delivery to Canada and Europe, but no 
specific connections or routes were ever advertised.  
Dodge & Co.’s Express was nearly a global operation 
during their almost 15 months of operation.   
 
Dodge & Co.’s Express services included the carriage 
of letters, packages, parcels and gold dust.  Package 
size was restricted to four cubic feet and a maximum 
weight of 125 pounds, probably owing to their use of 
mule trains on portions of the Isthmus of Panama.   
 
Dodge & Co. also advertised themselves as express 
merchants and bankers.  They dealt in bills of 
exchange and sight drafts at several of their branch 
offices in the United States, Havana, and Panama.    
 
This article will show that Dodge & Co.’s Express 
was a true express company, in the sense that they 
carried letter mail, and not just a forwarding agent as 
has been suggested. (1)  Additional details on the routes 
and towns served are given and several of the 
individuals involved in the operation of this company 
will be discussed.  A few published errors or 
misinterpretations will be corrected.  The seven extant 
Dodge & Co. Express covers are illustrated and 
discussed.   

One caveat needs mentioning.  In 1845, a similarly 
named, but apparently unrelated banking company 
was formed in New York City which operated under 
the name of “E.W. Clark, Dodge & Co.”  The 
principals of that company were Enoch W. Clark 
and Edward Dodge, Enoch’s brother-in-law.  
Edward Dodge was from a Rhode Island family; 
whereas, our Levi Dodge of interest was born in 
New York State.  The E. W. Clark, Dodge & Co. 
New York office was at 60 Wall St.  Although 
Clark, Dodge & Co. had banking houses in several 
of the major cities in which Dodge & Co.’s Express 
operated, they did not share premises.   
 
E.W. Clark, Dodge & Co. were exchange and 
commission merchants who, by 1849, were shipping 
California gold to the east coast.  Although many 
newspaper notices specifically refer to “E.W. Clark, 
Dodge & Co.” as the shipper, others report simply 
“Dodge & Co.”  Whether these references always 
refer to Dodge & Co.’s Express or to the other New 
York house through the careless dropping of the 
“E.W. Clark” from the name, is not known.  
However, a Clark, Dodge & Co. history published 
in 1945, fails to mention any express endeavors, 
other than shipping gold, associated with that 
company. (2)  The author concludes that there was no 
operational or financial tie between these two 
similarly named companies. 
 
 
Review of Previous Work: 
 
Published articles on Dodge & Co.’s Express are 
few in number and have concentrated on either 
listing the cities served or providing a cover census.  
A.J. Hertz, in his series on western express 
companies published in Western Express, 
transcribed several newspaper advertisements that 
listed many, but not all, of the cities served by 
Dodge & Co.’s Express. (3)  He gave passing 
attention to the North American routes of this 
company, but did not name or discuss the personnel 
involved in its operation.   
 
Mel Nathan provided no new route or personnel 
information, but did provide tantalizing clues as to 

Dodge & Company’s Express 
By Scott W. Prior 
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 the existence of a Dodge & Co. waybill and a 
photograph of their San Francisco office. (4)  These 
items have not been located.   
 
Oscar Thomas, in his opus on The Western Express 
Companies, provided a brief review of Dodge’s 
operation, but provided no details of the personnel 
involved. (5)  Thomas did provide a cover census, but 
one listed cover was not illustrated and another 
cover’s address was misread. 
 
Richard Frajola, in his well done and informative 
exhibit “California Private Mails, 1849 to 1856” (6) 

cites the earliest Dodge & Co. ocean-to-ocean 
advertisement date as October 20, 1850, and this 
start-up date has found its way into at least one 
other exhibit.  However, Dodge & Co. first 
advertised for their inaugural New York to San 
Francisco shipment some three months earlier. 
 
 
The Proprietors: 
 
Levi Dodge 
 
The 1850 Federal Census lists Levi Dodge as a 
bookkeeper living in the Tenth Ward of Brooklyn, 

New York. (7)  This was on July 18, a week prior to 
the first Dodge & Co.’s Express advertisement.  
Levi is listed as being 40 years of age (born 1810), 
but other documents suggest a birth year of 1808. (8)  

He was living with a Mary Dodge, age 30 (possibly 
rounded), and with a William Pairnsen, age 26 and 
Mary Pairnsen, age 19.  The latter couple is Levi’s 
son-in-law and daughter.  Their surname is correctly 
spelled “Parisen.”  William has no listed occupation, 
but soon thereafter was put to work as a Dodge & 
Co.’s express messenger.  William Parisen and 
Mary E. Dodge were married on September 5, 1849, 
at the Church of the Holy Trinity, Brooklyn. (9) 
 
Dodge & Co.’s earliest advertising, discussed later 
in this article, lists Dodge & Co.’s address as 118 
West Street.  This is four doors north of Cortlandt 
Street.  Figure 1 is a portion of a nearly contempo-
rary street map locating these streets. (10)  Dodge 
continued to list the 118 West Street address in his 
advertisements though mid-January 1851, when he 
moved to 25 Cortlandt Street.  Doggett and Rode’s 
1851-1852 Directory of New York City (published in 
1851) lists Levi Dodge as operating an express from 
that address. (11)  Levi’s home address is given as 
216 Atlantic St, Brooklyn.  The latter address is in 
the Tenth Ward, agreeing with the 1850 census.   

Figure 1.  A portion of Johnson & 
Ward’s 1865 Street Map of New 
York City and Brooklyn.  Dodge & 
Co.’s New York office was first at 
118 West Street (red arrow) and in 
early 1851 he moved to 25 
Cortlandt Street (approximately at 
the black arrow just above the 
center of map).  Levi Dodge would 
have taken the ferry to work from 
his home in Brooklyn. 
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In American California, rivers became the roads of 
travel for passengers, mail, express, treasure, and 
freight.  Wells Fargo & Co.’s Express became the 
first to devise a special “Steamboat” marking for 
letters picked up en route.  It opened with an oval 
handstamp frank by 1853, went to the bizarre in 
1855, and then sensibly returned to its familiar oval 
in 1856.  Why?  Join us on this journey of 
exploration. 
 
Very soon after the United States took possession of 
California in 1846, the new arrivals introduced 
steamboats.  In November 1847, the Sitka, an 
underpowered 37- foot launch brought from Russian 

Alaska, ran from San Francisco to Sacramento in six 
days and seven hours...and then sank in the bay. 
 
The erupting Gold Rush of 1849 changed 
everything.  Argonauts quickly discovered 
California’s broad rivers became highways to the 
placer mines.  Soon, east coast steamers, prefabri-
cated, or side wheelers rounding Cape Horn, arrived 
in San Francisco, and headed to the supply centers 
of Marysville, Sacramento, and Stockton.   
 
As John Sutter knew, Sacramento became prime, 
and the fall of 1849 brought a rush of steamboats to 
that destination.  The aptly-named Sacramento 

Wells Fargo’s 1850s Steamboat Markings 
By James W. Milgram, M. D. and Dr. Robert J. Chandler 

Figure 1.  The deep-water Senator reached Sacramento in 1849.  She is shown in the Sacramento River from a 
California illustrated lettersheet (Figure 6-63 from Milgram’s American Illustrated Letter Stationery 1819-1899 [2016]).    
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made her first run in September 1849, followed the 
next month by the 400-ton propeller McKim, 
recently arrived from New Orleans.  Expressman 
Edward D. Weld advertised he would have a 
messenger “on board the steamer McKim.”  She 
began regular trips on October 26, charging $30 for 
cabin passage and $20 deck.  Freight cost $2.50 per 
100 pounds or $50 per ton for a trip of 17 hours.  On 
November 5, 1849, the 226-foot salt-water Senator, 
later long known in the California coastal trade, 
began her runs, taking 9 hours for the down trip.  
The graceful Antelope and the magnificent New 
World, stolen by Captain Ned Wakefield out of New 
York harbor, arrived in 1850. (San Francisco Alta 
California, October 18, 25, 1849). 
 
Steamboat racing became furious as independent 
operators fought for business.  After one over-
stressed boiler exploded in 1855, killing sixty 
people, the San Francisco Alta California remarked 
somewhat factitiously, that the “traveling public” 
had a “tacit agreement”  with the Captain, “that if 
they travel on his boat, he shall blow them into 
eternity sooner than see his boat left be-
hind.” (January 28, 1855) 

In this chaotic period, a few riverboats carried mail, 
and only the diminutive Erastus Corning marked it.  
At 86 tons and drawing a mere 14 inches, this 
prefabricated iron vessel slid into the water at 
Rincon Point on October 13, 1850.  Closing that 
month, Captain Louis McLane, who in December 
1855, became Wells Fargo’s general manager, took 
her to Sacramento.  Her light draft and small size 
made the Corning ideal for the Bay area.  She ran to 
Stockton from November 1850 through April 1852; 
and then under Charles Minturn, served as a Contra 
Costa ferry from May 1852 to April 1853, making 
four crossings daily; while July 1853 to June 1855, 
found her docking at Petaluma.  She closed 1855 
running across the Bay to Union City.  (Sacramento 
Transcript, October 19, 31, 1850). 
 
The little Corning did not escape from the 
ubiquitous expresses.  For the first appearance of E. 
Swift’s Express, in the April 1964 issue of Western 
Express A. Jay Hertz reproduced the following 
advertisement:  “Swift & Co.’s Express, connecting 
with Wells, Fargo & Co. leaves San Francisco for 
Petaluma at 10 A.M. daily per [alternating] 
Steamers E. Corning and Reindeer, connecting with 

Figure 2.  The first author knows only this vessel-named marking from an early 
California steamboat, an oval “E CORNING.”  While it is listed as M-386 in black 
in Milgram’s Vessel-Named Marking on United States Inland and Ocean Waterways, 
1810-1890 (1984), it is definitely known in red, so the book color may be in error.  
This cover departed Stockton on November 9, 1851, and contained $20, probably a 
one-ounce gold coin enclosed.  The recipient, James Martel, later a proud member 
of the 1856 Committee of Vigilance, acted as agent for French non-residents.   
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 Denver Railroad Map Cover 
By James W. Milgram, M. D. 

The author came across the cover shown in Figure 1 
(above) and Figure 2 (following page) and was 
unable to gain any information about it in the 
philatelic literature other than the dates of the 
Denver Col postmark could be from 1865 to 1871.  
It depicts Denver as the center of a spoke of seven 
railroads radiating in all directions.  In actual fact, it 
is likely that none of the railway lines were in 
existence when this cover was mailed.  There is an 
imprint “C BOHM-ENG-DENVER-COL” with 
“ENG” presumably standing for engraver although 
the illustration is a woodcut. 
 
However, that does not prevent this envelope from 
being a most important artifact in the history of 
Denver and its development.  Colorado has one of 
the most colorful railroad histories in the country 
with railroads being built into many a canyon 
between high mountains to provide a lifeline to the 

different mining camps.  Historians believe that it 
was the development of railroads that transformed 
Denver from just a mining town into a large city, 
similar to the development of Chicago. 
 
The Pacific Railroad Act of 1862 provided funding 
for the building of a transcontinental railroad.  This 
act was supported by President Lincoln.  The 
eastern half was built by the Union Pacific Railroad 
which started from Omaha through Nebraska and 
Wyoming above Kansas and Colorado (touching 
only at Julesburg).  It passed through Cheyenne, 
Wyoming, which is directly to the north of Denver. 
 
Thomas Noel, now a professor of history, wrote a 
doctoral thesis on the history of railroad 
development in Denver. (1) He commented that 
without railroads, between 1860 and 1870, the city’s 
population only grew by ten persons.  What 

Figure 1.  Enlarged image of the reverse of cover shown in Figure 2 (following page) showing railroad map of seven 
lines extending from Denver.  The Union Pacific R.R., with a station at Cheyenne, is the most superior horizontal line.  
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occurred was that the city’s residents succeeded in 
building a railroad line north from Denver to 
Cheyenne, the Denver Pacific Railroad which 
opened in June, 1870.  By the end of 1870, with the 
railroad operating, the city had grown from 4,769 to 
35,000.  However, before discussing the railroad 
companies, I would like to go back to Figure 1 in 
more detail. 
 
The map shows mountains to the left with “GOLD 
AND SILVER”.  Due north is a line labeled 
“DENVER PACIFIC R.R.”.  Then clockwise there 
is “D. & St. Jo. R.R.” which was not the name of the 
line that was built.  Below that is “U.P.R.R. E.D.” 
which will be discussed in detail.  To the south is 
“D. & S.F.R.R.”:  Then to the southwest is 
“SOUTH PARK R.R.”.  Due west seems to be 
“C.C.P.R.R” and then there is a short spur 
“D.&B.R.R.” 
 
Because of the stamp, a 3 cent 1861 without grill 
(tied by target), the most likely date of usage for a 
June or July usage would be 1868 because the 1869 
series would have been used in 1869.  There were 
no railroads to Denver in 1868 although all the 
branches shown on the map had been discussed.  
Collectors are aware that propaganda covers 
showing railroads were used in California beginning 
in 1859 fully a decade before the transcontinental 
railway was completed.  In the same way, I believe 
this cover was promoting railroads from Denver. 

Denver Pacific Railway and Telegraph Company 
 
Denver began where Cherry Creek meets the South 
Platte River.  I have written in Western Express 
about the early postmarks including Coraville and 
Auraria. (2) In that article, I reproduced a very 
interesting letter from Denver in which the writer 
predicted its ascent as a city. 
 
But, by 1867, the city was stagnating.  The fact that 
Cheyenne had been chosen to be the station on the 
Union Pacific Railroad above Denver left 
Denverites isolated.  The idea of railroads going 
through Denver had been projected from 1860, 
including the St. Joseph and Denver City R.R. and 
the Pacific R.R. of Missouri, but most remained just 
speculation.  In the original Pacific Railway Act of 
1862, a second southern railway below the primary 
transcontinental line had been authorized.  This was 
called the Union Pacific Railroad, Eastern Division, 
and was not associated with the main line of the 
Union Pacific RR.  This line had been projected by 
some to run to Denver and was supported by the 
Extension Act of July 3, 1866, but without funding. 
 
Denverites were inspired by a speech by George 
Francis Train given November 14, 1867, to create a 
new Denver based railroad line.  Train later ran for 
President and Figure 3 (following page) shows the 
only known campaign item for him seen by the 
author.  The editor of the Rocky Mountain News, 

Figure 2.  Front of cover with 3 cent 1861 target cancel, “DENVER COL JU-_” 
sent to Canton, OH. 
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