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Overview 
 
Celebrations in the southwest, often called “Butterfield Stage Days,” commemorating this 
important chapter in American history, incorrectly use replica stagecoaches, instead of stage 
(celerity) wagons. Also, many southwest museums often display stagecoaches which are 
erroneously attributed to Butterfield 

As the “Butterfield Stage Days” celebrations and museum displays are the most visible to 
the public, they have contributed significantly to the erroneous history of John Butterfield’s 
Overland Mail Company. There are some historians that I have been working with in Arizona, 
who are trying to correct these inaccuracies.  

Although the use of stagecoaches and stage (celerity) wagons used by the Overland Mail 
Company has been basically covered in my 2011 book The Butterfield Trail and Overland Mail 
Company in Arizona, 1858-1861, this comprehensive report is prepared as an aid to historians. 

Thirteen images made at the time of Butterfield’s service are used for this report. They 
are six prints from copies of original newspapers that are in my collection, six images are copies 
of original drawings, and one copy of a daguerreotype. Included are many descriptions by 
correspondents which describe the types of stagecoaches or stage wagons that were used by 
Butterfield.  

Historical societies were contacted in Albany and Utica, NY, and the Huntington Library, 
San Moreno, California. A bibliography is given at the end of this report. 

 
Description and Definitions 

 
One of the problems in accurately identifying a genuine stage used by Butterfield is the 

confusion concerning their definition. Passenger and mail carrying wagons of that time generally 
come under two classifications—the stagecoach and stage (celerity) wagon. The Overland Mail 
Company used both, but John Butterfield designed a variation of the stage (celerity) wagon to be 
used by the Overland Mail Company. 

 
Stagecoach:  This draft animal drawn vehicle had a strong sub-frame covered by colorful 
decorated wooden paneling with ornate doors and comfortably padded seats. The roof was very 
strong which often had a metal railing around its outer edges where luggage was sometimes 
carried. Some photos show passengers sitting on the roof. A platform at the back was provided 
for luggage and mail bags. This class of stage was used on 30% of the southern Butterfield Trail. 
 
Stage (Celerity) Wagon:  This style was designed for rough conditions where the trail was not 
as well developed, in sand, and for traversing steep inclines. It was basically an open buckboard. 
There were no sides except a very low panel across the bottom edge. A wooden bench seat was 
at the front for the driver and conductor. Behind them were three more wooden bench seats for 
passengers. Wooden staves held up a thin canvas top. Attached to the sides of the top were 
canvas curtains that could be let down. Some newspaper reports stated it was similar to a “Jersey 
Wagon.” They had smaller diameter wheels for a lower center of gravity and had wider 
individual wheels as an aid on soft ground. They weighed about one half as much as the 
stagecoaches. This class was used on 70% of the Butterfield Trail. 
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The Stagecoaches and Stage (Celerity) Wagons used by Butterfield 
 

The Concord stagecoaches were made by Abbot, Downing & Company of Concord, New 
Hampshire. The stage wagon that John Butterfield designed was made by James Goold Company 
of Albany, New York. About 100 of these were made. The Troy stagecoaches were made by The 
Gilbert Company, Troy, NY. All the stages only displayed the name “Overland Mail Company” 
on their sides. Butterfield did not use his name on any of the stages. 
 

Where Stagecoaches and Stage Wagons were used on the Butterfield Trail 
 

 The Butterfield trail was bifurcated and stagecoaches were used both from Tipton, 
Missouri, and Memphis, Tennessee, and met at Fort Smith, Arkansas. At Fort Smith the mail was 
consolidated. The mail and passengers were transferred to the stage (celerity) wagon that was 
designed by John Butterfield. From Fort Smith to Los Angeles, California, the stage wagon was 
used. From Los Angeles to San Francisco the larger stagecoaches were employed. Some 
correspondents indicate a slight variation of this pattern.  
 

 
 

A Butterfield Concord stagecoach starting from the eastern end of the trail—presumably at 
Tipton, Missouri. From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, October 23, 1858 
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A Butterfield stagecoach, in western Arkansas, passing a wagon train. From Frank Leslie’s 
Illustrated Newspaper, October 23, 1858 
 

 
The caption reads “THE OVERLAND MAIL—CHANGING STAGE-COACH FOR CELERITY 
WAGON.” This is at Fort Smith, Arkansas. The artist took some liberties with this drawing as 
the celerity wagon was considerably smaller than the stagecoach. It was designed with much 
smaller wheels and the body was supported on heavy leather straps and not on metal springs as 
shown. From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, October 23, 1858 
 




