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The Chidester Stage Lines
the Issuer of Stage Coach Passes

By
Matt Rothert, Sr.

N.L.G.

This coach is exhibited at the New Hampshire Historical Society, Con-
cord, New Hampshire. (Courtesy of the New Hampshire Historical
Society).

HE citizens of Camden, Arkansas, found the stage linesT 
an important part of their lives during the 1800s. The

 famous overland stage lines from the Mississippi River
west to California, the Butterfield and Holladay Lines, are well
known by historians to this day.

In the 1840s, stage coaches carried mail and passengers
from the southern half of the state into Camden, which was
the head of navigation on the Ouachita River from New
Orleans.

In the 1850s a stage route was established from Camden to
the little settlement of Gaines Landing on the Mississippi River
where the big river boats could be boarded, and from Camden
to Hot Springs and Little Rock in central Arkansas.

The development of these stage lines was quickly improved
by the arrival of Colonel John T. Chidester in 1857. He
wanted to extend stage coach operations from Camden's cen-
tral location to the entire southwest.

Born in Cooperstown, New York on November 1, 1818, he
operated stage lines in Georgia, Alabama and Mississippi,
moving westward with the advance of railroads in the east.

He began his Arkansas stage operations as a subcontractor,
asked to improve the Little Rock to Fort Smith stage of the
Butterfield Overland Mail Route from Memphis to San Fran-
cisco. The slowness of this route had brought many com-
plaints.

Chidester had a conference with postal authorities in Wash-
ington in December 1858, resolved local problems, and
formed the Chidester, Reeside and Company stage line of
four-horse mail coaches. That year he moved his family to
Camden, and in 1859 he took over the route to Gaines Land-
ing, Arkansas, making the 170 mile trip in 28 hours, including
stops for meals and "rest."

His "Great Western Coach Line" used four-horse, nine-pas-
senger coaches. A Camden business man, Mr. R.F. Kellam.
wrote in his diary August 11, 1859:

Left home for New York on the Gaines Landing Stage.
Supper at Pennington Hotel, Warren. Stage ran all night.
slept some, jostle, jolt, thump and bump. Morning came,
we enter the Mississippi bottoms. Rough and tumble all on
causeway. Dinner at Lowry's. Good dinner and excellent
water. Arrive at Gaines Landing at 4 PM—hot, tired, worn
out, full of dirt and dust.

He later wrote "during the rainy winter [18,59-60) the roads
were knee deep in mud, bridges washed away—sleet and
snow."
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One mule from a team of four in the muddy Arkansas road.

The Civil War interrupted the stage mail and passenger busi-
ness. After the war the shortage of horses, the worn out
equipment, the washed out bridges, the unrepaired roads and
the lack of capital made the problems very difficult.

In 1866 Colonel Chidester started to rebuild the stage sys-
tem in Arkansas. An article in the Little Rock Arkansas
Gazette, September 25, 1866 stated:

We are glad these [mail] contracts have been taken by some-
one who will execute them in a manner that will afford our
people the convenience of regular mails. Colonel Chidester
has had much experience and we believe he has the disposi-
tion as well as the means, to fulfill his obligation.

A tale was told that a Chidester stagecoach was held up by
the famous bandit, Jesse James, near Gulpha Creek on the
Hot Springs route; we do not have a record of this holdup. A
typical Jesse James affair began when his group of five horse-
men, often wearing old army overcoats, would suddenly sur-
round the coach. The leader would shout at the driver, "Stop,
or we'll blow your head off."

"Get out quick," was the next stern order, and outside,
three of the highwaymen stood in a row by the door, their
pistols cocked, a fourth was off on one side with a shotgun
and a fifth was on the opposite side.

After ordering the passengers out. the outlaws made them
form a circle and they began collecting watches, jewelry and
money from them. As soon as the outlaw leader completed
the circle, he would ask if any of the victims had been in the

Confederate Army. If any said he had been, and could give a
satisfactory statement about his regiment, command and of-
ficers, his watch and money were returned to him. The high-
waymen would say they were leaving to go south and would
depart in that direction, but no doubt they soon turned in the
direction of their hideout.

In 1874 Chidester's line advertised "first class coaches, care-
ful, safe and sober drivers, and horses second to none in the
state." Colonel Chidester operated the last major link in a
transcontinental stage line through rough and uncivilized ter-
ritory. In 1878 his mail and passenger line from Fort Worth,
Texas to Fort Yuma, Arizona was called the Arkansas, Texas
and Pacific Mail Company.

His son, Frank B. Chidester, was the superintendent, using
60 Concord coaches, 2,000 horses and 300 men, plus the
services of a United States Cavalry detachment, to carry the
mail the 1560 miles from Fort Worth to Fort Yuma.

The Concord Stage Coach was made in Concord, New
Hampshire. It was considered the very best coach made in ,:he
United States at that time. They made four-and six-horse
coaches that seated nine people plus the driver and guard.
Made of the best materials available, this company had been
building coaches since 1826 and was immortalized by their
great Wells Fargo coaches.

The Chidester home in Camden, built in 1847. was placed
on the National Register of Historic Places in June 1971. It is
maintained with the original furnishings, by the Ouachita
County Historical Society and is open to the public.
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"Working a funeral" in the 1800s at the Chidester Livery Stable,
Camden, Arkansas.

Unloading the steamboat City of Camden at Camden, ca. 1890.	 (Continued on p. 19)
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Whoever had issued the order for the engraving of the com-
pound interest note plate had read the law passed June 30,
1864, in the Record of July 2, 1864, and had taken it for
granted the act was passed on the date under which it was
printed. Then employes who had been in the department
during the war remembered that this error had been
discovered in a few days and that orders were given to
change the date on the plate. In all these years nothing had
occurred to call close attention to the notes and the cir-
cumstance was forgotten.

The First Auditor was certain at first that a grand steal had
been unearthed, but now that it is satisfactorily explained he
thinks that the circumstance is evidence of the condition of
things at the seat of Federal Government during the last year
of the war. The discovery has set the clerks in the department
rummaging through a lot of old redeemed war issues. They
have found that the date of the enabling act of the ten-forty
coupons was printed March 3. 1863, when it should have
been 1864. Other errors of this kind will probably be found,
now that everybody's attention is directed to dates. Con-
troller Cannon does not think there is anything surprising in
these cases, considering the time and circumstances under
which the money was issued.

On 14 July there was an article that reconfirmed many of the
statements in the earlier one. Controller [sic] Durham decided
that the note was genuine, issued under and by virtue of the Act
of 30 June 1864. He went on to say that "the note conforms in
every particular to the requirements of said act : that it was un-
necessary to inscribe on the note the date of the act under which
it was issued ; that the inscription on the note, 'July 2, 1864..
was done through mistake."

"The Controller [sic] cites several decisions of the Supreme
Court to sustain his decision." He estimated that about
$15.000,000 of the erroneously dated notes were issued. and
approximately $10,000 were outstanding at the time.

Upon reading, or hearing about the mistake in printing, most
citizens, at that time, were probably anxious to redeem the "er-
ror" notes. If such a mistake occurred today, collectors would be
searching for the notes, even willing to pay a premium to get
one. And, if one is uncovered, a premium over and above the
collector value will be paid.

To the best of my knowledge I have never heard of an existing
note of this type with the incorrect date. So, unless examples are
brought forward, we can assume that most, if not all $10,000
was redeemed. ■

A $50 compound interest bearing treasury note with the authorized
date of June 30th. 1864. The portrait of Alexander Hamilton was

engraved by Owen G. Hanks. The vignette on the left is entitled Loyal-

ty, it was engraved by Charles Burt.

Chidester Stage	 (continued from p . 5)

Old stage coach and railroad passes dated in the 1880s were
found in a dresser drawer in the Chidester home. Many other
stage coach lines in the west, and even some railroads, sent
passes to Chidester in exchange for his pass. These very in-
teresting records of these old lines include one from the Western
Stage Company, operating in thirteen western states and ter-
ritories. Others were from the North Louisiana Stage Company ;
the steam ferryboat "John Overton" connecting Hopefield,

Arkansas, with Memphis ; the Great Western Railroad the
Vicksburg. Shreveport and Pacific Railroad ; and one of his own
passes, "Arkansas, Texas and Pacific Mail Co., Camden.
Arkansas."

(Pictures of these historic old passes will be found in the book "Arkansas
Obsolete Notes and Scrip" to be published in June 1985.)
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