
Hon. Henry Tefft Clarke
Founder of Clarke’s Centennial Express to the Black Hills

Also known as the “Sidney Short Route”
H.T. Clarke established his express into the Black Hills of South Dakota in 
the spring of 1876 to provide mail service to the various mining camps, as
the US Post Office Department had refused service into the area it still 
considered “Indian country”.  Clarke raised $3000 from merchants and
residents of Sidney, Nebraska to build a bridge over the North Platte River,
some 40 miles north of Sidney, thereby establishing the “Sidney Short 
Route” on May 10, 1876 when the bridge was completed.  

Clarke initially operated a Pony Express to and from the Black Hills in 1876, 
but discontinued this service due to the excessive cost.  He then had 
envelopes franked with information about his route, which he sold at the 
Black Hills mining camps, Omaha, Chicago and some railroad ticket offices. 
Clarke contracted with Marsh & Stephenson to carry the mails for the 
“Centennial Express”, which operated into 1877 despite continuing poor 
financial performance.



Map of the Sidney to Black Hills Trail over which 
operated “Clarke’s Centennial Express”



Booth’s Hotel, Custer City, D.T. (July, 1876)
“Sidney Stage Office” card with mileages from Custer City to Sidney and other 

stage stations on reverse (below)
Apparently, this card was used for both the Sidney Stage (Clarke’s Centennial 

Express) and the Cheyenne & Black Hills Express



Red Cloud Agency (May 25, ca1877)
J. W. Dear was the post trader at Red Cloud Indian Agency.  Cancels from
Red Cloud post office are known similar to this example (which has no 
territory or state noted), but with “Neb.” or Wyo” territorial designations.  
The agency offices moved frequently which, coupled with the fact that this 
area was still rather “wild” and uncharted, probably led to the postmaster’s 
confusion.  

Red Cloud Agency was 104 miles north on the Sidney to Black Hills Trail 
from Sidney, Nebraska or 63 miles south from Custer City, Dakota.  It is 
possible that this cover was carried on Clarke’s Express.  The addressee, 
Professor O. C. Marsh at Yale College, was a noted paleontologist of his 
time and was known to have received fossils from the Badlands of
southwestern South Dakota.  



Lockwood House - Sidney, Nebraska 
“Office of Black Hills Stage Line”

The enclosed letter, datelined Mar 15, 1882, is shown below.  Clarke’s 
Centennial Express had long since expired by the time this cover was mailed;
however, the Lockwood House was still used as the Stage Station



Sloan, Ioa (Oct 31, 1876)
with “(via Sidney Pony Express)” at lower left

Addressed to Deadwood, Black Hills, D.T.  This cover entered 
the Black Hills of South Dakota on the Sidney Short Route, 
from Sidney Nebraska and was carried by H.T. Clarke’s “Pony 
Express”, which operated for only a few months in 1876.  This 
cover is dated by the 1876 letter enclosed.  



There are no less than 13 varieties of the Clarke’s Centennial
Express franked envelopes.  H. T. Clarke had Joseph P. Gossage, 
founder and editor of “The Sidney Telegraph”, print the franks
on the Plimpton issue of printed stamped envelopes of 1876
(Scott numbers U218, U219 and U 221).  U218 is vermillion on
white paper, while the other two are die varieties in green on white 
paper.  Clarke either under-estimated the required number of 
envelopes or simply didn’t want to tie up funds in them (costs per
thousand of the vermillion and green entires were $33.00 and $32.80
respectively).  

Len Persson, in his July 1988 LaPosta article, provided a system
to “type” the various imprinted franks.  He based his system on:

1.) Headlines
Headline A:  “Sidney Short Route”
Headline B:  “Clarke’s Centennial Express to the Black Hills

2.) Text
Abbreviated using the first letter in each of the first three lines
(excepting headlines), i.e., “IOP”, “IWT”, “IPF”, “OCS”.

3.) Number of lines in the text
A line is not counted if “over” is the only word

4.) Relative position of word “over” or words “see other side”

5.) Color of frank

6.) Miscellaneous features

The various “Persson Types” of Clarke’s franks are outlined on the
following page.  



Persson Type 1
Headline A, “IOP”, 7 lines, no “over” of “see other side”, black ink on U218 (3c
vermillion)

Persson Type 2
Headline A above B, “IWT”, 6 lines, “over” directly under “at Sid”, green ink on
U218 (3c vermillion)

Persson Type 2a
Same as Type 2, except green ink on U219 (3c green, Die 1)

Persson Type 3
Same as Type 2, except greyish-blue ink on U218 (3c vermillion)

Persson Type 4
Headline A above B, “IWT”, 6 lines, “see other side” in lower left corner, 
“Answer in care of H.T. Clarke, Sidney, Neb” up left side, “Care H.T. Clarke,
Sidney, Neb.” in two lines at lower left, green ink on U218 (3c vermillion)

Persson Type 5
Headline A above B, “IPF”, 6 lines, “over” centered under “Pac”, black ink on
U218 (3c vermillion)

Persson Type 6
Headline B above “The Sidney Short Route” – separated by “via”, “OCS”, 3 lines,
“see other side” in lower left corner, “Answer in care of H.T. Clarke Sidney, Neb”
in two lines in lower left, green ink on U219 (3c green, Die 1)

Persson Type 7
Headline A above B separated by horizontal line, “IPF”, 6 lines, “over” under
“Union”, black ink on U221 (3c green, Die 2, double line under Postage)

Persson Type 8
Same as Type 7, except green ink on U221

Persson Type 9
Headline A above B, “IWT”, 6 lines, “over” in lower left corner, green ink on
U218 (3c vermillion)

Persson Type 10
Headline A above B separated by horizontal line, “IWT”, 6 lines, “see other side” in lower
Left corner, “Care H.T. Clarke, Sidney, Neb.” in two lines at lower left, green ink on U219 (3c
Green, Die 1)

Persson Type 11
Headline A above B separated by horizontal line, “IWT”, 6 lines, “over” under “at Sid”, “Care
H.T. Clarke, Sidney, Neb.” in two lines at lower left, green ink on U219 (3c green, Die 1)

Persson Type 11a
Same as Type 11, except U221 (3c green, Die 2, double line under Postage)  



Sidney, Neb. (Aug 6, ca1876) – Persson Type 1 imprint
Virtually all the known Clarke’s covers entered the mails at Sidney, Neb.



Sidney, Neb. (Aug 31, ca1876) – Persson Type 2a imprint
Double rate cover to New York



Sidney, Neb. (Apr 23, ca1877) – Persson Type 5 imprint
Mailed from Crook City, Dakota with notation “via Sidney, Nebr”



Sidney, Neb. (Apr 23, ca1877) – Persson Type 6 imprint
“Answer in care of H.T. Clarke, Sidney, Neb.” printed up left side



Sidney, Neb. (Nov 16, ca1876) – Persson Type 8 imprint
This variety notes that Clarke charged 10c for his stamped envelopes



(circa 1877) – Persson Type 10 imprint
This cover, addressed to Omaha, Neb, was never cancelled by the post office



Davenport, Iowa (Oct 6, ca1876) – Persson Type 11a imprint
One of the few known covers that entered the mails outside Nebraska



The “Cheyenne & Black Hills Stage Co’s Express” via 
Cheyenne, Wyoming was a competitor to Clarke’s route
via Sidney, Nebraska.  The former line operated until Feb, 
1887, while Clarke’s lasted only until late 1877.  


