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Why my interest in the Pony Express?

Crossing the country every 4 months along the many parts of the pony express route and 
being a stamp collector, I began to wonder how it all began. That along with a family 
connection spurred my interest in the history of the Pony Express.

One of the more famous riders of the Pony Express was Buffalo Bill Cody and, it seems, that 
W. O. Finch, the great-grandfather of my wife worked for Buffalo Bill Cody on his ranch 
outside North Platte, Nebraska. 

Mr. Finch was quite skilled in making the leather quirts similar to those used by the Pony 
Express riders. My wife inherited one of those riding quirts he made.



Pony Express Route - St. Joseph to Sacramento
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“GOLD IN THEM THAR HILLS” 

In 1848, gold was discovered in California and the 
rush was on.

Between 1848 and 1849, 300,000 “forty-niners“ 
migrated to the state.  In 1850 it became the 31st 
state.
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A NATION DIVIDED

The Civil War was on the horizon and 
getting military communications from one 
side of the union to the other would be 
difficult.

Union mail to the west coast required 
conveyance through Confederate states.

Stagecoach lines existed (Butterfield 
Overland Mail Co.) but were slow (25 days) 
and passed through what would soon be 
Confederate territory.  
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Butterfield Overland Mail Co. (1858-1861) - Memphis & St. Louis to San Francisco
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THE PROBLEM WITH STAGECOACHES

The stage lines were subject to weather conditions and Native American raids. Mule teams saw 
limited use in some rugged areas.

That left boats as the safest method of mail delivery but that took 24 days to months. The first 
steamship to carry contracted mail from the east coast to California was the SS California (1848).

Citizens, miners, businesses and the military began to apply pressure to the government. 
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VENTURE CAPITALISTS 
In 1850, William Russell, William Wadel, and Alexander Majors began discussing horse 
travel for mail.

They purchased horses (400) and made arrangements with fur trading posts and stagecoach 
stations to be used as mail relay station.

The stations would be located every ten miles along the route.
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ORPHANS PREFERRED

- Not Over 18 Years Old -

- Weighing no more than 
125lbs -

- Wages: $25 / Week -

- Willing to Risk Death -
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“CALIFORNIA, HERE I COME!”

In 1860 under the name of  “Central Overland 
California & Pikes Peak Express Company” the 
Pony Express was born.

St. Joseph, Missouri was selected as the starting 
point and Sacramento, California as the final 
destination. Postmark used on first Westbound Pony Express trip, 

April 3, 1860

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pony_Express#Mail
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St. Joseph was selected as the starting point because it connected to many eastern 
railroads and the start of the telegraph.

The route was approx. 2000 miles long with 190 relay stations.

Each rider rode 75 to 100 miles a day, up to 20hrs each day. The total route took 10 
days. Swapping horses took 3 minutes.  
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The following pictures were taken in Gothenburg, Nebraska. The building was originally erected 
4 miles east of Fort McPherson, Nebraska and used as a fur trading post among other uses. The 
relay station was moved from there to Gothenburg in 1931.
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TRAVELING LIGHT

Each rider carried a special leather pouch 
called a Mochila. The pouch slipped over 
the saddle and had four pockets, each being 
locked. The pouch contained letters, telegram, 
and a bible.

With each rider not exceeding 125lbs in weight, 
only two items were allowed besides the mail:

- A water jug
- One side arm was allowed but was furnished by the rider. 
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THE MAIL

The Pony Express was never part of the US Postal Service, 
however it operated as a mail route only in the final 4 
months. 

It cost $5.00 to carry a letter from Missouri to California. 
Letters were written on thin paper and wrapped in oilskin 
bundles.  
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THE LAST RIDE

The Pony Express was short lived. It lasted just a few months 
from April 3, 1860 to October 24, l861. Its demise was due to 
the completion of the transcontinental telegraph on October 
24, 1861. Two days later the Pony Express was no more.

The business partners invested $700,00 in the enterprise and 
left a deficit $200,000. The company was sold at auction in 
1862.

Pony Express riders:
"Billy" Richardson, Johnny Fry,

Charles Cliff, Gus Cliff
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PONY EXPRESS STAMPS

Four US Postage stamps have been issued commemorating the Pony Express.  These are 
Scott #s 113 (1869), 894 (1940), 1154 (1960) and U101 Cover (1960).

Since the Pony Express was a private enterprise, It fell upon the Carriers to issue their 
own carrier stamps. 
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Since many Wells Fargo stage stations also served as relay stations for the Pony Express, 
often Wells Fargo carrier stamps were affixed to correspondence. Often Wells Fargo 
Covers were also used.

The Pony Express issued it own carrier stamps Scott 143L3, 143L4, 143L7, 143L8, and 
1439 are examples. Thirteen different cancellations were used.  
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