The Pony Express

Information taken from Riders of the Pony Express by Ralph Moody  @  1958.

     The year is 1860.  The embers of the Civil War were smoldering, and slaveholding states were threatening to secede from the Union.  Although California had been admitted to the Union as a free state, its loyalty was very doubtful.  Many of its citizens and officials were from the South and were determined to swing the Golden State to the Confederacy.  There was a great possibility of their success.  Less than 500 miles separated California from the slaveholding state of Texas, but nearly 2000 miles of wilderness and high mountains cut it off from the closest free state to the east.  In case of war, the loss of California with its fabulous wealth might be a staggering blow to the Union cause.  If the state were to be saved, a faster and safer means of communication with loyal California Unionists must be established immediately.

     William Russell was the senior partner of Russell, Majors & Waddell, overland freighters.  He believed that by a central route light riders on relays of fast horses could carry the mail between St. Joseph, Missouri and San Francisco, California in ten days.  He offered to furnish the United States Government semiweekly, ten-day Pony Express mail service for $500 a round trip.  Despite the Rockies and Sierra Nevada Mountains, and the Sioux and Paiute Indians on the warpath, he was sure that  80 of the best riders with 400 fast horses could accomplish this goal.

     In January 1860, Mr. Russell made his offer, but the Senate was sharply divided between pro-slavery and anti-slavery forces.  Southern Senators were successful in blocking passage of a bill to pay for the carrying of Pony Express mail.  Despite this, Mr. Russell and his partners decided that they had an obligation to their country, and would discharge it regardless of cost to themselves.

     80 well-supplied relay stations were built.  To guard the stations from Indian attack, and to provide food and shelter for riders and horses, 200 keepers and stablemen would be needed.  Since a single rider could not fight off Indian attacks and would have to escape them by running away, a pony’s load must be no more than 165 pounds.  Only riders weighing 120 pounds or less would be hired, equipment must weight no more than 25 pounds, and each rider’s mail load would be limited to 20 pounds.  The mochila for carrying the mail was fitted with locks, and the keys would be kept only at Salt Lake City, San Francisco, and St. Joseph.  The rider sat on the mochila, therefore it would not be lost or stolen while he was mounted.  If he were to be thrown or killed during his run, the mochila would remain on the saddle and no doubt, be carried on to the next relay station by the riderless pony.

     Relay stations were spaced 25 to 30 miles apart.  Where the country was rugged they were spaced closer together.  Each rider was given from three to five relays in his route.  At both ends he would have a “home station” where he would live between runs.

     The West was full of rough, daring, and reckless gunmen who were afraid of nothing and could be hired for $30. a month.  Russell, Majors & Waddell would have none of them.  They would pay their Pony Express riders $100 to $150 a month, but no man would be entrusted to carry the mail until he had signed this pledge:

          I do hereby swear, before the Great and Living God, that during my

          engagement, and while I am an employee of Russell, Majors &

          Waddell, I will, under no circumstances, use profane language; that

          I will not quarrel or fight with any other employee of the firm, and

          that in every respect I will conduct myself honestly, be faithful to

          my duties, and so direct all my acts as to win the confidence of my

          employers.  So help me God.

     As each rider was hired, he was given a lightweight rifle, a Colt revolver, a bright red flannel shirt, blue trousers, a horn, and a Bible.  Each man was assigned to the part of the trail that he knew best, and was given a few simple instructions.

     In spite of weather, lack of rest, or personal danger to himself, the mail must go through.  Whenever a mochila was brought in, he must immediately carry it over his route at the fastest speed his mounts could endure.  Two minutes would be allowed for changing ponies at relay stops.  Whenever possible he must avoid Indian fights, depending on his pony’s speed and make an escape.  The uniform might be worn or not, as the rider chose.  If he wished, he might carry an extra revolver instead of a rifle.

     Mail service began on April 3, 1860 with two riders on each end beginning the 1966 mile run.  It would last for 18 months.  Many great feats of bravery and endurance were accomplished by the riders.  Bob Haslam rode 385 miles in a total of 78 hours, and with only 11 hours’ rest.  This was the greatest endurance record ever set by a Pony Express rider.  Jay Kelley rode 234 miles in a 24 hour period.  This was the longest single days’s ride ever made by a Pony Express rider.  The fastest trip ever made was 7 days and 17 hours from the time President Lincoln’s first inaugural address was telegraphed from Washington to St. Joseph, a hard-spurring Pony rider galloped it into Sacramento, California.

     The company spared no expense in buying the fastest and best horses money could buy.  Unfortunately this made them very desirable to the Indians.  Often times a rider would arrive at a station, only to find it burned to the ground, the attendants killed, and the horses stolen, so on their tired horse they rode to the next station, hoping it was still standing.

     The Nevada riders were the mid point.  With two mails each way to be carried every week, the strain on them was terrific.  Although only one rider was killed while on the trail, several were badly wounded, and others became so worn out that they were unable to climb into a saddle.  Those who were still fit often rode double routes, to keep the mail going through as nearly on schedule as possible.

     To add to their difficulty this was the most dangerous period in Nevada history.  The Paiute Indians had been abused by gold seekers on their way to California.  Their hatred for the white men had grown steadily.  Then, in 1859, rich gold and silver deposits were discovered in their homeland.  Carson City and Virginia City sprang up and hundreds of prospectors poured in, swarming through the hills, killing the game, and cutting down the nut trees that furnished most of the Paiutes’ food.

     About the time the first Pony Express mail was to be carried, Chief Winnemucca determined to drive every white man from his land.  46 miners were killed in an ambush, and troops from California scattered the Indians into the desert.  There they took out their spite by destroying lonely Pony Express relay stations and harassing the riders.  Station after station was sent up in smoke, the keepers were killed and the relay horses stolen.

     By the middle of May in 1860 the Paiute campaign against the Pony Express was at its fiercest.  Most of the Nevada relay stations had been destroyed and ambushes set in nearly every mountain pass, canyon and thicket along the whole length of the route.  Trying to carry mail over it was like running a 500-mile gantlet.  But there is only one record of a rider refusing to make his run or turning back because he was afraid.

     In 18 months the Pony Express riders carried the mail farther than 24 times around the world.  But, while the riders were racing across the prairies, mountains, and deserts, other men were setting poles and stringing telegraph wires between California and the Missouri River.  On October 24, 1861, the telegraph line was completed, and the first message was sent from Washington to San Francisco.  The need for the Pony Express was ended.

     Although the Pony Express was short-lived and lost its owners many thousands of dollars, it was far from being a failure.  It had accomplished the two great tasks for which it had been established:  it proved the Central Overland Route across the Rocky Mountains to be passable the year around – and California had remained in the Union.

