
News Article, Stage Robbery
By The Dalles Mountaineer

In the summer of 1868, John Hailey's Pioneer Stage Line made three trips daily between Boise City
and Umatilla, often hauling Wells Fargo treasure boxes containing thousands of dollars worth of
gold from the mines of Idaho and eastern Oregon. Part of the stage route passed over the Blue
Mountains southeast of Pendleton. These long stretches of slow uphill travel made the stages
vulnerable to armed robbers. This article from The Dalles Mountaineer describes the hold-up of one
of Hailey’s stages in August 1868.

According to this initial report, Wells Fargo messenger A.J. Sheppard had “just laid down his gun,
and was in the act of striking a match with his boot” when two masked men stepped out in the road
and stopped the stage, brandishing double-barreled shotguns. Two more robbers broke open the
Wells Fargo treasure box, picked through the mail, and relieved the stage's passengers of their
valuables.

However, all was not as it seemed. Seth Austin, the driver of the stage, was acquainted with the
bandits, having met them on the road prior to the robbery. Suspecting that they were “getting a
livelihood by unlawful means,” he feigned friendship and got them to reveal that they were planning
to rob one of the Wells Fargo express stages in early August.

Austin immediately notified the authorities in Umatilla, who decided to lay a trap for the robbers.
When the stage arrived in Union Town—present-day Union— the Wells Fargo agent replaced the
gold in the treasure box with rocks. The stage continued on its way to Umatilla. Before it had even
reached Meacham, however, the four robbers made their unauthorized “roadside withdrawal.”
Though they must have been disappointed by the rocks in the Wells Fargo treasure box, they said
nothing about it to Sheppard or Austin.

Two of the bandits were arrested in Walla Walla later that month, and five more of the band were
arrested in Summerville, a small town in the Grande Ronde Valley. Included among the latter was
one of Summerville’s leading citizens, Dr. William LeBurr, the town physician. LeBurr and two of the
other ring leaders were sentenced to ten years in the penitentary; most of the rest of the band
received five to seven years. Interestingly, after serving his time, “Doc” LeBurr returned to
Summerville, where he rebuilt a successful medical practice.
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