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Introduction
This Research Note was compiled out of a desire to have quick access to some of the early Texas
postal route maps which showed the development of the post offices and mail routes around the Texas
Panhandle during the late 19th and early 20th Century.
These postal route maps developed and used by the US Post Office Department have not
received much treatment in postal history literature. This is probably because few postal historians
have encountered them. They were printed in limited quantities, and were used until they were
replaced. As with most postal forms and papers dealing with the post office of the 19th century, it was a
standard procedure to either return paper items to the Post Office Department in Washington, DC, or
sell the paper as waste paper to supplement the postmaster’s salary.
One of the few articles on the subject was prepared by Richard W. Helbock and published in his
journal La Posta.1 In this article he briefly discussed the origins of these postal route maps, and
provided some insight on how one might locate examples for use in their research. The historical
background which follows will be taken primarily from that discussion.
The Department of Topography was created by an Act of July 2, 1836. The Topographer was
charged with the duties of compiling, drawing, revising, printing and distributing these postal route
maps. The first of these postal Route maps were published in a volume the title: The American Atlas
Exhibiting the Post Offices, Railroads, Canals, and the Physical and Political Divisions of the United States
of America Constructed … Under the Direction of the Post Master General by David H. Burr, Geographer
to the House of Representatives. The maps in this atlas were detailed at one inch to ten miles or less.
Beginning in 1867, these maps were published in sheet format, with a sheet consisting of one or
more states in a close geographic region, e.g., New England. These maps would show the location of
post offices, frequency of service, distance between offices, railroads, county boundaries, and
geographical features. Color was used on some of these maps to describe the frequency of service.
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These maps were continually updated, and published at irregular intervals. Those states with a
relatively established group of post offices would naturally be revised and republished less frequently
than those states on the frontier of the West. The Topographer’s Office would initially rely on
information provided in the Site Location Reports that accompanied the application for a post office.
Similar reports were prepared each time the location of the post office was moved. The Topographer’s
Office would also periodically send out form letters to postmaster’s requesting information regarding
the location of their post office.
Figure 1 and Figure 2 are examples of the first page from two of these Site Location Reports.
Figure 1 is the initial application in 1881 for the establishment and location for the post office at Aubrey,
in Denton County, Texas. It includes such details as the location of the post office with respect to the
nearest post office, in each direction, location with respect to water features, and even the railroad.
Figure 2 is a request for a change of location in 1914, in which the post office is to be moved to the
other side of the railroad tracks. With this level of detail, the Topographer’s Office was able to maintain
“accurate” records of the location of all their post offices.
In the Report of the Topographer’s Office in 18812, he reports that his office issued “new
editions of all maps hitherto prepared (23 in number, comprising 61 sheets).” In a similar report of
1894, the Topographer wrote that a total of 10,239 maps were prepared and distributed, with three
quarters (7,004) of these going to the Railway Mail Service, and 988 to the Post Office Department.3
Another 575 maps were distributed to Postmasters. The balance were distributed to Postal Inspectors,
members of Congress, and sold to the public. While this does not seem like very many maps, it should
be kept in mind that there were only 40 states at this time, and only Postmasters at larger post offices
would be likely to receive a map. However, having said that, I now present the two part-printed form
letters in Figure 3 and Figure 4.
Figure 3 is a copy of a form letter from the Topographer’s Office, dated Oct 29, 1896, sent to the
Postmaster at Lindenville, Ohio, transmitting to him a postal route map for Ohio. Figure 4 is a similar
letter from the USPOD Contract Office, dated May 4, 1868,to a Postal Route Agent (perhaps a Mail
Contractor?) advising him that he is to receive a copy of the postal route map for New England. Note
that in both letters it is emphasized that these maps are to be considered the property of the Post Office
Department, and that a receipt is required to acknowledge that these maps were received.
Based on materials which I have seen, it would appear that by the 1890s, these maps were
revised and republished each quarter.
According to Helbock’s article, the first or original series of postal route maps ended in 1896,
and these were replaced with a slightly different format. These maps now had information about the
mail routes, railroad routes, and by the 1940s, information on air mail routes. This second series
continued publication up until 1960, when the postal route maps were discontinued.
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As noted earlier, these maps are uncommon, and not easily found by a postal historian. Most
which have survived have found their way into archival and library collections. The few which survived
outside these institutions are held by map collectors. These early postal route maps varied in size from
18” x 24” up to 36” x 48”. As such, they are very unwieldy to use, and this probably also helped lead to
their destruction.
Helbock discusses his experiences with the postal route maps in the collection of the National
Archives (NARA) in Washington, DC. He includes in his article a list of approximately 200 postal route
maps which he had located within the NARA collection of maps. That list only included two postal route
maps from Texas, one dated Jan. 1, 1875, and a second dated Oct. 1, 1885.
The Library of Congress, Map Division, also has a number of postal route maps in its collection.
Some years ago (circa 1995), I happened to be doing research at the Dallas Public Library, and
discovered there a set of three microfilm reels, two of which contained images of Texas postal route
maps, and one with a group of some 50 Rural Free Delivery route maps for various Texas counties.
Apparently back in the early 1970s, the Dallas Public Library received a grant that allowed them to
approach the Library of Congress with a request to microfilm every Texas postal route map which was in
its collection. Based on the notes which I made at the time, there were 34 different postal route maps
represented, which were dated between 1874 and 1899, and with between one and four maps
represented for each year. Beginning in 1897, and continuing through most years until 1914, there were
new maps issued quarterly on March 1, June 1, Sept 1, and December 1 of each year, and most were
present in this microfilm. Between 1915 and 1922, it appears that only two new maps were issued each
year, which were dated on January 1 and July 1 of each year. From 1923 until 1939, there were only
scattered issues of the postal route maps present, the last one dated on September 15, 1939. If my
counts are correct, there were 103 different Texas postal route maps on these reels.
Unfortunately, the Dallas Public Library no longer has these microfilm reels. Several years ago, I
contacted the Library of Congress to determine if they might have a master copy of the microfilm
prepared for the Dallas Public Library, but after considerable searching of their records, they could not
locate a copy. In subsequent discussions, they advised me that the condition of many of their postal
route maps (and not just for Texas) were in such poor shape that they could not be safely handled, and
it would be unlikely that most could be microfilmed again, or even digitally scanned, without resulting in
permanent damage. Thus it seems unlikely that many of these maps will see the light of day anytime
soon.
At the time I was reviewing these microfilm reels, I chose to make a paper copy of the map for
1889, which required a total of sixteen (16) 8.5” x 11” pages. The number of pages and the costs of
printing each page made it impractical to perform any wholesale copying. I also went through and
printed two pages from one Texas at approximately five year intervals. One page was a page showing
the Texas Panhandle counties, a particular interest of mine.
The second page was the page centered on the areas between Dallas and Tarrant County and
the Red River to the north. Depending on the scale of the original maps, some of these latter maps had
many counties represented while others had only a few counties immediately around Dallas. It was
these maps that formed the basis for this Research Note.
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Helbock also notes that the Post Office Department maintains a file of these maps between
1937 and 1960, with 1960 being the final year that such maps were produced.
The largest on-line repository of digital maps is probably that maintained by the David Rumsey
Map Collection, which has more than 38,000 maps digitized and available on-line.4 A search there using
the term “postal route” yielded a total of only 28 postal maps, some of which are not the type of maps
being discussed here. I have also examined map dealer’s catalogs to no avail. I have tracked the
appearance of postal route maps on eBay, and during the past few years have seen perhaps 100 maps
offered for sale in that venue, virtually all dated after 1940.
Over the years, I have managed to acquire for my own collection a total of six postal route maps
of Texas. At some point after 1939, the Texas map was splint into an eastern half and a western half,
and issued in two sheets. Each sheet is approximately 36” x 48” in side. My collection includes (a) the
eastern sheet for January 1, 1944, (2) both sheets for 1948, (3) both sheets for 1950, and the eastern
sheet for 1952. These maps are in almost new condition, except for the original folds, but scanning
them to create a digital copy would be awkward on personal scanning equipment.
The Figures mentioned early begin on the next page, and these are followed by the sections of
the post route maps for the Texas Panhandle. Each map is identified at the top as to the date of issue.
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Figure 1. Site Location Report for the initial establishment of post office at Aubrey,
Denton County, Texas, 1881. This report describes the location of the new post office
With respect to the surrounding post offices in the county.

Mike Ludeman

6

February 26, 2015

USPOD Post Route Maps – Texas Panhandle

Figure 2. Site Location Report for the proposed move of the post office to a new
location on the west side of the railroad tracks. This report describes the location
of the new post office building with respect to the surrounding post offices in the
county, and relative to where the old building was located.
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Figure 3. A Transmittal letter to the postmaster at Lindenville, Ohio, informing him that
He is being set a copy of the new postal route map for Ohio.
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Figure 4. A Transmittal letter to a Postal Route Agent, informing him that he is being sent
A copy of the new postal route map for the New England states.
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April 1, 1878

10

February 26, 2015

Mike Ludeman

USPOD Post Route Maps – Texas Panhandle
Aug 1, 1889
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March 1, 1893
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June 1, 1900
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Sept 1, 1905
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Sept 1, 1910
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Sept 1, 1915
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July 1, 1920
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Dec 1, 1928
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July 1, 1934
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Sept 15, 1939
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