
T p a, n s p o r t a t i o n 

T h e N a t i o n a l S u r v e y of 
H i s t o r i c S i t e s a n d B u i l d i n g s 

a n d 
Oommunica t ion 



(Frontpiece). Laying Track in Wyoming during the construction of the Union 
Pacific Railroad, 1867. 

Courtesy, Union Pacific Railroad 



The National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings 

Theme XV 

Westward Expansion and the Extension of the 
National Boundaries to the Pacific 

I83C-I898 

TRANSPORTATION AND CCPMJNICATION 

I 9 6 0 

United States Department of the Interior 
Fred A. Seaton, Secretary 

National Park Service 
Conrad L. Wirth, Director 



PREFACE 

This study is one of a series being conducted by the National 

Park Service as a part of the National Survey of Historic Sites and Build

ings* Because sites associated with western history have generally re

ceived less attention than those in the East, the theme "Westward Expan

sion and the Extension of the National Boundaries to the Pacific, I83O-

I898," has teen divided into a number of subthemes, one of which is the 

present study of transportation and communication in the West. Two 

subjects that could have been included in the present study, national 

roads and steamboats on the western rivers, have been reserved for treat

ment in the more general theme, XVIII, "Travel and Communication." 

The National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings is a re

sumption of the Historic Sites Survey, which was begun in 1937 under the 

authority of the Historic Sites Act of 1935. During World War II it was 

necessary to suspend these studies. The Survey has now been resumed as 

part of the National Park Service MISSION 66 program. 

When the Survey is completed, recommendations will be made to 

the Director of the National Park Service and to the Secretary; of- the 

Interior concerning sites which possess exceptional value in commemora

ting and illustrating the history of the United States. These evalua

tions will assist in the National Park Service in preparing the National 

Recreation Plan, which will include sites that might be administered by 

the National Park Service in order to round out the historical and archeo-

logical interpretative program within the National Park System. The 

Survey will recommend and encourage programs of historical and 
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archeological preservation within the National Park System and will 

recommend and encourage similar programs being carried out by state and 

local agencies. 

This study of transportation and communication is the work of 

three National Park Service historians: Ray II. Mattison, Region Two 

Office, Omaha; Robert M. Utley, Region Three Office, Santa Fe; and 

Charles U. Snell, Region Four Office, San Francisco. Mr. Snell served 

as coordinator for the theme study and wrote the historical narrative. 

After completion, the study was presented to the Consulting 

Committee for the National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings. The 

Committee consists of Dr. Wddo Poland, Director Emeritus of the American 

Council of Learned Societies; Dr. S. K. Stevens, Executive Director of the 

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission; Dr. L luis R. Fright, 

Director of the Folger Shakespeare Library; Mr. Earl H. Reed, Chairman 

Emeritus of the Committee on the Preservation of Historic Buildings, 

American Institute of Architects; Dr. Richard H. Rowland, President of 

the National Trust for Historic Preservation in the United States; 

Dr. J. Oc Brew, Director of the Peabody Museum of Archeology and Ethnol

ogy, Harvard University; Mr. Eric Gugler, Member of the Board of Directors 

of the American Scenic and Historic Preservation Society; and Mr. 

Frederick Johnson, Curator, The Robert S. Peabody Foundation for Archeol

ogy, Phillips Academy. 

The overall Survey, as well as the theme study which follows, 

is under the general direction of John 0. Littleton, Chief, National 
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Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings, who works under the general super

vision of Herbert E. Kahler, Chief Historian, Branch of History, and 

Daniel B. Beard, Chief, Division of Interpretation, of the National Park 

Service. 

The work of the National Survey profits from the experience and 

knowledge of a considerable number of persons and organizations. Every 

effort is made to solicit the considered opinion of as many qualified 

people as possible in reaching final selection of the most significant 

sites. Assistance from the following gratefully acknowledged: 

Mrs. Clara S. Beatty, Director, Nevada State Historical Society, 

Reno; Mr. Earl Guyton, Nevada Pony Express Centennial Committee, Reno; 

Albert Colverwell, Historian, Washington State Parks and Recreation Com

mission, Olympia; Dr. Aubrey Neasham and Jack Dyson, California Division 

of Beaches and Parks, Sacramento; Thomas Vaughan, Director, Oregon Histor

ical Society, Portland; Dr. Marion Dean Ross, Professor of Architecture, 

University of Oregon, Eugene; H. J. Swinney, Director, and Dr. Merle Wells, 

Historian, Idaho Historical Society, Boise; Arthur Woodward, formerly of 

the Los Angeles County Museum, Los Angeles, California; and Mr. William 

C. Everhart, Historian, Jefferson National Expansion Memorial, St. Louis, 

Missouri. 

Miss Irene Simpson, Director, History Room, Wells Fargo Bank 

and American Trust Company, San Francisco, California; Mr. Robert Hancocks, 

Southern Pacific Railroad Company, San Francisco; Mr. L. L. Perrin, 

Northern Pacific Railway Company, St. Paul, Minnesota; Mr. Edwin C. Schafer, 

Union Pacific Railroad Company, Omaha, Nebraska; Mr. Daniel F. Musch, 
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INTRODUCTION 

Transportation and communication in the Trans-Mississippi 

West, 1830-1898, is the epic story of man's conquest over nature, 

of ruthless economic warfare waged by man against man in the quest 

for fame, power, and wealth, and of the savage sectional struggle 

between the North and South for control of the nation's political 

and economic destiny. In the devious and interweaving interplay 

of these forces, involving as they did the fate of two-thirds of a 

nation, were forged the transportation and communication systems of 

the Far West. 

Two hundred years had been required to advance the line of 

settlement from the Atlantic seaboard inland 1,000 miles to the 

Mississippi River; then suddenly, the remaining wild and unconquered 

two-thirds of the nation was settled and civilized within a 40-year 

period, 1850-1890. 

Two factors made possible this amazing feat. The first 

was the application of the power of the national government, in the 

form of subsidies (from 1850 to 1872) which led to the development 

of a transcontinental system of transpoi'tation and communication in 

the Far West. The second factor was the successful employment of the 

recent brain children of the Industrial Revolution—the telegraph 

and the railroad—on a transcontinental scale in the period 1860-

1884. The age-old problems of distance, time, and weather crumbled 

before the combined forces of these inventions and the power of the 

federal government. 
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The national government played a key role in meeting these 

important problems. The distances in the Far West were too vast, 

the population too sparse, and the traffic too light, to enable 

private enterprise, unassisted, to successfully bridge the gap to 

the Pacific. Into this great breech stepped, however uncertain, the 

federal government to provide the means that made possible the develop

ment of the first crude system of overland transportation and communi

cations to the Pacific. For it was the federal subsidies, in the 

form of mail contracts, that from 1850 to .1.857 sent the pioneer mail 

carriers out across the prairies. It was also federal monies that 

set in motion and kept turning the wheels of the transcontinental 

overland mail stages from 1858 to 1869, and it was in hopes of gaining 

federal subsidies that the hooves of the Pony Express thundered across 

the plains from i860 to l86l. Finally, it was United States bonds 

and land grants that enabled the first daring promoters and specula

tors to successfully undertake and complete (I86O-69) the first trans

continental telegraph and railroad lines to the Pacific. By this 

material assistance the federal government overcame the initial 

inertia that, left to the resources of private capital alone, it 

would otherwise have taken many years to surmount. 

From l850 to 1872 the United States Government, therefore, 

held the keys to the means of opening a vast and potentially rich in

land empire. The nation's capital thus became the scene where 

The federal government further assisted the development of 
a transportation system by providing large sums of money that enabled 
the Topographical Engineers of the U. S. Army to explore and open 
routes in the West. The federal government also provided large sub
sidies for the construction of roads, under the supervision of the 
U. S. Army and the U. S. Department of Interior, in the West. 
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companies and individuals battled for the privilege of gaining the 

critical mail contracts and subsidies that might enable them to 

operate successfully in the Far West. The failure to protect one's 

interest in Washington, thereby resulting in the possible cancellation 

or reduction of the essential contract, was often a more vital factor 

in determining whether or not a contractor went into bankruptcy than 

his operations out upon the prairie. 

Because Washington was the center of decision, the problems 

of transportation and communication in the Far West were inevitably 

drawn into the .swirling vortex of sectional discord that rose in ever 

increasing crescendo from 1850 to l86l. For the Worth and South were 

then hotly debating the question of whether this Nation could long 

endure half slave and half free. All proposals coming before the 

national legislature, regardless of their intrinsic merit, were 

therefore regarded from the viewpoint of their possible effect upon 

the outcome of the sectional struggle. Statesmen, both Worth and 

South, were convinced that the nature of the Far West justified, and 

the resources of the federal government were adequate to, only a 

limited development of transportation and communication facilities 

to the Pacific. OWE overland stage route arid OWE railroad to the 

Pacific, they held, should suffice. As the railroad was expected 

to follow the initial stage route, and as most of the wealth of 

the Far West would of necessity drain east over these facilities, the 

location of that route, and particularly the choice of the eastern 

terminus, became questions of the highest political consequence in 

the councils of the Worth and the South. Which section would reap 
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the economic benefits that would folios from the development of 

these lines and. thereby be strengthened in the contest for control 

of the national government? Such, in brief, are the complex factors 

that inevitably affected the development of Transportation and 

Communication in the Trans-Mississippi West, 183O-I898. 

With the acquisition of Oregon in 1886 and the conquest 

of California in 1886, the national boundaries, almost overnight, 

leaped westward in a single bound 2,000 miles to the shores of the 

Pacific. But surely, Americans reasoned, judging by past performance, 

the settlement and development of this vast territory would take many 

generations. Unfortunately, however, for the advocates of the slow, 

orderly processes of settlement, fate now took a hand--gold was 

discovered in California in 1888. The mad ensuing rush of gold 

seekers increased the American population of the new El Dorado from 

a mere handful to about 100,000 by 1850 and to almost 380,000 by 

i860. Similarly, Oregon's population increased from some 13,000 in 

I85O to more than 52,000 by i860. On the strength of these develop

ments California was admitted as a State in the Union in 185O and 

Oregon followed in 1859• Problems that should not have arisen for 

many years thus challenged the nation almost before the ink had dried 

on the documents that incorporated the F, r West into the United States. 

By I85O, then, the United States had developed two frontiers, 

the older one advancing westward from along the line of the Missis

sippi and a young, exuberant mining frontier marching eastward from 
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the Facific Coast. But between these two lines of civilization 

lay a vast, wild empire that, except for the Mormon community at 

Salt Lake City, was inhabited solely by great buffalo herds and 

warlike tribes of Indians. The Trans-Mississippi VJest was then a 

land of magnificent distances, of endless prairies, mighty mountains, 

burning deserts, and above all, of terrible isolation. The bridging 

of this untamed chasm was one of the major problems confronting the 

United States in the mid-nineteenth century, and in the accomplish

ment of this mighty task lay the key to the rapid conquest of the 

Far West in the period i860 to I89O. 

Congress, in 18-+7, undertook the first step in the long 

effort to solve the problems of communication by providing the 

funds and authority to establish an ocean mail service to the 

Pacific Coast. From l&Lc, to 1658 this was the swiftest and most 

convenient route by which to send mail or travel from the East to 

California. In loCO Congress followed up its initial step by estab

lishing a number of inland mail routes that provided the first 

primitive communication system for the trading posts, military forts, 

and mining camps so widely and thinly scattered between the Missis

sippi River and the Sierra Nevada. These pioneer mail carriers 

ventured out across hundreds of miles of open prairie and through 

Indian dangers without benefit of shelter or assistance in the 

event of disaster. These 'were the bold and enterprising men who, 

by exploring the various routes, developing efficient methods of 

overland transportation, and establishing systems of way stations 



along the road in the period l8wO-57; made possible the rapid and 

successful organization of the great overland staging in 1858. 

Concurrently with these early improvisations in the trans

portation system, Westerners also appealed, unsuccessfully, to the 

Federal Government, from 1850 to l86l, for assistance in constructing 

the first railroad and telegraph to the Pacific. Frustrated by the 

sectional dispute in their efforts to apply the latest mechanical 

devices of the age to the problem, Westerners were forced to fall 

back on an expedited overland stage and mail service as the best 

available intermediate and temporary substitute. After the usual 

sectional debate, Congress passed legislation in 1857 that provided 

the money necessary to operate a fast mail stage service from the 

Mississippi to the Pacific. The Southern-dominated executive branch 

established the route across the southern portion of the continent. 

The successful operation of the contractor over this southern line 

from lopo to l86l, however, served to whet the appetite and desire 

of the northern and western advocates of a similar expedited service 

over the shorter and more populous central route. Thus was in

itiated in 1859 the great competitive effort by private enterprise 

Of a rival stage line over the central route: a line launched in 

the hopes of obtaining a substantial subsidy at least equal to that 

2 
In the light of evidence presented in William H. Goetzmann, 

Army Exploration in the American West, I803-I&63 (New Haven, 1959); 
and W. Turrentine Jackson, Wagon Roads 'West (Berkeley, 1952), some 
of the credit for discovering and opening these early mail and stage 
routes should also be given to the Topographical Engineers of the 
U. S. Army. 
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of the southern route, or, la lieu of that, of having the contract 

shifted to the central route. From the exciting competition be

tween these two routes emerged the golden age of the transconti

nental stage, 1850-1869. 

From this same competition was also born the Pony Express, 

l860-6l, a device conceived as a means of irrefutably demonstrating 

the superiority of the central route over the southern route. The 

tableau presented by these daring riders as they dashed across the 

continent from the i-iissouri River to California in ten days' time 

is one that irunediately caught the imagination of the world. Al

though financially a failure, the Pony Express succeeded in its 

iaain mission of advertising the central route, and this, together 

with the outbreak of the Civil War, resulted in the shifting of 

the Overland Mail contract to the central route. 

Of the other contributions of the Pony Express Le Roy 

liafen has written: "By shortening the distance between the Atlantic 

and Pacific Coasts it helped to unite the Pacific Coast and the 

Rocky Mountain region to the Union during the first perilous year 

of the Civil War. It showed the conquest of the West in one of 

its most spectacular phases, and is an act in the great western 

drama that will always be recalled and reenacted as one of out 

3 
precious heritages." 

From l86l, through the critical years of the Civil v.'ar, 

and until 1869, the great Overland Mail operated over the central 

route. Then in Fay 1869, with completion of the first railroad to 

3Le Roy R. Hafen, The Overland Mail, 1849-1869 (Cleveland, 
1929), 190-191. ' ~" " 
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the Pacific, the era of transcontinental staging came to an end. 

In summing up its place in history, Hafen has written: "It was 

the last link between the old and the new, in overland transpor

tation. Along with the buffalo and the roving Indian, it lived 

its day and passed. For twenty years its record is interwoven 

with the development of the Trans-Mississippi West* 

"The stage-coach . . . and the mail service . . . was 

k 
. . . a connecting link with the old home." 

With the secession of the South in l86l, the way was 

at last cleared for the enactment, in l8o2, of the first federal 

legislation designed to assist in the construction of a trans

continental railroad. Serious construction on this line, however, 

did not get under way until 1865. The end of the Civil War then 

freed for the task many skilled engineers, an abundant supply of 

labor, and also much war-created capital and industry. With 

these resources available, plus the crucial federal subsidies, 

the first transcontinental railroad was finished in four years' 

time. The driving of the "last spike" on May 10, 1869, at 

Promontory, Utah, was in truth a momentous occasion, for it 

sounded the death knell and marked the beginning of the rapid 

end of the untamed West. 

Within 15 years' time of this event—by l889--three 

other great railroads had successfully pushed their way across 

the continent. Under the impact and hammer blows dealt by these 

four mighty transcontinental roads, the western frontiers 

h 
Hafen, Overland Mail, 329. 
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disintegrated rapidly. As Frederic Paxson put it: "Never again 

could the wild Indians range the plains from the Rio Grande to 

the Assiniboin. The Pacific railroads split the northern and 

southern plains forever and destroyed the possibility of wild 

life as a permanent condition."^ The great buffalo herds were 

now soon slaughtered., and the power of the Plains Indians was 

6 
rapidly broken. 

The introduction of cheap transportation made profitable 

the working of low grade ore. The raining frontier now took a 
7 

new lease on life and expanded. As the railroads crossed the 

continent between I865 and 1885, they "brought the cow country 
o 

into being and destroyed it forever." 

By building their lines far in advance of the lines 

of settlement, the continental railroads brought within easy 

reach every considerable section of the West and thus abolished 

the isolation that had been a characteristic of the American 

frontier. They also bore heavily upon the open frontier through 

/Frederic L. Paxson, History of the American Frontier. 17&3-
1893 (Boston, 1924), 501. ' """" ™ ----- — 

c 
This aspect has been treated in the National Survey of 

Historic Sites and Buildings subtheme study: Military and Indian 
Affairs, 1830-1898 (National Park Service, 1959)\ 

'The National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings sub-
theme report, The Mining Frontier (National Park Service, 1959); 
has treated this subject in detail. 

Quoted in Paxson, History of the American Frontier. 533• 
The influence of the railroads on the Western cattle industry is also 
discussed in Robert E. Riegel, The Story of the V/estern Railroads 
(New York, 1926), 283; and L. L. Waters, Steel Trails to Santa Fe 
(Kansas, 1950), 148-0J+9. The subject has been treated in detail in 
the National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings subtheme report, 
The Cattlemen's Empire (National Park Service, 1959)^ 
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the stimulation of sales of their millions of land grant acres. 

To achieve this end, the railroads advertised widely, both in the 

East and in Europe, the resources of the West and the valuable 

land available along the route of their roads , Thousands of 

settlers were thus induced to cross the Atlantic and then hurried 

vest via the iron horse to take up farming on railroad and public 

9 

lands. It is therefore evident that the transcontinental rail

roads played a decisive role in the rapid opening and settling of 

the West, I869-I89S0 Cue to the acceleration made possible by 

the iron horse, the processes of settlement that had previously 

required 200 years to people one-third of a continent, were now 

condensed into a 30-year period during which the remaining two-

thirds of the country was tamed. 

Such then, were the great constructive benefits that 

flowed from the development of a system of transcontinental rail

roads in the Ear Wests There was also, however, another side to 

this coin. The daring promoters and speculators, who in the hopes 

of fame and fortune built the early transcontinental railroads 

(the entrepreneurs who developed the stage and express lines are 

also included in this category), were as ruthless as the savage 

land they successfully conquered. They did not welcome competition. 

wPaxson, History of the American Frontier, 553-549. A 
detailed discussion of tne railroads' role in encouraging the settle
ment of the West will be found in Pdegel, The Story of the Western 
Railroads, 277-283; Waters, Steel Trails to Santa Ee," 148, IsS-J Tfkt 

219-259; James B, Hedges, Henry Villard and the Railways of the North
west (Hew Haven, 19^0, 113-132; ilelson Trottman" History of the Union 
Pacific, A Financial and Economic Survey (Hew York, 1323"), 199« 

The National Historic Sites and Buildings sub-theme report The Earner's 
Frontier (National Park Service, 1959)> a l s o considers the subject. 
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As rival lines threatened to invade the territory held by these 

giants, they battled fiercely-- employing money, courts, legis

latures, and bullets, in savage and sometimes even bloody wars to 

protect their monopolies. 

By l88h, when four great lines—the northern Pacific, 

the Santa Fe, the Southern Pacific, and the Union Pacific—had 

succeeded in reaching the Pacific, the competition became intense„ 

Each road tapped a vast inland empire of great potential wealth. 

Traffic in the unsettled West increased at an amazing rate; yet 

it could not keep pace with the speed with which the facilities 

for haiicLling the commerce were built. Bevenues were therefore 

frequently insufficient for profitable operations, and the rail

roads therefore engaged in bitter rate wars for the purpose of 

diverting to their own lines as much of the osLsting traffic as 

possible. The law of the jungle prevailed. In areas that were 

safe from competition the rates were set at all the traffic 

would bear. In disputed territories, however, rate cutting, the 

rebate, and discrimination between long and short hauls, were 

applied with vicious effects. The adsastrous economic conse

quences of this intensive competition soon became apparent to 

the railroads involved. Periods of rate cutting would then be 

followed by "pools" or agreements, whereby the transcontinental 

and local traffic of a disputed territory would be divided among 

the combatants according to a mutual plan. Periods of peace 

would follow, with the rates set and the volume of traffic di

vided, until one railroad believed itself in a strong enough po

sition to disregard the terms--thus launching a new rate war. 
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The constantly expanding rail facilities of the Far West therefore 

ever widened the field of competition, (in 1893 a. fifth road—the 

Great Northern—reached the Pacific.) As competition expended so 

did the "pools" until they embraced much of the country, and thus 

10 

confronted the nation with a new problem, 

With uaaitigatad gall and a scrupulous disregard of any 

interest but their own, the great railroad magnates of the western 

transcontinental lines exuberantly maneuvered like sovereign enti

ties above and beyond the law in the last half of the nineteenth 

century • Giving as good as they received, they joined the enemy 

when they could not crush him. Contributing much to society, they 

also saw to it that they were usually amply rewarded in the material 

goods of this world. Surely, however, considering the immense 

stakes played for, the uninliibited audacity exhibited, and the 

great benefits issuing from their accomplishments, the western 

railroad tycoons must be ranked among the greatest of the pioneers 

of the West. 

In the interests of brevity the problem of rate wars and pools 
will not be again considered in this report. Detailed discussions of 
competition, with specific examples of "pools," etc., will be found in 
the following histories: 

Stuart Daggett, Chapters on the Elstory of the Southern Pacific 
(New York, 1922), 362-36*5; Hedges," henry VlllarcT'ind the Railways 
of the Northwest, 1^7-211; Riegel, The story of the Western Rail-
ivjads, 187-I8o7~199-202, 217-223; Trottnan, History of the Union 
Pacific, 173-17H, 182, 192, 201-202, 21k, 210-220; Haters, Steel 
Trails to Santa Fe, 173, 187, 192. 

Stewart H. Holbrook, The Age of Moguls (New York, 1953), is a 
well written and interesting account that places the great western rail
road magnates in the proper perspective among the company of other 
great industrial captains of the 19th century. 
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The gradual exposure, however, beginning in 1872, of the 

great power of these men and the transcontinental railroads, and of 

its misuse and abuse in their own interests, led inevitably to a 

demand for reform to protect the public interest. 

State legislatures undertook the first action and attempted 

by means of legislation, but generally with unsuccessful results, 

to restrain the railroads. As the four great railroads crossed the 

continent, the problems became national in scope. Finally, in 1887, 

Congress found it necessary to pass national legislation on the sub

ject in a further effort to control the railroads. The economic war

fare and antics of the great trsncontinental railroads in the Far West 

thus made a direct and material contribution to the passage of the 

Interstate Cosmerce Act of 1887, a law that marked the first federal 

attempt in the history of the United States to regulate a "big busi-

12 
ness" in the interest of society at large. 

These then, in broad outline, are the complex and varied 

effects and ramifications of the story of Transportation and Communi

cation in the Trans-ilississippi West from 1830 to 1898. 

12 
K e g e l , The__ Story of the Uestern .Railroads, 289-30^. d i s 

cusses sta.te and federal l eg i s l a t ion on t h i s subject . 

JO 



Ocean Mail to the Pacific, 1846-58 

In i-iarch, 1847, as a result of the acquisition of Oregon, 

Congress passed a law that provided for the construction of five 

steamships under the direction of the Secretary of Navy. The Secretary 

was further instructed to contract for the monthly transportation of 

the mail in these new vessels from New York and Hew Orleans to Panama 

and from that point to some port in Oregon. Compensation for the 

entire service over the 6,7CO-mile route was set by Congress at $199*000 

per year. 

Two ten-year contracts, running from October 1, 1848, were 

awarded.. The contract for the Hew York to Panama portion of the 

route was secured by George Laws, while the second, for the Panama, to 

Astoria route, was acquired by William Hd Aspinwall. Through the 

efforts of Aspinwall, the Pacific hail Steamship Company was incorp

orated in April, 1848, and the firm at once built three of the 

vessels. The first of these, the California, sailed from Hew York 

on October 6, 1848, bound for Oregon by way of Cape Horn. Stopping 

on the west coasts of Peru and Panama en route, the ship was nearly 

swamped by the first rush of gold seekers. The vessel completed her 

15,0C0-mile voyage to San Francisco on February 28, 184-9, thus achiev

ing the double honor of inaugurating the first national communication 

system to the Pacific Coast and of depositing the first '4-9ers in 

California. Encouraged by the successful operation of the company, 

Congress, in 18S1, increased the mail service to a semi-monthly 

schedule and the compensation to 8343,250 per annum for the remainder 

of the contract. 
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From lJ5k$ to l855j "the mail was transported across the 

Isthmus of Panama in canoes and on the backs of mules by the Sew 

Granada government under terms of the treaty of march 6, l8kk. The 

gold rush and hordes of people striving to reach California, howeverj 

led Aspinvall and the Pacific Kail Company to build a 50-mile rail

road across the Isthmus. This railway was completed through the steam

ing jungle in 1855^ and thereafter the federal government paid 

Aspinvall $1C0,0C0 a year for the movement of mail over this line. 

From 1QU8 to 1858 the ocean route was the quickest and easiest 

way of reaching California. By 1857> however, the Pacific Mail 

Steamship Company, the Panama railroad, and the United States i-'ail 

Steamship Company, were regarded in California and Oregon as a gigantic 

monopoly, making great profits, charging exorbitant prices, and pro

viding inferior accommodations to the public. This hostile western 

attitude was a very important factor in bringing into being, in 

185b -57^ "the exxmrlited transcontinental Overland Mail as the only 

means of providing competition for the sea route. By i860 the over

land stages were carrying more letter mail than the ocean steamers, 

but the "heavy mail" continued to be largely transported by the sea 

route from 1857 to 1869,1 

West Coast Express Companies, 1850-1859 

The delivery of the mail by sea to the towns on the coast 

of California, however, did not solve the problem of getting the letters 

from those post offices to the bulk of the people, who lived in mining 

camps scattered far in the interior. Private express companies were 

These paragraphs have been drawn from Hafen, Overland Kail, 
37 -1*9, 206. 
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organized to meet this need. Charging a fee for each letter handled 

and acting as the authorised agent of the person employing their 

service, the express companies performed the service of delivering 

the mail from the post office to the inland camp. 

Two eastern concerns, Adams & Company in 1850, and hells, 

Fargo 5; Company in 1852, entered the express business in California 

and between them soon dcMnated that field on the Pacific Coast, 

By lo~8, after bitter competition, the western branch of Adams & 

Company failed, and Wells, Fargo & Company thereby secured a virtual 

monopoly of the express and banking business in California. By i860 

the company also controlled most of the stage lines in that state 

and also to the mining camps in Nevada. Wells, Fargo & Company 

thus became a power to be reckoned with in the western field of 

transportation and communication and will reappear as such later in 

this narrative. 

The Pioneer Overland Fails, 1850-1857 

The continued heavy overland immigration to the West, the 

development of 'the Mormon community in Utah, and the spreading mining 

frontier, created a population in the inter-mountain regions of the 

continent that also demanded a mail service. Congress responded to 

these petitions by establishing five overland mail routes betvreen 

I8A9 and I858. 

The first of these (in the order of consideration) was 

divided in two sections that later evolved into what was known as 

the Central Overland Route. Service overland on the eastern half 

Hafen, Overland. Mail, 53-56, 68. Edward Hungerford, W»*n« 
Fargo--Advancing the American Frontier (New York, 19**9) < is Qn excel
lent history of this company. 
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of the Central Route was inaugurated in July, 1850, when the United 

States Post Office Department awarded a four-year contract to 

Samuel H. Woodson of Independence, Missouri. Woodson was to carry the 

monthly mail from the Missouri River along the Oregon Trail and through 

the South Pass to Salt Lake City, Utah, for an annual compensation of 

$19,500. One team or set of pack animals, usually mules—hence the 

name "Jackass Kail'--was used to make the entire trip. There were no 

relay stations between the two points for the rest and relief of the 

carriers and mules. Despite heroic efforts of the carriers, the 30-

day, one-way trip, particular!;/ in the winter time, was rarely made in 

scheduled time. 

In 185k, W. M. F. Magraw received the second contract for 

this route, which provided for a monthly mail service, by means of 

four-horse coaches for $1^,^0 a year. Losses due to hostile Indians 

caused his compensation to be increased to $36,000 a year in 1855 and 

later, to the annulment of his contract in I856. Hiram Kimball, bid

ding for the Mormon leaders, received the next contract for the route 

in October, I856. Compensation for the monthly mail service was 

fixed at $23,000 per year. Brigham Young had plans for developing a 

great freighting and stage company over this route. In furtherance of 

this project, he began erecting stations and placing relays of horses 

and mules along the line in the spring of 1857 • These bright pros

pects, however, were completely wrecked by the outbreak of the "Mormon 

War" in the fall of the same year. When peace was restored, S. B. Miles 

was the new contractor. 

Hafen, Overland Mail, 56-63, 135,207. The history of this route, 
I858-I869, will be continued under the heading of the "Central Overland 
Route." Magraw's resentment at the cancellation of his contract in I856 
and its subsequent award to the Mormons had a part in bringing on the 
"Mormon War" in 1857. 
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The first United States ma.il service over the western half 

of the Central Overland Route, Utah to California, was established 

in 1851, A three-year contract, awarded to Absalom Woodward and 

George Chorpenning, provided for a monthly mail service, through trips 

in 30 days, at an annual compensation of $l4,C0C, from 1851 to 185^. 

Except in winter months, this 900-mile route ran from Sacramento 

through Folsom, Placerville, Strawberry and Hope Valley, in California, 

to Genoa and Carson Valley in Nevada. From here it followed the 

Humboldt River eastward almost to its source. Finally leaving this 

river, the route then proceeded to the northeast through southern 

Idaoo, in the vicinity of the Goose Creek Fountains, and then led 

to the southeast around the north side of the Great Salt Lake. 

Chorpenning used pack mules and horses to transport the mails. 

The heavy snows in the Sierras in the winter of I852, however, there

after forced him to utilize a special winter route, which led from 

Salt Lake City over the Mormon Trail and through the Caion Pass to 

Los Angeles. 

In 185H Chorpenning was again the successful bidder and re

ceived a four-year contract (1854-58) that provided for a monthly mail, 

with a compensation of $12,500 per year. The new contract also 

changed the year-round route to the Mormon Trail from Salt Lake City 

to San Diego. Indian difficulties and other expenses soon led Congress 

to increase iris annual compensation to $30,CC0. During the period of 

the second contract, the mail was carried through on horseback or by 

paclonules with fair regularity, and often in less than the scheduled 

k 
time of 28 days. 

ht Hafen, Overland Mail, 63-TO, 135, 207. 
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United States Troops Guarding the Overland Mail. Reproduced from an old drawing. 
Courtesy, Wells Fargo Bank 



A second (actually the first in point of time) inland mail 

route was authorized by Congress in l8hj for service from Independence, 

Missourii to Santa Fe, New Mexicos by way of Bent's Fort in Colorado. 

By I85O a regular monthly coach service was in operation over this 

line which followed the already well-established Santa Fe Trail, The 

mail trains on this route were made up of from one to three wagons, 

each drawn by four or six mules. Eight or ten well-armed guards ac

companied each train to protect it from Indian attache. There were 

no relay stations on the line during the early years. The fare for 

passengers was $1^0 and included ^0 pounds of baggage and meals on 

the way. At night passengers slept either in the wagons or out on 

the ground under the stars, 

In 185-1- Jacob Hall secured the next four-year contract for 

the line* Compensation was originally set at $10,950, but damages 

and losses incurred as the result of Indian troubles soon induced 

Congress to raise the amount to $22,000 a year. Hall provided a 

monthly mail service, through in 25 days, in six-mule coaches. In 

1858 Hall was again awarded the contract for the route. Service was 

now increased to a semi-monthly schedule and his pay to $39*999 & 

year. 

Service on the third inland route was established in 185k 

by means of a contract with David VJasson. This contract provided for 

a monthly mail service, through in 25 days, in two-horse coaches from 

San Antonio, Texas, to Santa Fe, New Mexico, at the annual compensat

ion of $16,750. Indian depredations in 1855 resulted in the increase 

^Hafen, Overland Mail, 70-73* 135* 207. 

- 19 -



of the compensation to $33,500 per annum, and the contract was trans

ferred to George H. Giddings in the same year. In l35o service on this 

line was increased to a weekly schedule and was performed with six-mule 

, 6 

coaches. 

The fourth inland mail route, authorized by the Postal Route 

Act of 1856, was the direct predecessor of much of the famous Southern 

Overland Route. A four-year contract, with an annual compensation of 

$lU-9,8CO, was awarded to James E. Birch in June 1857 for a semi-monthly 

mail service over the l,U75-mile route from San Diego, via El Paso, to 

San Antonio, Texas. The contract specified that through trips by 

means of four- or six-mule coaches were to be made in 30 days. The 

company, employing 65 men and utilizing 50 coaches and kGO mules, 

quiclfly put the line into operation in 3.857- The scheduled time was 

easily and regularly maintained, and through trips came to be made in 

from 22 to 26 days. The price for through passage was $200, with 

meals included, but passengers were few. Armed guards assisted the 

stages through the dangerous Indian country. When the giant Butterfield 

31ne was put in operation in September, 1858, a duplication of service 

occurred over the portion of the route from El Paso to Fort Yuma. 

Postmaster General Brown therefore discontinued the service between 

those two points upon the San Antonio and San Diego line in December, 

1858. Service on the remaining portions--San Antonio to El Paso 

and from Fort Yuma to San Diego--was then increased to a weekly 

schedule. The new economy-minded Postmaster General Holt, however, 

reduced the compensation in 1859 "to $120,000, and service was accord

ingly cut back to a seml-montlily schedule. 

6Hafen, Overland kail, 73-75, 135, 207, 

\2ttLd, 105-108, 135, 207. 
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The fifth and last of the early inland mail routes was established 

by Postmaster-General Brown in 1858. In hay of that year he entered 

into a nine-month contract with Jacob Hall that provided for a monthly 

mail from Kansas City, Missouri, via Santa Pe, to Stockton, California, 

with a compensation of 879;999 a year. The mail was to be carried 

through in 60 days by means of sin-mule wagons. Operations on the 

line began on October 1, 1858, and the first through trip was com

pleted in 54 days. Indian hostilities in the spring and summer of 

1859, however, considerably disrupted service over this line, and 

Postmaster-General Holt, with the object of reducing postal expend!-
q 

cures, failed to renew the contract when it expired in 1859. Thus 

sustained by federal postal funds, the operators of these early mail 

lines, 1310-57; succeeded in developing the main routes and dis

covering the best means of travel, thereby preparing the way for the 

next step in the evolution of western travel—the age of the e;npe-

ditod overland mail, the era of the transcontinental stage coach. 

The Southern (Butterfield) Overland nail 1658-6.I 

The demonstration by pioneer mail lines that the mail could be carried 

successfully across the continent, the continued Congressional dead

lock over the question of a Pacific railroad, and dissatisfaction 

with the poor service offered by the monopolistic Pacific Steamship 

Company, united westerners in demanding of Congress some immediate 

improvement in thema.il service to the Far West. The campaign of 

protest reached its climax in 1896, when a giant petition signed 

by 75,000 Californians was laid before the national legislature. 

8Hafen, Overland Mail, 115-118, 135. 
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Congress responded, in part, by appropriating a total of 

$6C0,CC0 for building four roads in 1856-57; $50,000 for the construct

ion of a road from Fort Ridgley, in Minnesota Territory, to the South 

Pass; $300,000 for a road from Fort Kearny, Nebraska by vay of South 

Pass, to the eastern boundary of California; $200,000 for improving 

the road from El Paso, Texas, to Fort Yuma in Arizona; and $50,000 

for a road from Fort Defiance , New Mexico, to the Colorado River 

near the mouth of the Mohave. 

In addition, a bill authorizing the establishment of an 

expedited overland mail service to San Francisco was introduced 

is. 1856. western proponents of the measure advocated the use of the 

Central Overland Route—via South Pass and Salt Lake City—from 

the Missouri River to San Francisco, for this purpose. But Southern

ers felt that this proposal would only benefit the North economically--

by placing the eastern terminus of the proposed line at St. Louis, 

and even worse, might possibly lead to the choice of this route as 

the proper one for the construction of the railroad to the Pacific. 

The southern leaders united in their opposition to the central route, 

and as an alternative, advanced a second plan that called for estab

lishment of the improved mail line over a southern route. The re

sulting sectional controversy over which route was to be utilized ef

fectively blocked the passage of any measure on the subject that year. 

Western pressure, however, continued unabated. A new measure 

was therefore introduced and passed in March, 1857. The law directed 

the Postmaster General to call for the delivery of the letter mail 

All of these roads but the last were constructed by the 
Pacific Wagon Road office of the U. S. Department of the Interior. 
The Fort Defiance road was built by the War Department, Jackson, 
Wagon Roads West, 161-256, 
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"from such point on the Mississippi River as the contractors may 

select, to San Francisco • . . for six years, at a cost not exceeding 

$300,000 per annus for semi-monthly, $850,000 for weekly, or $600,000 

for scard.-weekly, at the option of the Postmaster General." The con

tractors were bound to construct relay stations along the route not 

closer than 10 miles to each other, to carry the mail and passengers 

in "good four-horse coaches or spring wagGns," and to provide a 25-

day through service. The line was also to be put into operation within 

9 

one year after the awarding of the contract. 

The southern support necessary for the passage of the Act 

had been gained by deliberately failing to specify in the bill which 

route would be adopted. Southern congressmen, when voting for the 

measure, were well aware that the authority delegated by the Act to 

the Postmaster General of selecting the contractors in reality also 

gave him the final say in which route would be utilized. 

Aaron V. Brovn of Tennessee, Postmaster General of the United 

States from 1857 to 1859^ was an ardent Southerner in his political 

views, and he did not now disappoint the expectations of the South. 

Nine bids were received, but not one was for the route that Brown 

was interested in. Unperturbed, Brown simply specified that the new 

route was to start from St. Louis, kdssouri, and also from Memphis, 

Tennessee, both terminals being located on the i-Jississlppi River, 

and were to converge at Little Rock, Arkansas. From that point the 

route was then to run through Preston and El Paso, Texas, to Fort Yuma, 

Arizonaa From Yuma, the route was then to proceed north through 

California to San Francisco. Nexb, on the basis of the ability, 

yU. 3. Statutes at Large, Vol. XI, 190, as quoted in Hafen, 
Overland kail, 87-88. 
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qualifications and experience of the bidders, Brown awarded the six-

year, $6C0,CC0 per year contract for a semi-weekly mail over this 

road to John Butterfield, William B. Dinsrcore, William G. Fargo, 

James V. P. Gardner, Marcus L. Kinyon, Alexander Holland, and 

Hamilton Spencer. These gentlemen represented the combined interests 

of four great express companies—Adams, American, National, and Wells, 

Fargo--which were baching the new company for the purpose of compet

ing with and breaking the monopoly of the Pacific Mall Steamship 

Company. 

Brown justified his choice of this unique 2,795-Eiile 

southern route by pointing out that this road would not be blocked 

by heavy snows in the winter, as would be the case if the central 

route had been utilized* lie also argued that the southern route 

was the ideal road for immigrants to follow west and that, on the 

basis of the 1853-55 railroad surveys, a railroad to the Pacific 

could be built more economically along the southern route than over 

any other. Eastern and Western advocates of the central route -were 

disappointed and enraged by Brown's decision and instantly labelled 

the new route, in derision, the "Horse-shoe" or "Ox Bow" Route, 

because of its strange shape when plotted on a map. 

In truth the southern route did offer many serious obstacles 

to staging. Because of the long, arid sections over which much of 

this route passed, wells had to be sunk and reservoirs built to 

afford water for the relays of teams that were necessary. To 

further support the line, approximately 139 stations were built and 

maintained at intervals averaging about 18 miles apart across the 

Far West, 
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In arid New Mexico and Arizona these stations were large 

square enclosures with walls of adobe that, during periods of Indian 

hostility, were defended by four or five armed guards. Supplies of 

hay. grain, food, and sometimes even water, often had to be hauled 

long distances to sustain these outposts, The contractors, however, 

went about their task with great energy: 800 men ware hired, and 

1,000 mules and horses and 100 coaches were acquired. When the year 

was up all was in readiness. 

Simultaneously, on September 18, 1858, two Butterfield 

stages began the semi-weekly rim, one stage departing for the West 

from Tipton, Missouri (then the western terminal of the railroad 

from St. Louis to Kansas City) and the other bound east from San 

Francisco, For three weeks, 2k hours a day, stopping only briefly 

to exchange drivers and horses and to permit the few passengers to 

wolf down quick meals, the two coaches lurched across the continent, 

On October 10 the first west-bound stage pulled into San Francisco, 

having completed the trip in 23 days and 23 hours. The exhausted, 

solitary through-passenger reported of his experience: "Had I not 

just come over the route, I would be perfectly willing to go back 

l+ ,,10 
over it. 

President Buchanan, on learning that the first east-bound 

stage had made the trip in 2k days, 18 hours and 35 minutes, tele

graphed Butterfield: "I cordially congratulate you upon the result. 

It is a glorious triumph for civilization and the Union. Settle

ments will soon follow the course of the road, and the East and 

l°The one passenger was Waterman L. Ormsby, a special corres
pondent of the Hew York Herald. The quote is from Ray A. Billington, 
Westward Expansion, A History of the American Frontier (Hew York, 19^9); 
m u ] 
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"'Jest will be bound together by a chain of living Americans which 

11 
can never be broken." 

The line was equipped at first with Concord spring wagons 

which were capable of carrying conveniently four passengers and 

from five to six hundred pounds of mail. These vehicles were Boon 

replaced by the famous Concord coaches, which were manufactured by 

the Abbott-Downing Company of Concord, Hew Hampshire. These bril

liantly decorated stages were drawn by from four to six horses or 

mules, and could seat from six to nine passengers inside and carry 

from one to ten people on the roof. The wide-set wheels kept the 

coach from upsetting easily and the broad iron tires helped to 

prevent the wheels from sinking into the soft desert sand. The body 

of the stage was slung on stout leather braces which absorbed some 

of the shocks, and leather side curtains sheltered the inside 

passengers from some of the weather. At the rear of the body was 

a projecting "toot," with leather cover, which held the mail sacks 

and passengers' baggage. In the event there was too much mail to 

be held by the boot, the surplus mail was then piled inside the 

coach to the discomfort of the passengers--the mail having the right 

of way under the contract. 

Through passenger traffic was never heavy. The prospect 

of continuous riding day and night for 25 days was not very alluring,, 

The crude meals were eaten at irregular hours; the coaches were 

cramped for room, and opportunities to wash were few. The fare was 

$200 and included an allowance of ̂ 0 pounds of baggage. The cost of 

meals was extra and ranged from 75 cents to one dollar. One traveler, 

11 
Quoted from Hafen, Overland kail, 95' 
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Southern (Butterfield) Overland Mail Vehicles, 1858. The Celebrity Wagon, left. The Concord Stage, right. 
From Frank Leslie Illustrated Newspaper, Oct. 23, 1858. 



after completing the through trip, remarked that he had been "as 

12 close to hell as he ever washed to be." 

The line, however, assisted by the great government subsidy 

and the development of a considerable way passenger traffic, pros

pered from 1858 to l86l. By i860 the Butterfield Overland kail was 

carrying more letter mail than the ocean steamers. Despite oc

casional depredations by the Apache and Comanche Indians, the 

schedule was very successfully maintained, and through trips came to 

be made regularly in from 21 to 23 days. 

The ver success of the operation over the long southern 

route soon served to further strengthen the demand of Westerners for 

a similarly improved service over the shorter central route. The 

scene was now BOX, for the (dramatic and spectacular competition between 

13 

the central and southern overland routes. J 

The Central |Overland Route, 1858-60 

Matters on the central overland route stood as follows in 

1857: On the Missouri-Utah portion, the contractor, S. B. idles, 

was carrying the monthly mail in four-horse coaches eight months 

of the year and upon pack mules the remaining four winter months 

for subsidy of $32,000 a year; in the California-Utah section, 

George Chorpenning was carrying the monthly mail on horseback or 

pack mules from Salt Lake City to Los Angeles, and shipping it 
12Quoted from Raymond W. Settle and Wary L. Settle, Saddles and 

Spurs, The Pony Express Saga (Harrisburg, Pa., 1955), 21. 

-^These paragraphs have been largely drawn from Hafen, Overland 
Mail, 79-99, 306-312; supplemented by data from Biliington, Westward Ex-
pansion, 634-363; Paxson, History of the American Frontier, 462-46177 
and Settle, Saddles and Spurs, 20-21. The most detailed history of 
this company is Roscoe P. Conkling and Margaret Conkling, The Butter-
field Overland Mail Company, 1858-I869 (3 Vols., Glendale, 1946), ~ 
which is already a rare work. 
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from that point to San Francisco by boat., under a contract with 

an annual compensation of $30,000 per year. The United States was 

thus expending a total of $62,000 a year for 60-day mail service 

to the Pacific over the central route. At the same time the federal 

government was spending a total of $749,000 per year for 25-day, 

semi-weekly service on the Butterfield line and 30-day, semi-monthly 

service on the San Antonio-San Diego route. Heavy discrimination 

in favor of the southern route was therefore self-e\ddent, and 

California congressmen now demanded an improved mail service over 

the shorter and more populous central route, 

Postmaster General Brown acceeded to these demands in 1858 

and entered into new contracts to achieve this end. John II. Hockaday 

was awarded, a contract for the Missouri-Utah portion that provided 

for a weekly mail service in four-mule wagons or carriages on a 22-

day schedule at a compensation of $3-50,0C0 per year. George 

Chorpenning received his third contract which provided for weekly 

mail service in coaches on a l6-day schedule over the Utah-Calif

ornia section at a price of $130,000. Thus, by July 1, I858, a 

through overland mail along the central route from Independence, 

Missouri, to Placerville, California, was in operation upon a 38-

day schedule for a total compensation of $320,000. 

The eastern division of the through central line followed 

the route of the preceding monthly mail, up the Platte River and 

through South Pass. Nest of Salt Lake City, however, the line was 

changed to follow the original route of 1851-54, This road circled 

to the north of the Great Salt Lake, then followed the Humboldt 

River across northern Nevada, and crossed the Sierra at Carson City. 

- 29 -



In December 1858, however, Choxnoenning reduced the length of h is 
Ik 

route to 768 nd3.es by moving his road to Egan's T r a i l . In the 

spring of 1859 a, new road and relay stations were built on this 

line which ran south of the Great Salt Lake through Schell Creek 

and Euby Valley in Nevada to Carson City. These improvements also 

shortened the time required for trips, and schedules were regularly 

and successfully maintained. The mail from the East often reached 

Salt Lake City in 20 days, and Placerville in 32. 

Western delight in these improved mail facilities, however, 

was relatively short-lived, for Postmaster General Brown died in 

March, l859j an(i was replaced by the less liberal-minded Judge 

Joseph Holt of Kentucky. Holt was much more interested in reducing 

federal postal expenditures than in improving mail services to the 

West. Accordingly, in 1859b he at once reduced compensation and 

service on all western mail routes except one. Hockaday's schedule 

was placed on a semi-monthly service and his compensation cut to 

$130,000 a year. Chorpenning's service was similarly reduced to a 

semi-monthly mail and his subsidy lowered to $80,000 per year. 

But when Judge Holt endeavored to reduce service and the subsidy of 

the Butterfield line, he soon discovered that this company was pro

tected by an air-tight six-year contract. The effect of Judge 

Holt's actions was thus once more to flavor the southern over the 

central route, and to again inflame western demands for improved 

lU 
Chorpenning made this change in route on the basis of advice 

received from Captain Jair.es H. Simpson, U. S. Topographical Engineer, 
Jackson, Wagon Roads West, 1&9-153* Goetzmann, Army Exploration in the 
American West, 399-^3 • 

15IIafen, Overland mail, 109-115, 135; Settle, Saddles and Sours, 
19-20. 

- 30 -

http://nd3.es
http://Jair.es


mail facilities for the Far West. 

The discovery of gold at the future site of Denver, Colorado, 

in the summer of 1858 induced a new and powerful champion to enter 

the lists in favor of the central overland route in the fall of 1858. 

This new advocate was William K. Russell of the great Western 

freighting firm of Russell, Majors, and Waddell. 

Russell, Alexander Majors, and William B. Waddell had each 

begun their individual business careers in Missouri as merchants 

and then ventured, at first in a snail way, into the business of 

freighting goods to Santa Fe and carrying military supplies to United 

States military posts on the plains. Their great opportunity came 

in I85F when the United States government adopted a new policjr of 

awarding to one contractor the right to supply all frontier forts. 

Unable individually to perform this task, the three joined forces 

and established in 1855 the firm of Russell, Majors, and Waddell, 

capitalized at $60,000, to do the job. The new company secured the 

military contract and by this means obtained a complete monopoly of 

all military freighting operations on the Great Plains, and one 

which they successfully maintained until l86l, Assisted by the 

military contracts, the "big three" soon came to dominate the entire 

freighting business between the Mississippi River and Salt Lake City. 

In 1859 Horace Greeley, the great editor of the Few York Tribune, 

estimated that this company had $2,000,000 invested in oxen, mules, 

and wagons. At its height the firm owned as many as 50,000 oxen and 

employed from 1,700 to 2,000 men in its freighting operations. 

"l8 
Hafen,. Overland I fa i l , 135-147, 207. 
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In spite of these appearances of prosperity, all was not 

well with the financial health of the company in I858. Russell, 

Majors, and Uaddell had suffered losses amounting to almost $500,000 

in their military freighting operations during the "k'ormon VJar" as 

a result of Mormon depredations. Unfortunately for the partners, 

the United States he.d failed to reimburse the company. Thus in 

1858 Russell was casting his eyes about for some opportunity to recov.p 

their fortunes, and in the central overland route he thought he saw 

17 a favorable field. 

The discovery of gold in Colorado would surely lead to a 

great rush to that area in 1859s and to handle the expected traffic 

he planned to establish a stage line from Leavenworth, Kansas, to 

Denver, The conservative Majors and Uaddell, however, declined the 

honor. Undaunted, Russell proceeded with his plan in partnership 

with John S, Jones, The two men organized the Leavenworth & Pike's 

Peal; Express Company, equipped the line with new Concord coaches, 

acquired mules, and prepared to erect stations along the proposed 

Republican River route. The first coaches departed on April 18, 

13 
1859, making the 687-mile trip to Denver in 19 days. To further 

insure the successful financial operation of the line, Russell 

purchased for $50,000 on May 11, 1859, J. M. Hockaday's $130,000 

contract for the semi-monthly mail service from the Missouri River 

'Raymond U, Settle and Mary L. Settle, Empire on wheels 
(Stanford, lO'kO), is an admirable study of the freighting and stage 
coach activities of this company^ also Settle, Saddles and Spurs, 
1-15, 168-170; Hafen, Overland Mail, 1^6-1^7. 

Horace Greeley, Overland Journey (Hew York, i860), describes 
his trip over this route, which was only utilized by Russell from 
April 18 to June 6, I859. 
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to Salt Lake City. Thus before the new Republican River route could 

even be well marked, Russell, in June 1859* transferred his stock 

and supplies to Hockaday's Platte River road, and relay stations 

were erected for the first time along this old section of the central 

route. By August, 1859* Russell's stages were running semi-weekly 

19 

on a seven-day schedule on the central route. * 

In spite of the splendid service afforded by the Leavenworth 

& Pike's Peak Express, the company consistently lost money, largely 

because the Pike's Peak boom "busted" in the summer of 1859° Russell 

and Jones had gone heavily into debt to put the line in operation, 

and by the fall of 1859 owed some $525,000. In this desparate 

Situation Russell turned to his partners, Majors and Kaddell for 

aid. On October 28, 1859, the "big three" took over the bankrupt 

comapny under a contract that provided for the formation of a new 

company to carry the United States mail and to transport freight. 

If they had not made this move, the fall of the L.&E,P.Express 

might well have led to the collapse of the firm of Russell, Majors 

and Waddell. 

The resourceful and daring Russell, unperturbed by this 

narrow escape, now proceeded to develop even more grandiose plans. 

On November 28, 1859* he organized a new company called the Central 

Overland California & Pike's Peak Express Company, which absorbed 

the old L.& P.P. Express Company and was capitalized at $500,000. 

The new firm was chartered by the legislature of Kansas in February, 

i860. Then, on May 11, in a move that was probably more than mere 

coincidence, the Postmaster" General annulled George Chorpenning's 

1%afen, Overland Mail, 145-154; Settle, Saddles and Spurs, 
25-29. 
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contract for mail service from Salt Lake City to Placerville on the 

grounds of alledged failure to maintain the proper service. On 

June 6, the former Chorpenning contract for a semi-monthly mail, 

with a subsidy of $33*000 a year, was awarded to Russell. 

Thus by June, i860, Russell had obtained control of the 

entire mail service over the central route from the Liissouri River 

to the Pacific Coast. The outlines of Russell's grandiose plan were 

now plainly visible; he had created the Central Overland California 

& Pike's Peak Express Company as a means of competing with the great 

Butterfield overland mail company for the large federal overland 

20 
mail subsidy. Concurrently with these maneuvers, a bill had been 

introduced in Congress on March 13, i860, that proposed the consoli

dation of all the various overland mail lines into one route, to be 

operated by a single company. A daily overland mail was to be carried 

through in 20 days, for an annual subsidy of $1,000,000 a year.2-

A vital step in wanning this subsidy, Russell calculated, 

would be a practical demonstration that the shorter and more populous 

central route was much superior to the southern road. Furthermore, 

he believed that this display must be so sensational and spectacu

lar in character that it could not fail to impress public opinion 

and hence win Congress away from the southern route. 

Russell made his decision on January 27, i860; on that very 

day he issued orders to establish a Pony Express from the Liissouri 

River to Sacramento, California, with a through time of only 10 days. 

20Hafen, Overland M'ail, 156-157, 207; Settle, Saddles and 
Spurs, 25-29. " """" '** 

21 
ibid, Overland Mall, 195-207, reviews the different bills 

introduced and summarizes the course of the debate. 
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The operation was neatly timed to begin on April 3, so that the dar

ing demonstration would be in full swing at the very time that 

Congress would be considering the bill for the overland mail. 

Russell was now7 playing for large stakes and, accordingly, he 

22 

ventured much. 

The Pony Express, i860-6l 

The Pony Express waa thus a means to an end. Again Russell 

pushed the reluctant majors and Waddell into backing the undertaking. 

Preparations were at once instituted to put the line into operationr 

On the Utah-California section, Chorpenning had built in 1859 a 

number of stage relay stations located about a hundred miles apart, 

and the former L.&P.P. Express Company had also constructed a similar 

series of stage stations at intervals of about 25 or 30 miles in 1859 

from the Missouri River to Salt Lake City. The Central Overland 

California and Pike's Peak Express Company now rapidly began to fill 

in the gaps by erecting additional stations between the existing 

ones so that a slim lifeline composed of some 150 stations located 

at intervals of from 10 to 15 miles soon stretched across the conti

nent from St. Joseph, Missouri to Sacramento, California for the 

use of the Pony Express. 

Five hundred good horses chosen for their endurance and speed, 

chiefly native western mustangs, were purchased. Some 60 riders, 

mostly wiry, light young men, selected for their stamina, horseman

ship, and courage, were employed at an average wage of $50 a month, 

plus room and board. Each rider was to ride like the wind for 75 

to 100 miles, rapidly changing horses at intervening relay stations, 

22 
Eafen, Overland Mail, 165-169; also Settle, Saddles and Spurs, 

29-3A. Roy S. Bloss, Pony Exbress ••••• The Great Gamble" (Berkeley, Ca'iif-
1959), 22-26. " ~ " 
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until he reached a "home station." Here a new rider would seize the 

mailpouch and carry it on along the route. At the "home station" 

the relieved rider would eat and rest briefly before making his 

return run. Special equipment, in the form of light-weight saddles 

23 
and mochila were adopted to help insure the utmost speed. 

On April 3, i860, as scheduled, the Pony Express began its 

operations with great fanfare, the first riders departing from 

St. Joseph and San Francisco. Over snow-clad mountains, fording 

rivers, through burning deserts, across rolling plains and Indian 

country, relays of riders rushed the first letters at breakneck speed. 

Ten days later, on April 13, the last of the series of relay riders 

thundered into the eastern and western terminals. The ten-day mail 

was a fact, and from 10 to 12 days had been trimmed from the time of 

25 
the fastest stage coaches. 

Newspapers of the country at once sang the praises of the 

Pony Express, and overnight Russell had caught the imagination of 

the nation. Almost obligingly, in May, i860, the Pah Ute Indians 

went on the warpath in Nevada, making life extremely dangerous for 

the Pony Express men, but also affording a fine opportunity for 

many heroic rides that have lost nothing since in their retelling. 

23 -"The mochila was a light leather saddle cover, with four 
mail containers sewn to it. 

2k 
Sacramento was the actual western terminal of the Pony Ex

press, but on the inauguration of the service, in order to gain the 
widest publicity possible, a special "rider" and "pony" were hired 
to parade through the streets of San Francisco to a river boat, which 
then conveyed the mail to Sacramento, where the real run began. 

-̂"The fastest run ever made by the Pony Express occurred 
November 8-l4, i860, when the news of Lincoln's election was carried 
across the continent in six days from Fort Kearny, Nebraska, to Fort 
Churchill, Nevada, then the eastern and western terminals of tele
graph lines. 
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The Pony Express, on its way over the Rocky Mountains, meets a pack train, and the rider is obliged to dismount to pass the 
heavily loaded mules on the narrow path, 1860. 

From New York Illustrated Newa, June 2, 1M0. 



In spite of this achievement, Congress became embroiled 

in the usual sectional debate over the Overland Kail Bill and 

after a close vote, adjourned without passing the measure. Russell 

therefore continued the Pony Express in the expectation that Congress 

would again consider the matter when it reconvened in l86l. In this 

hope he was not to be disappointed, for in March, l86l, Congress 

passed a lav that transferred the overland mail route from the south

ern to the central route and incorporated much that Russell had de

sired. (The terms will be discussed in the next section.) Russell 

had won a great victory, but as often happens, not quite as he had 

planned it. 

Considered as a financial operation, the Pony Express was 

never a success. Even with the high price of 85.00 per half ounce 

for letters, receipts were never able to cover ecroenses. But con

sidered from its greater objective, as the "advertiser and demon

strator of the central route," the Pony Express was eminently suc

cessful, for on July 1, l86l, the daily subsidized mail was estab-

°6 
lished on the central route.^ 

For 19 months, April, i860 to October, 1861, the Pony Ex

press ran, binding the East and the West together during the first 

critical months of the Civil War. On October 28, l86l,the complet

ion of the first transcontinental telegraph brought the Pony 

26Hafen, Overland Mail, 187. 
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Express to a close. As Dr. Hafen has written: "The Pony was fast, 

nrr 

but he could not compete with lightning," ' 

Central Overland mil, 166I-I669 

Having failed to pass the Overland mail Bill in i860, Congress 

again considered the subject in February, 186.1. By February 8 somber 

war clouds menaced the nation. The Confederate Government had been 

formed, and Texas had seceded from the Union, thereby threatening; 

to cut off the southern overland mail route. The Central Overland 

California & Pike's Peak Express Company was also in serious finan

cial distress. The combination of these factors led Russell and 

William B. Dinsmore,president of the Butterfield Overland Mail 

Company (now controlled by Wells, Fargo & Company) to reach a priv

ate agreement on the mail question about the muddle of the month. 

Thereafter, the Postal Rouse Bill enjoyed relatively smooth sailing 

and was passed on March 2, lo6l. 

The new lav provided for the discontinuance of mail service 

on the southern route and the bodily transfer of the Overland Mail 

Company and the mail service to the central route, effective July 1, 

l86l. The letter mail was to be carried through six times a week in 

20 days for eight Booths of the year, and in 23 days during the 

Winter months, from the Missouri River to Placerville, California. 

'These paragraphs have been drawn from Hafen, Overland Mail, 
l65~191; Settle, Saddles and Spurs, and Bloss, Pony Express. Two 
brilliant and important contemporary accounts of the Pony Express 
and stage coach operations on the central route are: Richard P, Burton, 
City of Saints (London, l86l), in which the famous Englishman narrates 
in detail his experiences during the summer of i860; and Mark Twain, 
Roughing It (Hew York, 1871), in which he recounts in himierous fashion 
his journey during the simmer of l86l. 
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The contractors were further required to run a Pony Express twice 

a week on a 10-day schedule until the overland telegraph was com

pleted. For these and other services, the contractors were to re

ceive a three-year contract with a subsidy of $1,000,000 a year. 

On March 16, l86l, Russell and Dinsmore signed a contract 

in behalf of their respective companies under which the task and 

receipts of carrying the mail, passengers, and express over the 

central route were divided between them. It was agreed that the 

C.0.C.&P.P. Express would operate the line from the Missouri River 

to Salt Lake City and receive $V70,0C0 per year from the mail sub

sidy. The Overland Mail Company was to operate over the western 

portion of the line, from Salt Lake City to Placerville. Each 

company was to pay half of the costs of transporting the "heavy 

mail" by sea. 

Receipts and expenses were similarly divided, but the contract 

also gave the Overland Company the exclusive right to contract with 

Wells, Fargo 8: Company to handle all express going east from any 

point west of Salt Lake City and all business originating in the 

east and going west of Salt Lake City, thus protecting Wells, Fargo's 

monopoly of the express business on the Pacific Coast. 

Having succeeded to this extent in achieving his plans, 

Russell resigned as president of the C.0.C.&P.P. Express in April, 

l86l, and the company was reorganised. In spite of these changes, 

however, the company continued to sink into a financial morass, and 

its employees soon changed the name to read "Clean Out of Cash 8; 

Poor Pay." In the fall of l86l, as a result of the combined losses 

from freighting, staging, and the Pony Express, the great firm of 
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Russell, Majors, and Vr.ddell passed into bankruptcy, never to rise 

again. In March, 1862, Benjamin Holladay purchased the C.O.C.&P.P. 

Express at public sale for $100,000, the company then already being 

indebted to him for $208,000 that had previously been advanced to 

op 

permit it to continue operations. 

The picturesque Ben Holladay was a rough plainsman, ignorant 

of letters, but nonetheless possessed of a shrewd cunning, great 

energy, and considerable organizing ability. He had made his money 

in the western freighting business. Now he completely reorganized 

the C.O.C.&P.P. Express and personally saw to it that its business 

was efficiently conducted., As a result of these changes the line 
29 was soon operating on a paying basis. 

In 1864 the overland mail contract was again awarded to 

Dinsmore and Holladay. The annual subsidy was set at $£10,000 a 

year for four years. Of this total Holladay received $35^,OCO, 

Dinsmore $305*000, and the remaining $16*0,000 was utilized to pay 

for the transportation of paper and document mail to the Pacific 

Coast by sea. Under the contract daily trips were to made through 

in l6 days on the overland route during eight months of the year 

30 and in 20 days in the remaining four. 

2SHafen, Overland Mail, 209-214, 2l4-2l8; 227; Settle, Saddles 
and Spurs, iBl-lEW-, 117-190. 

^ilafen, Op,cit., 227-228; 295-299. J, V. Frederick, Ben Holladay, 
The Stage-coach Kinr (Glendale, 19'(0), is an excellent biography of 
this colorful figure. 

30llafen, Qp.dt,, 275-277. 
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A typical Concord stage used on the Central Overland Mail Route. The United States Express, probably taken near Fort Wal
lace, Kansas, in 1867. Note the negro troops guarding the stage. 

Courtesy, The rTstionsl Archives 



In addition to the central route, Holladay also operated 

stage and mail lines into Colorado, Idaho, and Montana. Rival lines 

were crushed or bought out; by 1866 Holladay controlled nearly 5,000 

miles of western stage lines. Moreover, he also owned and operated 

steamship lines to Oregon, Panama, Japan, and China. Accumulating 

a fortune, he moved East to live in elegant mansions in New York and 

Washington. 3-L 

But now, in 1866, the days of transcontinental staging were 

drawing to a close. Construction on the first transcontinental rail

road to the Pacific was making substantial progress for the first 

time, and Holladay saw the handwriting on the wall. In October, 

i860, he disposed of his entire overland mail holdings to Wells, 

Fargo & Company at a good price. By this move the Holladay Over

land Mail and Express Company, the Old Overland Mail Company, the 

Pioneer Stage Company, and Wells, Fargo & Company were merged into 

one great firm called ""Wells Fargo and Company," with capitalization 

of 810,000,000. The consolidation gave Wells Fargo an exclusive 

monopoly of all express and of almost all stage routes between the 

Missouri River and the Pacific Coast, including numerous branch 

lines in Nevada, Montana, Idaho, and Colorado. In buying out 

Holladay, 'Wells Fargo had calculated on six more years of overland 

staging before the first transcontinental railroad could be completed. 

In this expectation, however, they were rudely disappointed, for 

just three years later, on May 10, 1869, the first railroad to the 

Pacific was finished. The era of the overland stage was gone for-

ever."' 

31Hafen, Overland Mail, 296. 
3 2 Ibid, 319, 326. 
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The First Transcontinental Telegraph, 1660-61 

The first telegraph companies were organized in California 

in 1851 j and,, as early as I85I+, Hiram Sibley, president of the newly 

formed Western Union Telegraph Company, had proposed the construction 

of a telegraph line overland to the Pacific. Lack of capital, how

ever, prevented his plan from materializing. By i860 the situation 

was as follows: the Pacific & Atlantic Telegraph Compamy in California 

had completed a line from San Francisco to Los Angeles and had hopes 

of continuing the wire across the continent along the southern over

land mail route; the Placerville & St. Joseph Overland Telegraph 

Company, chartered by Frederick A. Bee in Lt/3 for the purpose of 

building east along the central overland mail route had succeeded 

by the fall of i860 in constructing a line from California to Fort 

Churchill in western Nevada. Far to the east, the liissouri & VJestern 

Telegraph Company, under its president Charles M. Stebbins, had 

erected a line from the Missouri River as far west as Fort Kearny 

in Nebraska* Between this terminal and Fort Churchill, the Pony 

Express carried telegrams in i860. 

In June i860 Congress passed legislation that provided the 

crucial subsidy necessary to induce private enterprise to undertake 

the construction of the first transcontinental telegraph. The Act 

directed the Secretary of the Treasury to advertise for bids on this 

construction, which was to be completed within two years of July 31,. 

i860. A guaranteed government subsidy of $2(0,000 a year, in return 

for federal use of the line, was granted for a ten-year period, The 

contractor uas aire to receive a quarter section of land ever;/ 15 

miles and the right to cut trees for poles on public lands, No route 
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for the line was specified in the law, probably omitted in a deliber

ate effort to avoid usual sectional controversy on this question. 

In October, i860 Hiram Sibley was awarded the contract. 

Both the central and southern overland mail routes were examined as 

to suitability, and the central was chosen as being the most feasible -, 

In order to gain the necessary capital, to eliminate possible econ

omic rivalry, and to speed the construction by building simultane

ously from the East and the West, Sibley evolved the plan of combining 

the interests of the other telegraph companies into two new companies. 

Accordingly, late in i860, the Placerville & Sto Joseph Overland 

Telegraph Company, the Northern Telegraph Company, and the Pacific 

& Atlanta Telegraph Company were consolidated into the California 

State Telegraph Company, which was formed for the purpose of building 

from Fort Churchill, Nevada, east to Salt Lake City. To the east, 

in June, l86l, Sibley chartered the Pacific Telegraph Company under 

the laws of Nebraska for the purpose of building from Fort Kearny 

west to Salt Lake City. Among the incorporators of the new eastern 

concern were Sibley, Stebbins, Bee, Jeptha H. VJade of the Erie & 

Michigan, Dr. Horvin Green of Southwestern Telegraph, Benjamin F. 

Ficklin (late of the Pony Express), and Edward Creighton, an ex

perienced line constructor. Hade was elected president, Sibley 

vice-president, and Creighton general agent and superintendent of 

construction. 

Under an agreement between the two companies, the Pacific 

Telegraph Company was to receive 60$ of the federal subsidy and 

the California State Telegraph Company the remaining kofi. To 
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further insure speed in construction, it was agreed that the company 

first reacliing Salt Lake City should retain full payment (the rate 

was then fixed at $3 for ten words) for messages between the Missouri 

River and San Francisco until the line was completed and the loser 

was also to pa;/- the winner $50 a day until the job was done. 

Large construction crews had to be maintained on both ends 

of the line as well as teams of pole cutters in the mountains. Pro

visions, tools, wires, and insulators had to be freighted out in 

wagon trains from Sacramento in the West and Omaha in the East to the 

ends of the ever-advancing line. Equipment for the western end also 

had to be shipped first from the Atlantic Coast by sea around Cape 

Horn to San Francisco. 

The first pole in the West was set under the direction of 

James Gamble at Fort Churchill on May 27, l86l. By late in September, 

the end of the wire had been carried eastward 250 miles to Ruby Valley, 

Nevada* Creighton erected his first pole at Fort Kearny, Nebraska, 

on jLuVy k, l86l and by early October had carried it 533 miles from 

his starting point. Creighton's crew were the first to reach Salt 

Lake City, pulling into town on October 20, and just four days later 

Gamble's men arrived from the West. 

The wires were thus joined on October 2h, l86l, and the job 

was done. In a span of four months the continent had been bridged 

by means of a slender wire and it wTas now possible to flash a message 

in a few seconds over the telegraph from San Francisco 3., 595 miles 

to New York. The transcontinental communication system to the Far 

West had thus been perfected, 

Robert L. Thompson, Wiring a Continent (Princeton, 19^7 ), i-s 

the standard history of the transcontinental telegra.ph. See also: Hafen, 
Overland Mail, 185, 187; Settle, Saddles and Spurs, I9I-I96; BloBSjPony 
Express, 133*-136. 
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The Pony Express saluting the first Transcontinental Telegraph, 1861. From a contemporary newspaper sketch. 
Courtesy, Wells Ftrgo Btnk 



The Iron Horse Goes West 

The first two railroads in the United States were placed in 

operation in 1830. Just two years later,, with less than 200 miles 

of tract built in the entire country, the first visionaxy call for 

a railroad from the Atlantic to the Pacific appea-red in the Fxrriyrant, 

an Ann Arbor newspaper,, Needless to say, twenty years were to elapse 

befox-e the project could even be considex-ed seriously. 

By 1650 the railroad building fever, in effective form, 

reached the Irans-llississippi West. States and territories optimis

tically chax-tered proposed railroads by the dozen; and hamlets, 

villages, counties, and cities all joined enthusiastically in the 

movement to legislate these worthy px-ojects financial aid. They soon 

discovered, however, that it was much easier to legislate a railroad 

into existence than to construct one. 

The basic difficulty was the lack of capital. Surplus 

capital was practically nonexistent in the West, and the success of 

any project therefore depended upon the ability of the promoters to 

interest eastern capital. This was a difficult feat to accomplish, 

particularly in view of the fact that the total population of the 

country from the iiississippi Rivex- to the Pacific Coast in I85O did 

not much ex:ceed 1,400,000 people, and such a small number spread so 

thinly over two-thirds of the continent did not offer a very f ex-tile 

field for successful railroad opex-ations. Unskilled labor for con

struction was also scarce in the West. Positions requiring skilled 

technicians and men of managerial ability were even more difficult 

to fill, as the supply was dependent entirely upon men trained in 

this field in eastern railx-oad opex-ations. The cost of luring sxich 
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men west was high. Iron for track and railroad equipment was also 

manufactured only in the east, and the cost of transporting this 

material west by water and wagon was very expensive, hot until 

1854 did the first railroad reach the east bank of the Mississippi. 

Lack of capital, coupled with high construction costs, therefore made 

railroad building in the west a difficult proposition. 

In spite of these obstacles, construction got under way, 

and on December 23, 1852, the Pacific Railroad of Missouri triumph

antly opened the first line west of the Mississippi, a five-mile 

road running from St. Louis to Cheltenham. Construction continued 

apace until 1857, when the house of cards collapsed in the great 

nation-wide financial panic of that year. Serious railroad construct

ion was not resumed again in the West until after the Civil War. By 

i860, after 10 years of agitation and effort, the railroad picture 

in the Trans-Mississippi West stood as follows: Missouri had only 

750 miles of railroad, Texas had about 300 miles, Iowa had 375 miles, 

Arkansas about 100 miles, and Caifornia had a single line, 22 miles 

in length. Out of the 30,626 miles of railroad in the United States 

in 3.860 fewer than 1,6C0 miles were located west of the Mississippi 

River.1 

These paragraphs are based on Riegel, The Story of the 
Western Railroads, 1-8, 20-31; and John D. Galloway,"The First Trans
continental Railroad (New York, 1950), 8-26. Total railroad mileage 
of the United States in 1850, all located east of the Mississippi 
River, was 9,021 miles. Allan Nevins, Ordeal of the Union (2 Vols. 
New York, 1947), Vol. II, pp 194-241, has an excellent chapter on 
American Railroads, 183O-I860. 
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Early Movement for a E-ailroad to the Pacific 

By 13^5 agitation for the construction of a transcontinental 

railroad began to reach the halls of Congress. In that year Asa. Whitney, 

a wealthy New York merchant and China trader, presented a memorial to 

Congress in which he suggested that the government grant a 60-mi.le~ 

wide strip between Lake Michigan and the mouth of the Columbia River 

in Oregon to any company willing to risk the construction of such a 

railroad. He also estimated that the cost would be $65,000,000. 

Fortunately for Whitney, Congress took no action on his proposal. 

Undaunted by this rebuff, he lanuched a ten-year campaign of countless 

lectures, articles, and the further refinement of his original plan. 

In an effort to convince the general public and Congress that a 

Pacific railroad was entirely feasible. 

The acquisition of Oregon and California, lQk6-kQ, together 

with the discovery of gold in the latter, and the resulting rush of 

people to the Pacific Coast, 18V5-50, lent more weight and urgency 

to VJhitney's words. Leading statesmen of the nation—such as 

Thomas H. Benton, John C. Calhoun, Jefferson Davis, Stephen A. Douglas, 

William II. Seward, and others—now listened with interest and soon de

clared themselves in favor of building a Pacific railroad. But this 

harmony was soon disrupted over the question of which route should 

be followed. 

It was generally believed at the time that one railroad 

built across that vast uninhabited "American Desert" would suffice 

for all time; whichever section, whether North or South, secured 

the eastern terminus of the line, would automatically gain a per

petual economic advantage over the other. Thus, although public 
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opinion generally agreed that a railroad to the Pacific should be 

built, the issue became deadlocked by sectional dispute in the halls 

of Congress. 

In an effort to cut this Gordian Knot, Congress, in 1853., 

appropriated funds to enable the Army Engineers to ascertain the most 

practicable and economical route fox* a railroad from the Mississippi 

River to the Pacific Ocean. Perhaps a knowledge of the facts revealed 

by this e:nploration would resolve the route question without further 

discord. Between 1853 and 1855 the Army Engineers surveyed a total 

of five routes to the Pacific, but unfortunately for Congress, found 

four of these to be entirely feasible. (Each of these four routes 

•was later generally followed by a great transcontinental railroads) 

Proof that two Northern and two Southern route possibilities existed 

therefore merely flamed the fires of sectional debate and resolved 

nothing. 

In 1856 and again in i860, both the Democratic and Republican 

parties included a Pacific Railroad plank in their national platforms„ 

But no Federal action on the question was possible until l86l, when 

p 
the Southern States withdrew from the Union. 

"p. 

Bull ding the First Transcontinental Railroad-1 

IftxLle Congressmen debated the Pacific Railroad issue, a hand

ful of Californians acted. Theodore D. Judah, a young California 
p 
Detailed discussions of the earl;/ movement for a Pacific rail

road will be found in: Hubert H. Bancroft, Plistory of California (San 
Francisco, 1890), VII (XXIV of Works), ^97-527; Galloway, The First 
Transcontinental Railroad, 27-51; and Trottman, History of the Union 
Pacific, 5*7• 

yjSxa story of the construction of the Central Pacific and Union 
Pacific has been treated in detail in the National Survey of Historic 
Sites and Buildings Special Report: Promontory Summit, Utah (Golden Spike 
National ILT.storic Site) (National Park Service, I960). 
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railroad engineer, had become obsessed with the idea of building a 

transcontinental railroad. Like Whitney before him, Judah lobbied 

with politicians, merchants, and financiers, both in Washington and 

California. In the summer of i860 he took to the field in an effort 

to locate a line through the formidable Sierra Nevada. Armed with 

preliminary data indicating the feasibility of the Donner Pass route, 

Judah set out to enlist the necessary capital. San Francisco gave him 

a cold reception, and in despair he turned to Sacramento. 

Here, in the capitol city of California, he finally succeeded 

in interesting four merchants of modest fortunes--Leland Standford, 

Collis ?. Huntington, Mark. Hopkins, and Charles Crocker—-111 the project, 

On -June 28, l86l, these men incorporated the Central Pacific Railroad 

Company of California under the laws of that state with a capital 

stock of $8,500,000. When the stock was offered on the market, however, 

only a few shares were purchased by the public, and the lOp' cash sub

scriptions required by lav? were barely met. These funds were advanced 

to Judah, now chief engineer of the new company, to continue his sur

veys in the mountains. 

In October, l86l Judah again set out for Washington, where in 

conjunction with a group of eastern promoters who hoped to build west 

from the Missouri River, he worked tirelessly to secure legislation 

to assist the Pacific Railroad. The withdrawal of the Southern states 

had eliminated Southern routes from consideration, and Congress now 

had little difficulty in passing an acceptable bill. President Lincoln 

signed this bill into law on July 1, 1862.3 

^Galloway, The First Transcontinental Railroad, 52-9^; 
George T. Clark, Leland Stanford (Stanford, 1931), l6?-l84; Bancroft; 
History of California, VII, 532-545; Riegel, Story of the Western Kali-
roads, 87-88. 
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Snow Plow of the Central Pacific at Cisco, California, 1867, in the Sierra. 
Courtesy, Southern Pacific Railroad. 



The Act of I062 threw the support of the United States 

Government behind the transcontinental railroad project. The Central 

Pacific, chartered by California to build from Sacramento east to 

the state line, was to construct the western portion of the Pacific 

railroad. As the eastern portion lay entirely across land subject 

to Federal jurisdiction, the Act chartered the Union Facific Railroad 

Company for the purpose of building westward from the 100th meridian 

(Congress fined the latitude ana President Lincoln named Omaha as 

the terminus) to the California line. To forestall local jealousies, 

four branches were authorized to be built east of the 100th meridian 

radiating out to Kansas City, St. Joseph, Sioux City, and Omaha. 

The federal aid. took the form of land grants and subsidies. 

The roads were to have a right-of-way through the public domain as 

well as the grounds necessary for stations and shops. They were 

also to receive ten alternate sections of public land, for every mile 

of track built. Five out of every ten sections were to be located 

on each side of the track and amounted to one half of the land in 

a belt 20 miles wide. But the most important clause provided that 

the companies were to receive G'p 30-year United States bonds for 

each mile of track completed, which were to constitute a first mort

gage on the railroad. The bond subsidy was fixed at $16,000 a mile 

in level country, 032,000 a mile in the foothills, and fj-o.000 a 

mile in the mountains. This latter rate was limited, to a total of 

150 miles for each company. Land patents and bonds were to be 

issued by the United States to the respective companies as each 
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consecutive 40 mile section of road was completed to the satisfaction 

i, 
of the government. 

The objectives and motives of the Federal government in bach

ing the Pacific Railroad have been stated by Bancroft as follows: 

First, it was a political necessity, partly to prevent 
the threatened withdrawal from the Union of the Pacific 
states. Second, it was a military necessity, one needed 
to provide against invasion by a foreign power. . . 
Third, it would put an end to Indian wars. Fourth, it 
would furnish cheaper and quicker means of transporta
tion for mails and government supplies. Fifth, it would 
aid to develop the vast and then almost unpeopled region 
between the Missouri River and the Pacific Ocean, a re
gion cô /ering more than one-half of the area of the United 
States. •? 

1)->e Act of 1862 limited the capital stock of the Union Pacific to 

$100,000,000 and required that subscribers pay par value for their 

stock in cash. When $2,000,000 of the total had been subscribed to 

and 10$ of this amount collected in cash, the permanent officers of 

the company could be elected-

The books of the Union Pacific were opened for subscription 

in September, 1662. But in spite of nation-wide publicity and Federal 

endorsement of the project, it was not until September, 1863 that 122 

individuals could be found who would subscribe to and pay their quota 

for the minimum stock requirements. This was not until October, 1863 

that the Union Pacific was finally able to complete its organization. 

The permanent officers elected were: Major General John A. Dix, 

president; Thomas C. Durant, vice president; Henry V. Poor, secretary; 

and John J. Cisco, treasurer. General Dix never took office and thus 

Trottman, History of the UnJon Pacific, 10-15; Galloway, The 
First TranscontinsntaI~Hallroad, 199-̂ 1)3; Kxegel, The Story of the 
Western Railroads, 69-72. 

^Bancroft, History of California, VII, 532; also see Trottrnan, 
History of the Union Pacific, 3-4, 8-9. 
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Vice President Durant actually guided the affairs of the Union Pacific 

until I869. 

The Central Pacific broke ground at Sacramento on January 8, 

I063, and the Union Pacific at Cinaha on December 2, I663. Neither road 

ms.de much progress. The Civil War sent the price of materials soaring 

and made labor extremely scarce. Capital also could not be enlisted for 

a railroad whose first dividends obviously lay far in the future, partic

ularly when industry was booming from the war-time prosperity. In 

California the Central Pacific also found itself bitterly opposed by a 

powerful alliance of overland stage and express companies, Pacific 

steamship lines, and telegraph companies, which fought with every weapon 

at its command to block the railroad's progress. Leland Stanford, as a 

Republican war governor of California, l86l-62, managed however, to 

bring some state financial aid to his company. 

With this, and by borrowing on their personal security, the 

four associates succeeded by February 1864 in pushing their rails to a 

point 18 miles east of Sacramento; but even this was still not far 

enough to qualify for any Federal aid under the terms of the Act of 

1862. The Union Pacific, after exhausting its funds in surveying end 

grading, was not able to lay its first rail until the spring of I065. 

The railroad builders, facing ruin before even getting the project 

fairly launched, thus again turned to Congress with a request for more 

Federal help. The Act of 1864, signed by President Lincoln on July 2, 

was the result. 

"Trottman, History of the Union Pacific, 16-18; Galloway, 
First Transcontinental Railroad, 204-205; Riegel, Story of the Western 
Railroads, 72-73-
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Railhead of the Central Pacific, 1868, near the Humboldt desert of Nevada. Note the telegraph line also under construction. 
Courtesy, Southern Pacific Railroad 



This act doubled the resources made available by the Act of 

1862. The companies were now to receive 20 sections of vacant land per 

mile - ten alternate sections on each side of the track. But the crucial 

improvement was that the government now relinquished its first lien on 

the railroad by authorizing the companies, as they received government 

subsidies, to issue equal amounts of their own 6$ 30-year bonds. The 

company bonds were now to constitute a first mortgage on the road; the 

United States bonds henceforth became a second mortgage. United States 

land patents and subsidy bonds were also to be issued to the companies 

as each 20 miles of road was completed, instead of bo miles as had been 

previously required. Finally, the Act of l86b also permitted the 

Central Pacific to build 150 miles east of the California-Nevada bound

ary unless first it met and united with the Union Pacific. 

The Act of l86b, as Bancroft pointed out, made the United 

States "virtually an endorser of the company's bonds for the full amount 

of its subsidy," and now both the Union Pacific and Central Pacific 

could draw upon double the amount of subsidy granted for each mile of 

completed road. "The financial problem has been solved," said Stanford 

in July, 1865, 'and the result is abundant financial means to press 

forward the work to its utmost development." 

To abundant finances, the end of the Civil War now added an 

ample .supply of labor and materials. The two companies marshalled their 

forces in I865 to do a ten-year job in less than four. 

Bancroft, History of California VII,565. Under the Act of 
186b the Union Pacific received a par value total of $27,236,512 in U.S. 
subsidy bonds, or 'lop' of the total money raised, and ll,3CQ,8bb acres in 
public land grants. The Central (& Western) Pacific received $26,01$,5o0 
par value in U.S. bonds and 9;100,000 acres in land grants; see Galloway, 
First Transcontinental Railroad, ilO, 116, 2l6, 227-
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The two railroads dealt with tremendous logistic problems. At 

great expense the Central Pacific had to ship by sea all equipment, tools, 

rolling stock, rails, and bolts from the Atlantic Coast to San Francisco. 

The Union Facific, until the completion of the Chicago & Northwestern 

to Council Bluffs in November 1867, drew its entire stock of materials 

and supplies from the seasonal operations of the Missouri River steam

boats. All materials, plus supplies for the great armies of workers and 

animals, then had to be forwarded by trains from the terminals out to 

the end of the track, a transportation requirement that grew ever heavier 

with each mile that the rails advanced. 

With the end of the Civil War thousands of Union War veterans, 

mostly Irish immigrants, flocked to Cmaha to enlist in the Union Pacific's 

grading and track gangs, until, at the time of maximum effort, more than 

12,0C0 men were employed on this work. A special feature of the Union 

Pacific was the "hell on wheels" camps that accompanied the end of the 

rails as they advanced to the west. At or near the end of the track 

was located a base camp, with construction headquarters, tents for hous

ing the army of workers, and acres of materials and supplies to support 

the work at the front. As the rails advanced from 100 to 200 miles, 

the base camp then moved forward to the new location. Adjacent to each 

such work camp a tent city would also spring up overnight with a popula

tion comprised of gamblers, whiskey peddlers, prostitutes, and criminals 

of every variety. Together they relieved young Irishmen of most of 

their wages and provided them with an adequate incentive to return to 

their backbreaking toil. 

The Central Pacific, in distant California, was not able to 

enjoy the blessing of this formidable Irish labor pool.Railroad wages 
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Secret Town Trestle (just east of Gold Run, California) in the Sierra, being filled in by dirt in 1877. This trestle was built by 
the Central Pacific in 1866. Note the Chinese laborers and one-horse dump carts. 

Courtesy, Southern Pacific Railroad. 



also failed to tempt men who could earn much more at the mines and, 

with luck, might even make a fortune. Less than 500 men could be obtained 

for work on the railroad in 1864, As an experiment, therefore, 2,000 

Chinese coolies were then employed. They turned out to be excellent 

workers, and soon the "Big Four" were sending ships to China for recruits, 

until an army of some 12,000 Chinese were employed on the line in 1868-

69. Moreover, the docile Chinamen did not drink, and gambled only among 

themselves. Thus the Central Pacific failed to give birth to moving 

centers of drink, murder, and sex. 

Although the Central Pacific laid its first rail over a year 

before the Union Pacific, it encountered its toughest work, the cross

ing of the mightly Sierra Nevada, almost immediately. On June 6, 1864 

the rails reached Newcastle, 31 miles from Sacramento, and here the 

heavy work began. Under the direction of Chief Engineer Samuel S. 

Montagne (Judah had died in I863), the Central Pacific labored for the 

next four years in an effort to surmount the enormous engineering prob

lems presented by these mountains. Deep fills, great rock cuts, high 

trestles, snaking grades, and 15 tunnels at elevations between 6,600 and 

7,000 feet and totally 6,213 feet in length, were constructed by means 

of human and animal power alone. The great snow fall and severe cold 

made necessary the erection of 37 miles of wooden snowsheds and galler

ies at a cost of more than $2,000,000 so that operations could be con

tinued during the winter months. 

In November, 1866, 94 miles of the line were opened, from 

Sacramento to Cisco, and here the end of the track remained until August 

1867, while thousands of coolies blasted and hand-drilled out the great 
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1,659 foot Summit 'Tunnel. While this work was in progress, a wagon road 

was thrown over the summit, and locomotives, cars, materials, and supplies 

were freighted across in wagons to the east slopes where the other crews 

worked at grading and laying track to the east. The tunnel was completed 

about August, lQ6j, and the gap between the ends of the track was quickly 

closed. In June, 1666 the track reached Reno, Nevada, 154 miles from 

Sacramento. The worst of the job was over; ahead lay the Nevada desert 

and conditions favorable for rapid progress. In happy anticipation of 

this great event, Huntington had induced Congress, when passing the Act 

of 1866, to cancel the previous restrictions and to authorize the Centre! 

Pacific to build eastward Indefinitely until its lines should meet and 

connect with those of the Union Pacific. 

The Union Pacific, in the meantime, had not been Idle. From 

Omaha up the Platte Valley to Wyoming's Black Hills, the Union Pacific 

had easy going, for level land presented few engineering problems. Thus 

while the Central Pacific struggled in the Sierra, the grade and track 

of the Union Pacific advanced westward steadily and smoothly. But in 

its progress the Union Pacific was to meet an obstacle that never 

troubled the Central Pacific - the hostility of the powerful Plains 

Indians. As the rails invaded their hunting grounds, redmen soon under

stood the iron horse meant an end to their way of life. War parties 

swept down on the surveyors, the graders, and tracklayers, then vanished 

before pursuit could be organized. The frontier was stripped of troops 

in order to place a large force on the line of the Union Pacific. Federal 

Bancroft, History of California, VII, 566-574; Galloway, The 
First Transcontinental Railway, 118-170; Riegel, The Story of the Western 
Railroads, 87-9I; Clark, Leland Stanford, 213-14, 223- Granville M. Bodge, 
How We Built the Union Pacific Railway, and Other Railway Papers and 
Addresses (1922), 13-15; Trottman, History of the Union Pacific, 55-57-
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The Devil's Gate Bridge, 1869, under construction by the Union Pacific, Summit County, Utah. 
Courtesy, The National Archives 



soldiers guarded the construction workers and rode with surveyors. 

Graders and tracklayers worked next to stacked arms, and had been ordered 

to fight - not run, when attacked. 

In spite of all obstacles, the Union Pacific got into stride, 

laying kG miles of track in 1865. In 1866, under the guidance of 

General Grenville M. Dodge, the new Chief Engineer, 265 miles were built 

and in IS67, 2*+5 miles. 

The Union Pacific followed the old Oregon trail and Central 

Overland Mall route up Nebraska's Platte Valley. But it did not cross 

the continental divide, like the old route, at the famous South Pass. 

In 1865, while still in uniform and campaigning against hostile Indians, 

General Dodge had accidentally discovered a practicable pass across the 

Wyoming Black Hills. Through Wyoming, therefore, the Union Pacific kepi; 

to the south of the Platte and the Sweetwater Rivers, thereby consider

ably shortening its route. 

The emergence of the Central Pacific from the Sierra was the 

signal that triggered the great race between the two railroads. Each-

company drove its crews and strained its resources to the limit in an 

effort to cover the most ground before the inevitable junction took 

place. Every additional mile of track constructed meant not only attend

ant Federal subsidies and land grants, but might also give the company 

first reaching Salt Lake City and Ogden control of the entire traffic 

of the Great Basin area, the only populated region for hundreds of miles. 

While the nation watched, first five, then eight, and finally ten miles 

of track were laid in a day. 

In the winter of 18683-69 the Union Pacific moved into the 

rugged Wasatch Mountains, where on the siurmit 8,235 feet above sea level, 
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and in heavy snows, it experienced on a lesser scale something of the 

ordeal that the Central Pacific had endured in the Sierra. Here three 

short tunnels were driven through granite at an extra cost of $10,000,000 

in an effort to win the race to Utah. In 1868-69 the Central Pacific 

completed 501 miles of track, but the Union Pacific won the race to 

Ogden by building 5̂ 6 miles. 

Indeed, for a brief time, due to the loose terms of the Act 

of 1866, it appeared that the two lines would never meet. When rival 

grading crews met, they bypassed each other and layed out parallel lines 

separated by only a few feet. Compromise, however, was finally effected 

In Washington and it was agreed that the two lines would Join at 

Promontory, Utah, a short distance west of Ogden.° There on may 10, 

I869, before a crowd of some 500 workers and officials, the "last spike" 

was driven. Leland Stanford and Thomas C. Durant telegraphed the nation: 

"The last rail is laid, the last spike driven, the Pacific railroad is 

completed. Point of Junction, 1086 miles west of the Missouri River and 

69O miles east of Sacramento." Thus was successfully completed "the 

-11 
greatest engineering and construction feat of the nineteenth century. '•' 

The East and the west were bound together by iron rails, and an effective 

transportation to the Far West had been perfected. It was now possible 

(under special conditions) for a person to ride the iron horse from Hew 

o 12 
York City to San Francisco in the incredible time of ol hours. 

^Galloway, The First Transcontinental Railway, 231-303; Trottmau, 
History of the Union Facific, 57-@+', Dodge, How We Built the Union Pacifie, 
23-27, k-5: J. R. Perkins, Trails, Rails and War": The Life of General C-.'M. 
Dodge (Indianapolis, 1929), 220-229. " "" ' """ ~ 

100uoted in Perkins, Trails, Rails, and War, 2^1. 

-̂-Galloway, The First Transcontinental Railroad, 168. 
12Bancroft, History of California, VII, 592. A "lightning" 

Express performed this feat in June, I876. 
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The Old Meets the New, April, 1869. A special train carrying Leland Stanford, president of the Central Pacific, to the 
"last spike" ceremony, stopped near Promontory Summit, Utah, to be photographed with a covered wagon supply train. 

Courtesy, Southern Pacific Railroad. 



Union Pacific, Road to Empire, IS7O-IS64 

The newly completed Union Pacific, in 1&70, stretched 1,032 

miles from Omaha to Ogden and was capitalized at $114,033,728. The road 

was destined for the next ten years to play a most vital role in the 

rapid development of the West. The traffic of Nebraska, Wyoming, Utah, 

Montana, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and to some extent Colorado, 

was entirely dependent upon the Union Pacific. Thus, except for that 

portion of the California, Nevada, and Utah trade controlled by the 

Central Pacific, the Union Pacific held a virtual monopoly of the western 

carrying trade. Moreover, from I87O to 1883, the Union Pacific, in con

junction with the Central Facific, enjoyed a complete monopoly of all 

overland transcontinental traffic, their only competition being the 

ocean steamship lines plying between the Atlantic and the Pacific. Coal, 

gold, lead, and silver mines expanded rapidly and as a direct result cf. 

the introduction of cheap and rapid transportation. Thousands of beef 

cattle were now shipped east, and a considerable trade with the Orient 

was also developed. But perhaps the most dramatic evidence of the effect; 

of the railroad was to be found in the combined population figures for 

Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, and Utah. The population in this area in

creased from 72,236 in i860 to 270,432 in 1870, and 830,968 by 1880. 

The government directors of the Union Pacific thus did not exaggerate 

when they reported in 1878: "The 'perfect waste'. . . teems with farms 

and villages and herds of cattle and flocks of sheep, and embraces 

mineral wealth, developed and undeveloped, beyond comprehension and almost 

too great for human belief." The Union Facific had truly become the 

road to a rich and expanding empire. 

Figures and quotation from Trottman, History of the Union 
Pacific, 102-103, 116. " ' " 
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On May 10, 1869, Chief Engineers of the Central Pacific and Union Pacific shook hands as locomotives touched pilots over 
the last spike in the first transcontinental roalroad. 

Courtesy, Utah State Historical Society. 



In 1873 the company passed under the domination of that human 

shark, speculator, and manipulator par excellante, Jay Gould - a man 

already famous as the wrecker of the Erie railroad. Gould acquired his 

control of the Union Pacific by buying a large amount of stock at de

pressed prices during the Fanic of 1873 • His policy was to place the 

railroad at once upon a dividend paying basis, regardless of the long-

range economic effects on the line, thereby artificially jacking up the 

prices of stock. He then planned to sell out at the higjh prices before 

the company collapsed. He was aided in his plot by two factors. First, 

there was a tremendous increase in traffic as a result of the rapid 

growth of the West: and second, the railroad's monopoly of this traffic 

enabled Gould to fix the rates as high as the traffic wrould bear. He 

was thus able to increase the annual net earnings of the company from 

$2,776,000 in 1670 to $6,851,000 in I075. Gould also forwarded his plan 

by choosing to make no provision to retire the great bonded debt that 

would become due to the United States in the l800's. Thus between I875, 

when the first dividend was paid, and loot, more than S2o,650,000 was 

paid out by the company in dividends, while at the same time the unpaid 
p 

interest on the United States bonds amounted to more than $15,788,000. 

But Gould was a man of unlimited imagination in his chosen 

field, and he knew that there was more than one way to skin a cat--and 

more than one cat to be skinnedI The only possible competition of the 

Union Pacific was the Kansas Facific Railroad. This latter road was a 

heavily over-capitalized and poorly built line that had been completed 

2Trottman, History of the Union Pacific,101,103>1°6$107,131; 
Riegel, The Story of the Western Railroads, lcO-J.62. 
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from Kansas City to Denver about I87O and connected on the Union Pacific 

main line at Cheyenne. But any possible competition from the Kansas 

Pacific was severely limited by the fact that this road was entirely 

dependent on the Union Pacific for its western outlet. Gould,sensing 

the splendid possibilities of the situation, drove the Kansas Pacific to 

the verge of bankruptcy by the use of discriminatory rates and rebates 

on the Union Pacific. When the value of Kansas Pacific stock had fallen 

to only a few cents on a dollar, Gould, in 1878-79^ quietly disposed of 

the dividend - paying Union Pacific stock at the high market prices and 

acquired control of the Kansas Pacific by buying up its depreciated 

stock for almost a song. Gould now blandly offered the Union Pacific 

the opportunity of uniting the two roads by an exchange of the worthless 

Kansas City stock at par value for the valuable Union Pacific stock. 

When the directors of the Union Pacific inexplicably declined this gener

ous offer, Gould then politely informed them that the Kansas Pacific was 

planning to extend its line from Denver through to Ogden, thereby giving 

Gould a tlrrough line from the Missouri River to the eastern terminus of 

the Central Facific. A deal with Huntington of the Central Pacific might 

well give Gould a line to the Pacific Coast and lead to the closing of 

that route to the Union Pacific. The prospect of a direct competing line, 

and foreseeing the ruthless and ruinous rate wars that would certainly 

follow under Gould's guidance, the directors of the Union Pacific quickly 

came to their senses and completely capitulated to Gould's terms. The 

two roads were united and all competition eliminated, but the heavy 

debts of the Kansas Pacific proved to be an important factor that drove 

the mighty Union Pacific to the Verge of bankruptcy in the depression 

of 186*. 
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End of Union Pacific Track, 1867, near Archer, Wyoming. 
Courtesy, Union Pacific Railroad 



As for Gould, now once again armed with valuable Union Pacific 

stock, he foresaw the increased competition that would soon result as 

other transcontinental railroads were completed, and also the coining 

financial difficulties that would engulf the Union Pacific as a result 

of his dividend-paying policies. Thus in I883, just before the bottom 

dropped out of the market, Gould unloaded his stock on the unsuspecting 

public at the high prevailing prices and severed his connection with the 

Union Pacific. Pocketing his millions, Gould next turned his attention 

to the railroads of the southwest, where we again shall have occasion to 

mention the gentleman. 

In l88h the Union Pacific barely escaped from a second disaster. 

From 1869 to I883 the Union Pacific and Central Pacific had operated as a 

team in protecting their monopoly of the transcontinental traffic. But 

by I883, Huntington of the Central Pacific had nearly succeeded in build

ing his own transcontinental line, the Southern Pacific, to the East. 

After the completion of the Southern Pacific, Huntington was just the 

man to close the Central Pacific, by means of high rates, to the through 

traffic of the Union Pacific and thereby divert the transcontinental 

traffic to the Southern Pacific. The western end of the Union Pacific 

would thus be kept dangling in space. The Union Pacific escaped this 

fate, and thus the control of the Central Pacific, by acquiring the 

Oregon Short Line Railroad in l88k. This line, running from Ogden to 

Portland, Oregon, gave the Union Pacific its own outlet on the Pacific, 

and enabled the Union Pacific to survive the bitter railroad competition 
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of the I68U-I893 period. By I893 the Union Facific system controlled 

almost 8,000 miles of track. 

3Trottman, History of the Union Pacific, 11+7-17̂ , 179-l8l; 
Riegel, The Story cf tne VJestern Railroads, ?.52-l6̂ , 204. Hedges, 
Henry Villard and the Railways of the "northwest, 75, 103-105, ih^-lk6. 
J. Grocinsky, jay Gould: His Business Career, 1S67-1S92; Expansion 
of America's Railroad Empire. Tjj. of Pa., 1957}• 
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Union Pacific Construction Train and Work Crew, 1868. 
Courtesy, Union Pacific Railroad 



The Santa Fe, 1859-1665, Second Road to the Pacific 

The Atchison and Topeka railroad was incorporated by the pro

moter and speculator Cyrus K. Holliday in I859, under the laws of Kansas. 

He was unable to organize the company, however, until October, i860, 

because of the inability to raise the minimum $5,000 required for that 

purpose by the charter. The outbreak of the Civil War and the continued 

lack of capital then kept the railroad a paper project until 1869. 

In this interval, however, Holliday labored va3.iantly to secure 

federal assistance for his plan. As a result, in March, I863, Congress 

granted the State of Kansas every alternate section of land for ten 

sections in width on each side of a proposed railroad that was to be 

built from Atchison via Topeka to the western line of the state. The act 

specified that the state was to issue land patents to the company as each 

twenty-mile section was completed, and that the railroad must be finished 

and in operation, from Atchison to the Colorado-Kansas border by March 3, 

1873.X 

In view of this hopeful development, the name "Santa Fe" was 

added to the title of the company in November, 1863. The Kansas legis

lature accepted the Federal grant in February, lQ6k. First surveys for 

the line were started in November, 1865, and completed to Lmporia early 

in 1866. Still unable to raise the money necessary to start construction, 

Holliday again turned to Congress for additional assistance. In July, 

1863, Congress granted the Santa Fe railroad the right to purchase 

3^0,000 acres of choice land located just west of Topeka, in the 

-Hwaters, Steel Trails to Santa Fe, 23-24-, 27-28, 31; Riegel, 
The Story of the WestwTrn Railroads, 116-117. 
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Pottawatomie Indian Reservation, from the Indians at the price of one 

dollar an acre. The company quickly exercised the privilege, and with 

this rich agricultural land available for security, Holliday was able 

to secure funds from Massachusetts' capitalists. 

The first ground was broken in Topeka on October 30, 1868, and 

the first tracks were laid in the spring of 1869, with 28 miles being 

completed that year. Construction supplies for the road were carried 

from Kansas City to Topeka by the Kansas Pacific, and the Santa Fe was 

thus able to avoid much of the difficulty and expense that had confronted 

the Union Facific. In I87O the Santa Fe built as far west as Emporia. 

This initial construction was of the poorest type. In order to save 

money no ballast was used on the line: the iron rails used were unstand-

ardized and of the lightest type; wooden ties were untreated and the 

buildings were of the cheapest wooden construction.-^ 

West of Emporia, Kansas, the road advanced into a territory in

habited only by bands of roving Indians and great herds of buffalo. In 

I87I the end of the line reached the cattle town of Hewton, thus marking 

the completion of a total of 137 miles. The Santa Fe then faced a new 

crisis: if the company wished to save the 2,928,928 acre Federal land 

grant under the terms of the act of 1863, the line had to be completed 

an additional 3̂ 3 miles to the Colorado-Kansas line by march 3. 1873-

Accordingly, an all-out effort was made in 1872, and 36O miles of track 

were completed at a cost of approximately $5,000,000 in less than nine 

2Waters, Steel Trails to Santa Fe, 32, 35, 179-lfil. 

3Uaters, op. eft., 39-kO, UZ-k$. 
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months, the first train reaching the Colorado-Kansas border on December 

28, 1872, The eastern extension from Topeka to Atchison was also 

k 
finished in I872. 

In the summer of 1873;. following the Arkansas River west, the 

end of the line was extended to Granada, Colorado. Construction over 

this portion of the route was also cheap and simple. The land was rela

tively flat, and few curves, cuts, fills, or bridges were necessary. To 

save money, a minimum of grading was done, and the tracks were laid right-

on the prairie. Few stations were erected as there were then no towns 

in existence. Rip-roaring "Hell on Wheels" construction camps followed 

the Santa Fe'B end of track across the plains. As the Santa Fe was work

ing in Indian country, a strict military guard was maintained around 

every camp, as formerly on the Union Pacific, and every work train was a 

mobile arsenal. The Indians, however, were relatively peaceful during 

the period of construction, and there was no trouble on the scale that 

had been encountered by the Union Pacific. Shortly after reaching 

Granada, Colorado, the great panic of 1873 struck the nation, and all 

construction on the Santa Fe ceased for several years. Indeed, the com-

pany was fortunate to stay financially solvent.' 

In 1875, under the guidance of its new president, Thomas 

IJickerson (187^-1880), the Santa Fe recovered,and resuming its building 

activities, reached Las Animas, Colorado, to the west and Kansas City to 

the east, in that year. At Las Animas, the Santa Fe came into direct and 

bitter conflict with the Kansas Pacific. The Santa Fe lay sixty-miles 

south of the Kansas Pacific and there intercepted the great Texas cattle 

^Waters, op. cit., kk-k1} 

A/aters, op. cit., Lk_ko. 
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cli'Ives thai formerly hacl gone liorthto the Kansas Pacific. The cattle business 

furnished much of the traffic and revenue for the Santa Fe in this spars

ely settled area during the Seventies. In 1876 the Santa Fe reached 

Pueblo, Colorado, but only 31 miles of railroad were added in l&TJ. The 

Santa Fe was now preparing to drive Its line to Santa Fe. To facilitate 

this move, the company secured a charter in February, 1878, to build 

south from Colorado into New Mexico. This action precipitated the first 

of the Santa Fe - Denver and Rio Grande railroad vara. 

The Denver and Rio Grande had been organized in I87O to build 

north and south along the eastern slopes of the Rockies, vith the objec

tive of drawing all traffic from southern Colorado north over the new 

road to Denver, and from that point goods were to be shipped east over 

the Kansas Pacific. The organizer and president of the Denver and Rio 

Grande was General Gilliam J. Palmer, lately of the Kansas Pacific. 

Construction on the three-foot narrow gauge railroad began between Denver 

and Colorado Springs in I87I; and, in 1872, the line reached Pueblo, 

Colorado, to the south, four years before the Santa Fe. It thus appeared 

that Palmer would cut off the Santa Fe and thereby maintain the supremacy 

of Denver. The Panic of 1873* however, stopped all progress on the Rio 

Grande, and the railroad was not able to push south to Trinidad, Colorado, 

until 1876. This delay enabled the Santa Fe, as we have seen, to move 

into a position frcm which it could challenge Palmer for control of the 

one feasible gateway into New Mexico and hence to the Pacific. This por

tal was the narrow Raton Pass, 7,807 feet above sea level and with room 

for only one line. Both companies now raced for the possession of this 

Waters, op. cit., 51, 58-55, 188-189. 
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prize. The Santa Fe von the contest by getting its work crews on the 

scene 30 minutes before the Denver &> Rio Grande men could put in an 

appearance and also by virtue ox a prior filing of a plat and profile 

for a line through the pass. This bloodless victory, obtained by a 

narrow margin of 30 minutes, thus determined the destiny of both lines 

and enabled the Santa Fe to proceed on westward across the continent. 

The Santa Fe at once consolidated its possession by building from La 

Junta, Colorado, via Trinidad, to Las Vegas, Hew Mexico, in 1878 and 

1879.7 

The discovery of great silver deposits in the vicinity of 

Leodvllle, Colorado, immediately triggered a second and much more violent 

war between the two railroad companies. The only approach to these rich 

mines lay through, the Royal Gorge of the Arkansas River. This pass was 

only 30 feet wide and was hemmed in by ICOO-ioot canyon walls. In .April, 

1878, the two companies again raced for possession of this strategic pass. 

The crews of both lines seized control of various sections of the canyon. 

The Santa Fe hired 100 gunmen from Dodge City and placed them, under the 

command of Sheriff Bat Masterson, along the sections of the canyon it 

held to protect its rights. The Denver and Rao Grande at once recipro

cated by employing a like number of gunslingers from the raining camps. 

Two armed camps, complete with trenches and stone forts, were erected 

by the contending parties along the Royal Gorge, virile occasional blood 

was being shed at the pass, the lawyers of the rival companies carried 

the fight into the courts, struggling from the Colorado courts to the 

'Waters, Steel Trails to Santa Fe, 56, 97-100; Pdegel, 
Story of The De-stern Railroads, 118, 164-165. 
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Supreme Court of the United States. To further increase its pressure, 

the Santa Fe also threatened to construct a line that would parallel 

every mile of track in Denver and Rio Grande territory. 

The early court decisions and the financial difficulties of 

the Denver & Rio Grande combined to give the victory in the primary 

rounds to the Santa Fe. Thus in December, 1878, the Santa Fe took control 

of the Rio Grande under the terras of a lease. But the Santa Fe now made 

the fatal mistake of increasing rates on the Rio Grande to exorbitant 

heights, thereby prohibiting the movement of all traffic north to Denver 

and diverting that trade over the Santa Fe line to the east. 

Public opinion in Denver was enraged by this stoppage of busi

ness, and Palmer, taking advantage of this feeling, vas able in June 1879 

to utilize the state militia and law enforcement officers to forceably 

dispossess the Santa Fe of its physical control of the Rio Grande prop

erty # Palmer further allied himself with Jay Gould of the Union Pacific 

and Kansas Pacific, the lines which had formerly carried the traffic of 

the Denver and Rio Grande east. In September, 16*79, Gould purchased 

one half of the stock in the Rio Grande. In January, i860, he announced 

that he was planning to parallel the main line of the Santa Fe from 

Pueblo to Great Bend, Kansas, with a road of his ova. Shortly thereafter 

the United States Supreme Court and the Colorado State courts ruled against 

the Santa Fe. The combination of threats and legal decisions brought the 

Santa Fe to its senses. A peace treaty was signed in February, i860. 

The Rio Grande was given a complete monopoly of the Leadville route, 

traffic to Denver was to be divided, and both roads agreed not to invade 
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The Santa Fe Station, Wichita, Kansas, 1880. 



the territory of the other line. Thus came to an end the most spectacu-

lax railroad war of the nineteenth century. 

Having been defeated in an effort to win a silver district, the 

Santa Fe now resumed its way to the Pacific. In April, i860, the rail

road entered Albuquerque, Hew Mexico, and a branch line was also built 

to Santa Fe. The company was now a $50,000,COO corporation and control

led 1,300 miles of track. Its gross earnings amounted to more than 

$0,556,000 in i860, and the first dividends on its common stock were paid 

that year. An agreement was reached with the Southern Pacific Railroad 

of California whereby the two companies were to join their tracks at 

Doming, Hew Mexico. The Santa Fe therefore built south from Albuquerque 

in i860 in the hopes that the new transcontinental line thus being formed 

would drain most of the volume of Southern California and all of the 

traffic of Arizona over its line to the east- At Ismnrry on March 1, 

l88l, the union of the lines occurred, and the Ur"tad States apparently 

had its second transcontinental railroad.'' 

But a rude awakening was now in store for William B. Strong, 

president of the Santa Fe (I88I-I689). The Southern Pacific was a sub

sidiary of the Central Pacific, and both companies were dominated by 

Collis P. Huntington of the "Big Four." By means of these corporations 

Huntington had established a monopoly of the railroad business in 

California. Furthermore, working in alliance with Jay Could, the Central 

Pacific and Union Pacific held a complete monopoly of the transcontinental 

traffic. Like a great dragon guarding the golden hoard, Huntington saw 

"Waters, op. cit., 100-126; Rtegel, op. cit., 186-188. 

^Waters, op. cit., 59-60, 157, 188; KLegel, op. cit. 188-189. 
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no reason to grant the intruder any benefits. Such exorbitant rates 

were fixed on the Southern Pacific as to prohibit the movement of all 

goods east or west over this new transcontinental route. In reality 

then, the Santa Fe had a fine line to nowhere. In a desperate effort 

to reach the Pacific and thus break Huntington's stranglehold, the Santa 

Fe now built the Sonora railroad into Hexico. In October, 1882, this 

line reached. Guaymas on the Pacific Coast, but the outlet was too far 

removed frcm the market to achieve its desired effect. Huntington stood 

unperturbed, and this second move was both an economic and strategic 

failure for the Santa Fe. ° 

Put the Santa Fe was a tough railroad and did not give up 

easily. In i860 the company acquired a half interest in the old Atlantic 

& Pacific railroad, and by means of this device the Santa Fe now launched 

its third effort to reach California. 

The Atlantic and Pacific railroad had been organized in Hay, 

1866, by the famous explorer John C. Fremont. In July, i860, Congress 

granted the company the right to build a railroad by the most eligible 

route from Springfield, Missouri to Albuquerque, Hew Mexico. From that 

town the route was to follow the 35th parallel to the head\.raters of the 

Colorado Biver and frcm there the company might follow the best route 

available to the Facific. Congress also provided for a land grant to the 

company (that eventually amounted to 1^,325,000 acres) to assist in the 

construction of the line. Finally, the Act authorized the Southern 

laJaters, op. cit., 61-62; 127-128; Riegel, op. cit., 189, 
191-192. See also remarks under Footnote 13. 
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Pacific Railroad of California to build east and to connect with the 

Atlantic and Pacific railroad near the boundary of California at such 

11 

point as should be deemed most suitable by the two companies. 

The Atlantic and Pacific had been unable to make much headway, 

and by 1872 only 381 miles from Pacific, Missouri (near St. Louis), to 

Visits in Indian Territory (Oklahoma), had been completed. The Panic of 

1873 threw the company into receivership, and is 1876 control of the 

Atlantic & Pacific was acquired by the St. Louis and San Francisco (Frisco) 

railroad. The Frieco was an ambitious company but lacked the capital 

necessary to build westward. Thus in January, 3.880; the Santa Fe was 

able to enter into an agreement with the Frisco. The Santa Fe purchased 

a half interest in the Atlantic & Pacific, and the Santa Fe and Frisco 

were to jointly construct a road from Albuquerque west to the coast under 

the charter of the Atlantic & Pacific. 

Work on what was to be the main line west of the Santa Fe got 

under way in the spring of l880. Much of this route lay over trackless, 

arid wastes 'with few irlrabitants. This section presented the most diffi

cult construction and engineering problems that the Santa Fe met in its 

march across the continent. For three years the Santa Fe labored on this 

line, but once again the corapany had failed to reckon with the greatest 

obstacle of all - the genius of C. P. Huntington. 

To block the Santa Fe, Huntington constructed a branch line 

from Mojave, on the main line of the Southern Pacific, through Needles 

^Bancroft, History of California, VII, 59'+, 596; Waters, Steel 
Trails to Santa Fe, o'l-cH; Reigel, Story 'of the Western Railroads, 11b1"-
119; Raggett, Chapters on the History of th-: Southern Pacific, 123-
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to the Arizona-California border, thereby blocking the only possible 

entrance into California. Never leaving anything to chance, Huntington, 

in cooperation with Jay Gould of the Union Pacific, also quietly pur

chased half and hence a controlling interest in the Frisco railroad in 

1882. This maneuver gave- Huntington and Gould, equal control, with the 

Santa Fe, over the Atlantic & Pacific. As no action could be taken with

out the consent of both parties, Huntington had again neatly checkmated 

the plans of the Santa Fe. 

The best that the Santa Fe could salvage from this impasse was 

an agreement that the Southern Pacific line would, meet the Atlantic & 

Pacific road at Needles. Contact between the two railroads eras made at 

that point in August 3> 1883, and supposedly the Santa Fe now had a 

direct outlet to San Francisco over the Southern Pacific lines. But 

once again linking lines with the Southern Pacific meant nothing. 

Huntington diverted traffic over his own lines and discriminated so 

heavily against Santa Fe business that the Atlantic & Pacific, road re

ceived little traffic. Huntington's California monopoly and the Central-

12 Union Pacific control of the transcontinental traffic were still secure. 

The Santa Fe now girded itself for a fourth attempt, and this 

time secured a limited entrance into California. The citizens of the 

small towns of San Diego and San Bernardino had been enraged because 

the Southern Pacific had bypassed their towns. These people, acting 

together in cooperation with officials of the Santa Fe, had chartered 

the California Southern Railroad in October, i860, for the purpose of 

12Bancroft, op. git., 601, 613-6IS; Daggett, op. elt., lAO, l80j 
Riegel, op. cit., 189-19.I; Waters, op. cit., 65-71, 129-131. 
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building from San Diego to San Bernardino. From there they planned to 

form a junction with the Atlantic & Pacific. Construction on the line 

began in l88l, and San Bernardino was reached in September, 1883. The 

situation had now turned in favor of the Santa Fe, and the company 

threatened either to parallel the Southern Pacific Mojave division or to 

construct over the shorter route to a junction with the California 

Southern. As either of these moves would reduce the value of the new 

Mojave division to scrap, Huntington was finally brought to terms in 

1884. The Southern Pacific's Mojave division was leased to the Santa Fe. 

To insure Huntington's good faith, the Santa Fe also acquired a half 

interest in the California Southern, and the lines of that railroad vcre 

connected with those of the Atlantic & Pacific in November, 1885. Thus 

after 15 years of effort the Santa Fe finally entered California and 

reached the Facific Coast over its own line. 

Under the agreement of 1884, the Scnta Fe "was to be admitted 

to San Francisco over Southern Pacific track;:. Put as in the past, 

Huntington disregarded the terms, to the disadvantage of the Santa Fe. 

Huntington was still a nighty powrer. As late as 1889 the Santa Fe 

had succeeded in securing only l6y'> of the California business south of 

San Francisco, and it was not until 19OO that the first Santa Fe train 

reached San Francisco over the company's own track. By 1893 the Santa 

13 
Fe system controlled 9.> 348 miles of track. 

13Bancroft, op. cit., 613-615; D ggett, op. cit., 330-332; 
Waters, op. cit., 71-74, 130-133, 1^0, 206, 341. Riegel, in The Story of 
the Western Railroads, 192-193; attributes the Santa Fe victory in secur
ing a entrance into California to the building of the Sonera Railroad. 
New evidence presented by Waters, however, indicates that the California 
Southern, and not the Sonora Railroad, had this effect. In 1897 the 
Santa Fe traded the Sonora Railroad for the Mojave Division of the South
ern Pacific. 
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Victory over Huntington. The arrival of the first Santa Fe train at San Bernardino, California, September 13, 1883. 
Courtesy, Santa Fe Railway. 



Southern (and Central) Faciflc, 1865-I8O5 

By I869, in spite of great odds and numerous obstacles, 

Huntington, Stanford, Hopkins and Crocker had succeeded in completing 

the 7^2-mile Central Pacific from Sacramento to Ogden and also the 

Western Pacific from Sacramento to San Francisco. For these feats the 

"Big Four" were widely and justly acclaimed. Exhausted by these trials, 

they decided to withdraw from the business and retire as wealthy men. 

In I87O-7I they offered their stock for sale on the market but were 

shocked to discover that their shares would realize only a few cents on 

every par value dollar. It then became apparent that if they wished to 

receive the fruits of their labor, they must remain in the transportation 

business and develop the Central Pacific into a thriving corporation. 

Following a policy well developed by stage and express companies 

and the Pacific steamship lines in the sixties, the "Big Four" had from 

the first made an effort to obtain control of all rival railroads in 

California and by means of this monopoly to enhance the position of the 

Central Faciflc. It was with this end in view that they obtained control 

of the Southern Pacific Railroad Company of California. The Southern 

Pacific had been chartered under the laws of that state in December, 1865, 

for the purpose of constructing a railroad from San Francisco through 

southern California to San Diego and thence to the eastern border of the 

state, where the line was to unite with a railroad building west from 

1Riegel, The Story of the Western Railroads, 92-93, 179; Clark, 
Leland Stanford, 233, 275-276; Oecar Lewis, The Big Four - The Story of 
Hunt!ngton, Stanford, Hopkins, and Crocker, and the Building of the Centra. 
Pacific (Hew York & London, I938) IOU-I08. 
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the Mississippi River. Congress, in the Act of 1866, had also authorized 

the Southern Pacific to connect with the Atlantic & Pacific Railroad 

Company, which was to build west from Springfield, Missouri, along the 

35th parallel to California, at or near the boundary of that state. A 

large federal land grant, but no bond subsidy, was to be given to both 

railroads to assist in the construction of these roads. The "Big Four" 

acquired control of the Southern Pacific in 1868 for the purpose of pro

tecting their Central Pacific interests; and after they decided to remain 

in the railroad business, their new company became the main instrument 

in their campaign to achieve a complete monopoly of railroads in 

California.2 

Construction on the Southern Pacific got under way in 1871, 

with the line building south from San Francisco by way of the San Joaquin 

Valley to Los Angeles. By 1873 & road was also under construction from 

the Mojave, on the main line, to the Colorado River and Needles, for the 

purpose of blocking the entrance of the .Atlantic and Pacific Railroad 

into California. The failure of the Atlantic and Pacific to secure funds 

and cooperation in San Francisco, together with the Panic of 1873, however, 

brought all construction to a halt on that road. Relieved of fear of 

invasion by this route, the Southern Pacific therefore temporarily aban

doned construction on the Needles division, and concentrated its means 

on a line to Yuma, Arizona, in an effort to prevent the entrance into 

California of a second proposed transcontinental line, the Texas and 

Pacific Railroad. 

Bancroft, History of California, VII, 593-59^, 597; Raggett, 
Chapters on the History of the Southern Pacific, 120, 122-123; P.iegel, 
op. cit., 93-9*9 179; Clark, op. cit., 233, 260-261. 
on. cit., To 
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The Texas and Pacific had been chartered in I67I to build 

from Marshall, Texas, along the 32nd parallel and by way of the Yuma 

crossing of the Colorado River to San Diego, California. Under the presi

dency of Thomas A. Scott, also vice-president of the Pennsylvania Rail

road, construction on the Texas and Pacific was started, and in 1873 "the 

work was completed as far west as Dallas, Texas. Eut the Panic of 1873 

was disastrous, and all construction on the line came to a halt. Scott 

then turned to Congress for further assistance, requesting a bond subsidy 

in addition to its land grant. Huntington, as president of the Southern 

Pacific, vigorously opposed Scott's plan in Congress and countered by 

attempting to obtain a Federal land grant for the Southern Pacific to 

build east over the same route. After several years of bitter contest, 

it became apparent that both plans were deadlocked as far as Congress was 

concerned. Huntington therefore decided to proceed with his own pl.xtv, 

without the authorisation of Congress and without benefit of Federal 

assistance. A Southern Pacific was accordingly chartered in both A.v:'.:'.cna 

and New Mexico for this purpose, and in 1877 the Southern Pacific succeed

ed in building as far east as Yuma, thereby blocking a second transcon

tinental entrance into California. 

By 1877 the Central Pacific-Southern Pacific combination had 

acquired control of 85^ of all the railroads in California and operated 

2,337 miles of track. The combined capitalization of the two corpora

tions amounted to $22^,952,580, and their gross earnings totalled 

$22,2^7,030 a year. In addition to the California monopoly, the Centred. 

Facific, working in cooperation with the Union Pacific, enjoyed a complete 

monopoly of the transcontinental traffic from I869 to 1863. As their 
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Constructing the Southern Pacific bridge across the Colorado River at Yuma, Arizona, in 1877. 

Courtesy, Southern Pacific Railroad. 



only competition was from the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, the Central 

Pacific, in partnership with the Union Pacific, established the Occidental 

and Oriental Steamship Company in lo'jk for the purpose of keeping this 

rivel in line. The "Big Four" not only dominated the transportation 

field in California, but were in reality the power behind the throne in 

the politics of that state.-' 

In March, l8Sl, Huntington extended the Southern Pacific line 

from Yuma to Deming, Hew Mexico, thereby blocking, as we have seen, the 

entrance of the Santa Fe railroad into California and also protecting the 

Central- Union Facific transcontinental monopoly. In the meantime, 

however, Scott, of the Texas & Pacific, had realized that he was beaten 

in his efforts to reach California and disposed of his holdings to Joy 

Gould of the Union Pacific, who was then just in the process of building 

up his southwestern railroad system. Gould and Huntington came to o\> 

agreement in lc8l, whereby the Texas & Facific and the Southern Pacific 

tracks were to be joined near El Paso, Texas, and the traffic was to be 

prorated. The junction of these two lines occurred in 1882, a short 

distance east of El Paso. Huntington was apparently not willing to put 

too much trust in Gould's word, and in 188-3 the Southern Pacific completed 

its own transcontinental line by forming a junction with the Galveston, 

Harrisburg, and San Antonio Railroad, which had steadily been building 

west. The acquisition of this company and the construction of additional 

lines soon produced a Southern Facific through-route from San Francisco 

to New Orleans. The control of a steamship line next gave the railroad a 

o 

""Bancroft, op. cit., 585; Daggett, op. cit., ibo, 199-221, 
226-230. 
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direct connection with New York. By 1883* the nation thus had a third 

transcontinental railroad. 

In 1884, as we have seen, the Santa Fe achieved a limited 

victory over Huntington by forcing its way into Southern California and 

obtaining a small share of traffic in that portion of the state. The 

same year, however, Huntington succeeded in wresting control of the 

Oregon and California Railroad Company from the hands of Henry Villard, 

and by this move secured the entrance of the Southern Pacific from 

San Francisco north into Portland, Oregon. This victory enabled 

Huntington to force the Northern Pacific and Union Pacific to divide the 

rich trade of the Pacific Northwest with him. 

The Southern Pacific new far surpassed the Central Pacific in 

mileage and importance. Huntington formally recognized its situation 

when the Southern Pacific was reorganized as the Southern Pacific of 

Kentucky in 186*4 and the Central Pacific was leased to the new company 

in 1885. In that year the Huntington's combination operated 4,698 miles 

of railroad. By I896 his companies controlled 7,300 miles of track and 

operated 3,500 miles of sea lines between Portland, New Orleans, and 

New York. 

In summarizing the achievements of the "Big Four," Bancroft 

noted rather wryly: 

"Though men may differ in opinion as to the policy of the 
directors ('the railroad quartette1), it must be at least 
conceded that they displayed a singular combination of busi
ness ability, together with a remarkable aptitude for 
harmonious cooperation." 

-Bancroft, op. cit., 610-612; Riegel, op. eft., 119-120: 17°-
183; Daggett, op. cit., 125-126, 275, 348-349, 362. 

Bancroft, op. cit., 585-5°6. 
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The Northern Pacific, 186̂ 4-1687: 

The Northern Pacific Railroad Company was chartered by Congress 

on July 2, loGh, and was authorized to build a main line from Ashland and 

Superior in Wisconsin, at the head of Lake Superior, across the continent 

to Puget Sound, and also to construct a branch line via the valley of the 

Columbia River to Portland, Oregon. The United States further agreed to 

grant the company, for the purpose of assisting the project, forty alter

nate sections of public land for each mile of road built through the 

territories, and twenty alternate sections through the states. In all, 

the company was to receive almost kO,000,000 acres under this act. The 

l86L project thus presented in concrete form the plan first proposed by 

Asa Whitney in 1845 for a transcontinental railroad over the same route. 

Like the other promoters of transcontinental lines, the backers 

of the Northern Pacific found it impossible to raise the necessary capital 

to commence construction until the Civil War had ended. Finally, in 1869, 

they succeeded in interesting Jay Cooke, then the head of the greatest 

banking firm in the United States, in the project, and the success of the 

Northern Pacific seemed assured. 

Cooke, often called the "Financier of the Civil War," had in

vented and developed the technique of the "war bond drive." Advertisements 

were taken in newspapers on a nation-wide basis and hundreds of speakers 

were dispatched to raise the patriotic enthusiasm of Union supporters to 

a fever pitch. By these means Cooke induced thousands of Americana to 

subscribe to United States bonds: millions of dollars were thus raised 

for use of the United States Government during the Civil War; and, at the 
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sane tine., Cocke, working on a commission basis, also amassed a fortune 

for himself.1 

Cooke signed an agreement with the Northern Pacific under which 

he contracted to sell $100,000,000 of the company's stock and an equal 

amount of bonds to provide money for construction. Again employing his 

war-time techniques, Cooke launched an extensive advertising campaign by 

means of articles and advertisements in pamphlets, newspapers, and magazine;1 

throughout the United States to sell these stocks and bonds. Similar 

efforts were carried out in Europe for the purpose of attracting English, 

Butch, and German capital. Installment plan buying was offered to lure 

money from the general public. 

Funds soon began to pour in, and the first actual construction 

began in February, I87O. Building was pushed ahead as rapidly as the sale 

of stocks and bonds brought in cash, and by 1873, "the eastern division 

of the Northern Facific stretched from Buluth, Minnesota, to Bismarck, 

North Dakota. In the Far West, the track extended southward from the new 

town of Tacoma on Puget Sound, in Washington, to Kalama on the Columbia 

River near Portland. In all about 500 miles had been completed. 

The railroad now met with disaster. The outbreak of the 

Franco-Prussian War in I87O had dried up the flow of money from European 

sources. The large bonuses and commissions paid to Cooke's banking houses 

for the sale of stocks and bonds, and the large blocks of stocks donated 

to important politicians, left little actual cash for construction. In 

the spring of 1873 rumors of corruption, extravagance, and mismanagement 

reached the American public and cut off the sales of securities in that 

market. Cooke himself was overloaded with non-negotiable paper and 

Ellis P. Cdberholtawr, Jjry Cooke, Financier of the Civil War 
(2 Vols.,Philadelphia, 3907), is an excellent biography of this genttrawn. 
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could make no further cash advances to the railroad. On September 18, 

1873, the doors of Jay Cooke & Company - the most important banking 

house in America -- were closed. 

Cooke's failure precipitated one of the worst financial 

panics in the history of the United States. The value of all securities 

fell rapidly, and hundreds of other banking houses fell with the crash. 

Ready money became non-existant, and the entire credit system of the 

nation collapsed. Construction on the Northern Pacific and hundreds of 

other railroads came to a grinding halt. In 1875 "the Northern Pacific 

o 

passed into bankruptcy, from which it was not to emerge until 1879* 

While the Northern Pacific lay dormant frcm 1873 "to lo79h 

certain events were transpiring in Oregon that were to have an Important 

influence on the future history of the company. In 1866, after selling 

out his overland stage and express line, Ben Holladay, the former "stage

coach king," moved to Portland, Oregon. Here he soon established himself 

as a steamship magnate, operating the Oregon Steamship Company which ran 

between Portland and San Francisco. In 1868 he entered the newly formed 

railroad field and by 1872 had constructed 200 miles of the Oregon and 

California Railroad from Portland south to Roseburg, Oregon. Through his 

control of this latter company, the Oregon Central Railroad, and the 

Oregon Steamship Company, Holladay dominated the entire transportation 

industry of the state. By 1873 almost $11,000,000 had been invested in 

Holladay's enterprises by English and German capitalists. Thus when 

financial difficulties struck the companies as a result of the panic of 

2 
Riegel, The Story of the Western Railroads, 120-128; Billington, 

Westward Expansion, 6b9; Hedges, Henry Villard and the Railways of the 
Northwest, 19, 26, 50-51, 6l; Joseph G. Pyle, The Life of James J. Hill 
"(2 vols., New York, 1917), X, iM-lUj. ~ " 
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Chinese Coolie labor on the Northern Pacific in the 1880's. Due to the scarcity of labor following the Civil War, it was necessary 
to import 15,000 Chinese tc help build the Northern Pacific. These, together with 10,000 white laborers, completed the railroad 
on September 8, 1883. This scene is in the western Montana Rockies along the Clark's Fork River. 

Courtesy Northern Pacific Railroad. 



that year, the German bondholders dispatched Henry Villard as their 

representative to the scene to investigate the situation. 

Villard, who had emigrated from Germany to the United States 

in 1853 and established himself as a newspaperman, arrived in Oregon in 

187k. After a careful study of the problems he worked out an agreement 

with Kolladay that was designed to protect the interests of the German 

bondholders. Holladay, however, chose to ignore these terms. Thus, in 

1876, Villard had Holladay removed from control and himself elected as 

president of the Oregon and California Railroad and the Oregon Steamship 

Company. Indirectly he also assumed control of the Oregon Central Rail

road. In 1879, working in cooperation with Jay Gould of the Union 

Pacific, Villard secured control of the Oregon Steam Navigation Company -

a firm that dominated river traffic on the Columbia River from Portland 

east into the inland empire. This move gave Villard a virtual monopoly 

of all river and railroad traffic in Oregon. 

Villard next united his four companies into a new organization 

called the Oregon Railway and Navigation Company. With this great hold

ing company to back him, Villard, in l879> planned to build a water level 

railroad along the south bank of the Columbia River to the interior. This 

line would not only draw all of the rich traffic of the Columbia Valley 

into Portland, but would also cut off the Northern Pacific in its attempt 

to reach Tacoma, Washington. Under Villard's plan, Portland - already a 

bustling metropolis - and not Tacoma, would be established as the outlet 

for the northern transcontinental traffic and hence would become the great 

commercial center of the Pacific Northwest. 

^Hedges, op. cit., 8-15, 17, 56, 6l; Riegel, op. c:i.t.,203-20U; 
Billington, op. cit,, 6^9-850; Trottman, History of the union Pacific, 180. 
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Unfortunately for the easy realization of Villard's plans, the 

Northern Pacific emerged from receivership in 1879 ana> under the leader

ship of Frederick Billings, again resumed building its lines west from 

Bismarck, North Dakota. Moreover, the Pacific goal of the Northern 

Pacific was not the river port of Portland, then handicapped as a seaport 

by obstructions to navigation in the lower Columbia River, but the poten

tially great seaport of Tacoma, where the Northern Pacific had already 

commenced the development of port facilities to serve as the western 

terminal of the railroad. 

Villard first endeavored to induce the Northern Pacific to enter 

into an agreement whereby that railroad would utilize the lines of the 

Oregon Railway and Navigation Company for its western connection, thus 

bringing the Northern Pacific into Portland. When the railroad rejected 

this offer, Villard next devised the idea of creating a great holding 

company that would acquire control of both corporations and operate them 

in "harmony" (i.e. - in the interests of Portland). 

To accomplish this coup, Villard required the immediate control 

of at least $8,000,000 to purchase a controlling block of Northern 

Pacific stock. The entire operation, moreover, had to be carried out 

quickly and in secret before news of his plan could leak out and thus 

drive up stock prices to a prohibitive level. Villard therefore organ

ized his famous "blind pool" in l88l to achieve these ends. Under this 

plan he offered investors and speculators a chance to invest their money 

in a pool organized for an unstated reason and backed only by the security 

of Villard's word. The scheme was a brilliant success: Villard soon had 

his money and at once acquired financial control of the Northern Pacific. 

8U 



Members of a Northern Pacific work crew at the Green River Crossing in 1885 during construction of the switchback route over 
the Cascades in western Washington, prior to the boring of the Stampede tunnel. 

Courtesy Northern Pacific Railroad. 



Riegel, op. cit., 205-206; Hedges, op. cit., 56-61, 66-68, 
73-80, 97, 109, H I , 132-136, 139-lil-3- Billington, op. cit., 65O. 
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He then assumed the presidency of that railroad and organized his great 

holding company, the Oregon and Transcontinental Company, for the pur

pose of unifying his various interests. A new bond issue was floated, 

and work on the Northern Pacific was continued. By September, 1882 

construction on the eastern end of the track reached Billings, Montana, 

^75 miles from the nearest track on the western division. One year 

later, on September 8, I883, the last rail on the Northern Pacific was 

laid near Garrison, Montana and the fourth transcontinental railroad "was 

completed. The western terminus of the new line was Portland. 

Financial difficulties, resulting in part from the heavy costs 

of construction, forced Villard's resignation in 188k, -rid control of the 

Northern Pacific returned to the group of men whose original plan had 

been to build to Tacoma on Puget Sound. Their determination in this 

matter was further strengthened by the approach from the east of 

James J. Hill's Great Northern Railroad. VJork was accordingly resumed 

on this project, and a line was constructed from the confluence of the 

Snake and Columbia Rivers across the Cascade Range to Puget Sound in an 

effort to cut Hill's road off from the Facific Coast. The Northern 

Pacific's transcontinental line to Tacoma was completed on July Z> I8O7. 

As a Whitney's dream was at last a reality. 



Northern Pacific president Henry Villard's "Last Spike" train at Gold Creek, Montana Territory. Here the last spike in the 
transcontinental line from St. Paul, Minnesota, to Portland, Oregon, was driven on September 8, 1883. 

Courtesy Northern Pacific Railroad. 



The Great northern Railroad, 1S62-1893 

The first four railroads to reach the Facific were guided by 

men who were primarily promoters and speculators. But the last railroad 

to cross the continent in the nineteenth century was led by a man of an 

entirely different nature, James J. Hill,who was the first of the great 

railroad operators in the West and the prophet who successfully introduced 

the concepts of efficiency and economy of operation into the Westers 

railroad scene. 

Hill was born in Ontario, Canada, in 1838 and emigrated to 

St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1856. Here he entered into business as a traffic 

agent for various river steamboat lines and railroad companies of that 

area. In the process Hill acquired a small fortune and thoroughly famil

iarised himself with the transportation industry and the potential re

sources of the Northwest. But he was not satisfied with these accomplish

ments and, possessed by Napoleonic-sized ambitions, he quietly bided his 

time, awaiting an opportunity to make a name for himself in the history 

of western transportation. 

Hill's hour of destiny struck during the Great Panic of 1873, 

which threw the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad into bankruptcy, and he 

soon moved forward to grasp his opportunity. 

The St. Paul and Pacific Railroad Company had been chartered 

by the State of Minnesota on March 10, 1862, and the 10-mile stretch of 

track that the company laid between St. Paul and Minneapolis in the same 

year was the first railroad to be constructed in the state. Control of 

1ryle, The Life of James J. Hill, I, 9, 22, 24-105, lJLj Riegel, 
The Story of the Weotern Railroads, 212. 
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Gassman Coulee Bridge, about three miles west of Minot, North Dakota, from which point the St. Paul, Minneapolis and 
Manitoba Railway, predecessor of the Great Northern, began laying its rails to Montana in April, 1887. The bridge, 1609 feet 
long and 102 feet high, was constructed in 1886-87. 

Courtesy, Great Northern Railway. 



the company, with its 272 miles of completed read, was acquired by the 

Northern Pacific in I67O and retained until I873. 

when the St. Faul & Pacific passed into bankruptcy in 1873, 

its two main lines were yet incomplete; one stretched north from St. Paul 

towards the Northern Pacific and the second from St. Paul west to a point 

near the Dakota boundary. The company still held the right to build a 

total of 770 miles of road and to receive in return for this construction 

a land grant of 5j184,000 acres. Thus, although financially distressed 

and unfinished, the company was potentially a rich prize. 

From 1873 to 1878, a receivership, representing the Dutch 

bankers who held the stock and defaulted bonds of the line, operated 

the road. After prolonged negotiations with these foreign owners, Hill, 

backed by Canadian and English capital, was finally able to acquire 

control of the company in 1878, 

In May I879, Hill; Donald A. Smith, of the Hudson's Bay 

Company and later the builder of the Canadian Pacific; Norman W. Kittson, 

also of the Hudson's Bay Company; and George Stephens, of the Bank of 

Montreal, reorganized the St. Paul & Pacific as the St. Faul, Minneapolis 

& Manitoba Railroad. The new company was capitalized at $20,000,000 and 

held the right to construct 667 miles of road, of which 565 miles had 

already been completed. Stephens was elected president, but it was Hill 

as the general manager who really dominated the new company. 

Because of his Canadian backing, Hill's railroad first began 

building north to form a junction with the Canadian Pacific Railroad, 

2Fyle, pp.. cit., 154, 158. 
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which was then starting its way across the continent. At the same time, 

however, Hill also pushed his westbound lines to Fargo and Grand Forks 

on the eastern border of North Dakota. By 1883, when Hill assumed the 

presidency of the company, the two northern lines had reached the 

Canadian border and the western main line had been advanced to Devil's 

Lake in North Dakota. 

Hill's great ambition was to build his road to the Facific, but 

in this project he was confronted by several difficulties. First, as 

his line would parallel the Northern Facific, he could expect the most 

determined opposition from that company, which in 1883 had just succeeded 

in completing its own transcontinental line into Portland, Oregon. Second, 

then was the problem of funds. Hill would be advancing west without the 

assistance of Federal land grants and subsidies. Moreover he must build 

through an unsettled country with little existing traffic for his line 

to carry. Hill therefore adopted the policy of building west in careful 

stages, pausing to allow the country to develop behind him, thus creating 

the traffic and also the necessary revenues to permit the next step for

ward. To speed up the process, irnigration was encouraged, and branch 

and feeder lines were carefully built to open up the ccmitry more rapidly. 

In 1887 Hill made his second giant step across the continent. 

End of the line was driven west 6H3 miles from Minot, North Dakota, by 

way of the mouth of the Milk River and Great Falls, to Helena, Montana; 

8,650 men and 3^325 teams were employed in building the great extension. 

In response to this challenge, the Northern Pacific constructed its line 

in 1887 from the confluence of the Columbia and Snake Rivers over the 
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"When our gang came out from supper." A work crew of the St. Paul, Minneapolis & Manitoba Railway, in Montana Territory 
in 1887, building westward from Minot to Helena. 

Courtesy, Great Northern Railway. 



Cascade Range to Tacoma, Washington, in the desperate hope of heading 

off Hill in his plan to reach the Pacific Coast. 

In September, I889 Hill completed his plans for the final 838-

mile thrust to the Pacific. The St. Paul, Minneapolis & Manitoba was 

reorganized as the Great Northern Railway Company. The new corporation, 

controlling 2,770 miles of completed track, was capitalized at $kO,000,CCO. 

Work on the Pacific extension was begun at Havre, Montana in August, 189O. 

In a last desperate effort to prevent Hill from entering Seattle, the 

Northern Pacific acquired control of the Seattle, Sake Shore and Eastern 

Railroad in 1890. But Hill was not to be denied the consummation of his 

great dream. Through the passes and over the crests of mighty mountains 

his line was driven; 10k miles completed in I89O, 162 in 1891, and 55U 

miles in 1892. Finally, at Everett, Washington, on Fuget Sound, the last 

rail was set in place on January 5, 1893, and Hill's great road to the 

k 
Pacific was a reality. 

In commenting on his labors from 1879 to 189-., Hill said in 

189k: "it was a great undertaking and a great risk. We succeeded in 

part because the time was ripe. The growth of the country just at that 

time helped us. But we succeeded also because we worked hard in every 

way. We tried to build a good railroad, to attract immigration, to 

operate economically, and increase traffic."'5 

3Pyle, cp. cit., 397-398; Riegel, op. cit., 213-2lk; Hedges, 
Henry VIHard and the Railways of the Northwest, 193« 

.Pyle, op.- cit., I, k6l-k63; Riegel, op.cit.,2lk; Hedges, op. 
cit.. 203-205. 

^Quoted in Pyle, op. cit., I, 277-278 
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Driving the last spike in the Great Northern Railway's transcontinental line,- January 6, 1893, near the present station of Scenic, 
Washington, in the Cascade Mountains. 

Courtesy, Great Northern Railway. 



Epilogue and Prelude, 1693-I89S 

In I893 the greatest financial storm the United States had yet 

experienced shook the nation to its economic foundations. Five hundred 

and fifty-four banks and 156 railroads, with a combined total capitaliza

tion of more than $2,500,000,000, went into bankruptcy as a result of 

the Panic of 1893. Into this whirling vortex of economic disaster 

plunged the Union Pacific, the Northern Pacific, and Santa Fe. Even 

Huntington's mighty Southern Pacific system hovered on the brink of 

bankruptcy and only Hill's Great Northern stood as firm as a rock. The 

economic cataclysm of 1893 may be said to mark the end of the old age 

of railroading and the birth of a new era. Grasping the opportunities 

created by this upheaval, new men came forward to apply new ways and 

ideas to railroading in an effort to set the companies back on the tracks 

to prosperity. 

Some of the causes of this 1893 disaster, such as several years of 

draught and crop failures in the Vest, were beyond the <rntrol of the railroads f 

but many others were directly the result of the railroads' own actions. 

Chief among these latter causes was the over-intensive competition between 

the continental railroads from 1833 to I893. Bitter rate wars had re

sulted in ever lowered fares and hence to the eventual reduction of the 

net earnings of the companies to ruinous levels. The same competition 

also led the companies to acquire or.construct thousands of miles of 

-hA. brief summary of the effects that the completion of trans
continental railroads had on the development of the West, and also of the 
economic wars between the companies from 1833 to I892, will he found on 
pages 8 to 12 of this text. 
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costly, over-capitalised, and poorly built branch and feeder lines in 

an effort to win traffic away from rival companies. Many of these addi

tions were consistent money losers. In addition to being over-expanded, 

the companies were over-capitalized and therefore burdened with high 

fixed charges that could not be reduced in times of slack business. 

Finally, the first four transcontinental railroads had become obsolete 

by l893« In each of their desperate races to cross the continent, 

capital had necessarily been secured only at high rates of interest, and 

the lines had therefore been built with a view to speed and cheapness of 

construction rather than to long term efficiency of operation. Thus by 

l893j the high fixed costs continued unabated; the gross earnings of the 

companies fell rapidly due to competition and the depression, and costs 

of operation rose rapidly as the light original lines prevented the use 

of heavier and more powerful locomotives and cars to improve the effi

ciency of operation. In 1893 "Mie costs far exceeded the revenues, and 

disaster struck. 

In this extremity, three transcontinental railroads passed 

through the purgatory of receivership from 1893 to 1898. The fourth 

escaped this fate but also received similar emergency treatment. In 

this process each system was ruthlessly pruned of its money-losing branch 

lines. The water was squeezed out of the stock, and debts were refunded 

at a low rate of interest. Fixed costs were thus reduced to an absolute 

minimum. The main line of each system was entirely rebuilt with a view 

to long-range reductions in cost of operations and to an immediate im

provement in efficiency of operations. Millions of dollars were thus 
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expended in shortening lines, reducing curves and grades by building 

cutoffs and driving costly tunnels through the mountains. Heavy steel 

rails and strong bridges now replaced the lighter, original construction. 

These improvements enabled the companies to use the heaviest and most 

powerful engines and also the correspondingly large cars. Safety devices 

and signal systems were also introduced. In brief, the great railroad 

systems were completely modernized and the costs of long-range operation 

reduced to a minimum. 

James J. Hill, backed by the great banker J. Pierpont Morgan, 

acquired control of the bankrupt Northern Pacific in 1895 and performed 

these essential operations on that line. Similar services were effected 

on the Santa Fe by its new president Edward P. Riley in 1895-96. Out of 

the shadows emerged Edward Henry Harriman, the superman of American rail

roading. In 1898 Harriman first acquired control of the Union Pacific, 

and then also the Southern Pacific. Under his direction both lines were 

rebuilt and combined into the greatest railroad system the world had ever 

seen. A new railroad age had dawned - an age of unprecedented prosperity, 

power, wealth, and of gigantic railroad combinations such as the nation 

had never known - an age of "harmony" wherein the titans Hill and 

Harriman clashed in railroad wars that shook the American financial 

2 
world to i t s roo t s . 

o 
^Daggett, Chapters on the History of the Southern Pacific, 362-

365; Pyle, The Life of James J. Hill, II, 1^-25; Riegel, The Story of the 
Western Railroads, 305-307; Trottman, History of the Union Pacific, 2lE-
270; Waters, Steel Trails to Santa Fe, 199-216; George Herman, E. H. 
Harriman, A Biography (2 Vols., Boston & London, 1922), I, 117-159• 
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the literature of transportation and communication in the West. As no 
one work has yet summed up this subject, it has been necessary to read 
many books in order to write this brief paper. The most important works 
used are here listed and additional excellent sources for suggested read
ing have also been mentioned in the footnotes of the text. 
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An excellent biography of the Chief Engineer who directed the 
construction of the Union Pacific. 

Fyle, Joseph G., The Life of James J. Kill. 2 Vols., New York, 1917. 

A good "official" biography and one which also contains much im
portant data or, the history of the Northern Pacific as well as the 
Great Northern Railroad. 
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A fine one volume survey of the entire role of the railroad in the 
V/est. The book, however, is now almost 35 years old and - in the 
light of new evidence - could well be revised. 

Trottman, Nelson, History of the Union Facific. A Financial and Economic 
Survey. New York, 1923. ' 

A great and scholarly study of this railroad, but almost over
whelming in its attention to financial and economic details, as 
its subtitle implies, 
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A very fine, sound, and modern study of the history of the 
Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad. 
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A BRIEF SURVEY OF THE PRESENT CONDITION AMD DISTRIEUTIOH 
OF SITES ASSOCIATED WITH TRANSPORTATION AMD COMMUNICATION 

In view of the important role that transportation and communica

tion has played in the development of the West, one might expect to find 

this colorful theme well represented by a goodly number of important and 

well preserved sites. The survey reveals, however, that opposite case 

prevails; few important sites remain intact and little has been done to 

preserve them. 

Conditions on the Southern (Butterfield) Overland Route 

Cut of the 139 stations that lived this 2,795 mile road from 

1858 to l86l, only one original station, the Cakgrove State Station, 

situated in San Diego County, California, survives in-tact. This struc

ture is privately owned and is now utilized as a gas station and general 

store. A second possible Butterfield station, the Warmer Ranch adobe 

station, also still stands in San Diego County; its claim as an Butter

field station, however, has been disputed. 

The State of California has identified and marked the sites 

of 20 former stations or points on the Butterfield trail through Southern 

California, line County of San Diego has carefully reconstructed a sod 

house station on the original site of the Butterfield Vallecito Station. 

In many places throughout Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, ruins 

of old Butterfield stations and sections of the original trail are still 

much in evidence. In Arizona and Mew Mexico can also be found the re

mains of stations used by other stagecoach lines. Eut in no case, has 

there been a significant attempt made by any agency to preserve these or 

portions of the original trail. 
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Conditions on the Central Overland Mail Route 

Of the 150 stations that supported operations on this 1,966 

mile road from 1859 to 1869, only nine buildings still stand. Two of 

these structures are preserved as historic sites and the remainder are 

privately owned and utilized for non-historic purposes. 

The only two original Pony Express buildings still standing in 

California are located in Sacramento and are privately owned and used for 

commercial purposes. They served as the western terminal of that line 

and one was also the telegraph office of a company that helped build the 

first transcontinental telegraph line. Both of these structures, plus a 

third early telegraph building, are threatened by the redevelopment now 

underway in the old portion of that city. The State of California has 

developed plans that would preserve all three buildings and restore them 

to their i860-69 appearance. California has also identified and marked 

all 15 sites located in that state that are associated with the Pony 

Express. The original trail from Sacramento to the last, is today follower 

closely by U. S. Highway 50. This road, however, has been so built up 

with camps, gas stations, and lunch rooms that it conveys little of the 

atmosphere of stagecoach days. 

In Nevada the State Historical Society and the Nevada Pony 

Express Centennial Commission recently completed the difficult project of 

marking tne complete Pony Express route across that state. The course of 

the original trail is designated by six-foot - orange-colored, steel 

stakes that have been driven to the ground at intervals of every quarter 

mile. No effort, however, has been made to mark the sites of original 

stage and Pony Express stations. 
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From Carson City east to Eastgate, Nevada, the original trail 

closely parallels U. S. Highway 50, but at Eastgate, the route swings to 

the northeast and continues for 200 miles across completely wild and 

very rugged country, finally emerging from Egan Canyon near the Nevada-

Utah line. The Eastgate-Egan Canyon portion of the trail can only be 

followed by jeep or on horseback. This section of the original stage 

and Pony Express trail is still virtually intact. At Fort Churchill 

the Nevada State Park Commission administers an important site on the 

early stage, Pony Express, and telegraph line, but provides no interpre

tation at the Park. 

At Fairfield, Utah, the Utah Park and Recreation Commission 

has recently acquired Carson Inn, a tavern associated with the Central 

overland stage line. From Utah east to Missouri, the trail has been 

marked, but onLy one site, the Hollenberg Pony Express Station, in 

Kansas, has been preserved by that state as a historic stie. 

Transcontinental Railroads 

As the five great transcontinental railroads, in spite of mod

ern improvements - and cutoffs, still largely follow their original align

ments across the continent, it can perhaps be argued that each road is 

a living monument to the original builders. But if this theory is 

rejected, it then becomes apparent that little has been done to preserve 

sites associated with the important histories of these railroads. 
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At Promontory Summit, Utah,-the site of the driving of the 

last spike in the first railroad to the Pacific, and the most important 

site in western railroad history - a fraction of an acre of land has 

been set aside and is administered by the Golden Spike Association of 

Box Elder County, in cooperation with the Southern Pacific Railroad, the 

Utah State Historical Society, and the National Park Service. At Pioneer 

Village in Salt Lake City, and at Railroad Village in Corinne, the Sons 

of the Utah Pioneers interpret in museums and outdoor displays the history 

of western railroading. 

The Big Four House in Sacramento, California, where Huntington, 

Stanford, Hopkins, and Crocker built the Central Pacific and obtained 

control of the Southern Pacific, still stands, although in considerably 

altered form. This building is privately owned and used for commercial 

purposes. Hie structure is threatened by redevelopment of Sacramento 

and the State of California has drawn up plans proposing the preservation 

of the Big Four House and its restoration to its original appearance. 

In Colorado, railroad enthusiasts have evinced considerable 

interest in saving historic railroad equipment and preserving a vestige 

of the Denver and Rio Grande narrow gauge railroad between Durango and 

Silverton. The James J. Hill House in St. Paul, Minnesota, and the 

Grenville Dodge House at Council Bluffs, Iowa, still stand but are both 

privately owned and utilized for nonliistoric purposes. Finally, careful 

inquiry and search of the Portland area has failed to locate any surviv

ing site that can be closely associated with Henry Villard, the great 

Oregon builder of the Northern Pacific. The- Henry Villard house, 

of course, is still standing in New York City. 
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SITES OF EXCEPTIOML SIGNIFICANCE 
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APACHE PASS, ARIZONA 

Location: Cochise County 15 miles south of Bowie 

Ownership and Administration: U. S. Government, Bureau of Land 
Management, and various private individuals. The 
area here discussed has been recommended for in
clusion in the proposed Fort Bowie National Historic 
Site. 

Significance 

Apache Pass has already been classified by the Advisory Board 

under "Military and Indian Affairs" as part of Fort Bowie. Because of 

its importance to the history of transcontinental transportation, however, 

it deserves mention in this study, also. Historical significance, histori. 

remains, and unimpaired natural setting make Apache Fass a leading site 

for illustrating the history of the Butterfield Overland Mail. 

A major avenue of cross-country emigration, freighting, and 

passenger and mail service crossed the Chiricahua Mountains at Apache 

Pass, drawn there by the water of Apache Spring. Foreshadowing Butter-

field stagecoach service, James E. Birch in 1657 routed the coaches of the 

San Antonio-San Diego Mail through Apache Pass. This short-lived firm 

gave way the following year to the Butterfield Company, whose stages 

made the 2,795"inile ru11 from the railhead town of Tipton, Missouri, to 

San Francisco in 25 days. Butterfield's engineers improved the emigrant 

trail through Apache Fass and built a stone relay station and corral just 

west of Apache Spring. 

Like the emigrants before him, John Butterfield regarded Apache 

Pass as the most dangerous point on the entire line to the Pacific, for 

in these mountains lived the Chiricahua Apache followers of Cochise. 

Butterfield urged the fawny to establish a military post in A.pache Fass, 
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but not until after his stages moved to the northern route was Fort 

Bowie built. The Bascorn episode in February l86l justified his appre

hensions. A military detachment under Lt. George N. Bascom attempted 

to arrest Cochise and precipitated an attack and siege of the stage 

station. An east-bound stagecoach was waylaid in the pass and forced 

to fight its way through to the station. An ambush prepared for a west

bound coach was thwarted only by the arrival of the stage ahead of 

schedule. The Indians withdrew upon the approach of more soldiers. 

With outbreak of the Civil War the Butterfield line abandoned 

its southern route and adopted the Overland Route up the Platte Valley. 

After the war, however, stages ran by way of Apache Pass and Fort Bowie 

until the advent of the railroad in i860. 

Present Status 

Stone foundations and a litter of rock rubble today mark the 

site of the Apache Pass stage station. It is located in a small triangular 

valley surrounded by mountains 700 yards west of Apache Sprir. ; and just 

north of the old Fort Bowie cemetery. The Butterfield Trail, in places 

quite evident and in others only faintly visible, may be followed from 

one end of the pass to the other. The historical setting remains intact, 

no modern features having encroached upon the landscape. 

References. R. P. and M. B. Conkling, The Butterfield Overland 
mail, I857-I669 (3 v., Glendale, 1987); James H. Tevis /station keeper 
at Apache Pass/, Arizona in the Fifties (Albuquerque, 1$ jA); Robert M. 
Utley, Historical Report on Fort Bowie, Arizona (its., National Park Ser
vice, January 1958); id., Supplementary Report on Port Bowie, Arizona: 
Site Identification Study (Ms., National Fark Service, April 1959) • 
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Apache Pass, Arizona. This panoramic view looks southwest towards the pass. Lt. John G. Parke's Railroad Survey party 
camped in this valley in 1854. Four years later the Butterfield Company's stage station was built here (X). Broken line shows 
the route of the Butterfield Trail. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1959. 



OAK GROWS BUTTERFIELD STAGE STATION, CALIFORNIA 

Location: Oak Grove,, San Diego bounty, on State Highway 79. 

Ownership: Private 

Significance 

Cak Grove stage station is apparently the only station still 

standing on the entire route of the Butterfield Overland Mail Route which 

operated between San Francisco and two eastern termini, St. Louis, 

Missouri, and Memphis, Tennessee, from September 15, 1858 to March 2, l86l. 

Later, during the Civil War, the building was used as a hospital for Camp 

Wright, which occupied the ground on the east side of the present highway. 

Condition of Site 

The Gar Grove Stage Station is a well preserved one-story adobe 

building. The structure has been enlarged from time to time, but the 

northern end of it, now used as a residence, unquestionably belongs to 

the original ranchhouse that was erected in the 1850's. The remainder of 

the building is now utilized as a gas station and general store. The 

quaint, long rambling structure, standing in the shade of a magnificent 

grove of great live oaks that nearly surround it, still retains the at

mosphere of old staging days. The site has been marked by the State of 

California as Registered Historical Landmark No. 502. 

Site Documentation: Roscoe Conkling and Margaret B. Conkling, 
The Butterfield Overland Mail Company 1858-1669 (3 Vols-, Genda le, 1946): 
Mildred B. Hoover, Hero E. Rensch and Ethel G. Rensch, Devisee by Ruth 
Teiser, Historic Spots in California (Stanford, 3 958); Historic American 
Buildings Survey Report -"Oak Grove Butterfield Swage Station, "' five 
photos (1937). 
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Oak Grove Butterfield Stage Station, San Diego County, California. This is the only original and intact Butterfield station still 
standing in the United States. View shows the rear adobe walls and northern end of the original portion of the building. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1959. 



BIG FOUR HOUSE, CALIFORNIA 

Location: 220-226 K Street, Sacramento 

Ownership: Private 

Significance 

Built by Leland Stanford, Collis P. Huntington, and Mark Hopkins 

in l852 as their stores, this building (originally three separate struc

tures) became the first general offices of the Central Pacific Railroad. 

Here the ''Big Four" - Huntington, Stanford, Hopkins and Charles Crocker, 

assisted by the engineer Theodore Judah, planned, financed, and built 

the western end (California to Utah) of the first transcontinental rail-

wary. Here also the "Big Four" obtained control of the Southern Pacific 

Railroad and began the construction of that line to Southern California. 

The structure served, as the general offices of the Central Pacific until 

1873^ when they were transferred to San Francisco. 

Condition of Site 

The two story brick building now situated at 220-226 K Street 

incorporates into one enlarged structure what were two separate proper

ties and three separate buildings prior to 1878, namely, (l) the Stanford 

Brothers Store structure to the east, now Nos. 22k and 226, and (2) 

the two Huntington and Hopkins buildings to the west, now Nos. 220 and 

222. The original office of the Central Facific Railroad Company was 

located at what is now 22L K Street, and as soon as business expanded, 

the office space was enlarged by cutting through walls into the buildings 

at 220 and 222 K Street. These buildings served as the general offices 

of the company from 1862 to 1873* 
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Big Four House, 220-226 K Street, Sacramento, California. Headquarters of the Central Pacific Railroad, 1862-1873. 
N.P.S. Photo, two. 



In 18784 the three structures were remodeled and combined into 

one large building by Huntington and Crocker. The present structure, 

in its exterior appearance, therefore dates from 1878 and little resembles 

the three structures that stood there before l877« The present building 

has been further remodeled on the exterior since 1878, but the basic 

features of I878 building are still essentially intact. The Big Four 

House has been marked by the State of California as Registered Historical 

Landmark No. 6C0. 

The building is located in a very rundown portion of Sacramentc 

that is scheduled for redevelopment in the near future. Historians of th<-

Division of Beaches and Parks of the State of California have conducted 

careful research in documentary sources and have amassed considerable 

visual and written evidence that would make possible the accurate restora

tion of the exterior of this building to the 1862-1877 appearance. Plans 

have been advanced by the State recommending the restoration and preserva

tion of the Big Four House. 

Located two blocks south of the Big Four House, at the corner 

of kth and I Streets, adjacent to the Southern Pacific Depot, is the Judafc 

Monument. This splendid monument of granite boulders was erected in 1930 

by the employees of the Southern Pacific Company to the memory of Theodore 

Dehone Judah, the first engineer of the Central Pacific and the tireless 

advocate of the great transcontinental railroad. 

Situated on Second Street, between K and J Streets, near the 

Big Four House, are the original buildings of the Pony Express, Overland 

Stage, and the first transcontinental telegraph companies. 
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Judah Monument, 4th and I Streets, Sacramento, California, erected in 1930 by the employees of the Southern Pacific to the 
memory of Theodore Dehone Judah, first engineer of the Central Pacific and tireless advocate of a railroad to the Pacific. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



Site Documentation: Carroll D. Hall and Hero E. Rensch, Old 
Sacramento, A Report on its Significance to the City, State and Hation, 
with Recommendations for the Preservation and Use of its Principal Histor
ical Structures and Sites (Farts I and II, published by the Division of 
Beaches and Parks, Department of Natural Resources, State of California, 
Sacramento, 1958), Part II contains a detailed history of the Big Four 
House; George T. Clark, Leland Stanford (Stanford, 1931); Oscar Lewis, 
The Big Four (Hew York and London, 1938); Mildred B. Hoover, Hero E. 
Rensch and Ethel G. Rensch, Revised by Ruth Teiser, Historic Spots in 
California (Stanford, 1958). ' " "" "" 
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FOHY EXPRESS TERMINAL (B.F. EASTINGS BUILDING), CALIFORNIA 

Location: 1006 Second .Street, Sacramento 

Gvmership: Private 

Significance 

This building served as the original western terminal of the 

Pony Express from April, i860 to March, lG6l, and also as the office, 1856-

I863, of the California State Telegraph Company, which helped to construct 

the first transcontinental telegraph line in 1860-61. 

The two story brick building, erected in 1853, was occupied by 

B. F. Hastings and Co., the State Library, the State Supreme Court, and 

Wells, Fargo and Co. In I858 Wells, Fargo moved out of the south portion 

of the structure and this section was at once occupied by the Alta Tele

graph Company. This latter company, reorganised in July, i860 as the 

California State Telegraph Company, served as the Sacramento agent of 

Russell, Majors, and Waddell's Pony Express from April i860 to March l86l 

While the facade of the Hastings building has undergone con

siderable change with the passage of years, the basic structure is still 

intact and can be readily identified when compared with early pictures of 

the structure. The building has been marked by the State of California 

as Registered Historical Landmark No. 606. 

Situated just north of the Hasting's Building, at 101A Second 

Street, is the Adams and Company Building, marked as California Regis

tered Historical Landmark No. 607. This three, story brick structure 

was the second and final Sacramento terminal of the Pony Express from 

March, l86l to October, l86l, the period when the Express was conducted 
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by the Butterfield Overland Mail Company and Wells, Fargo, and Company. 

Although some details have disappeared, the Adams Building still retains 

essentually the exterior lines of the original structure. 

The Hastings and Adams buildings are the only two structures 

associated with the Pony Express and Overland Mail that are still stand

ing in California. 

Located across the street from the Hastings Building, at 1015 

Second Street, is the "Pioneer Telegraph Building," California Registered 

Historical Landmark No. 366. This two-story brick building served as the 

telegraph office of the California State Telegraph Company from 1863 to 

1868, and of Western Union Telegraph Company from 1868 to 1915* 

Condition of the Site 

These buildings are located in a very rundown portion of the 

city that is scheduled for redevelopment in the near future. As in the 

case of the Big Four House, historians of the Division of Beaches and 

Parks of the State of California have completed careful research studies 

on the physical histories of these three buildings. Plans have also 

been advanced by the State recommending the preservation and restoration 

of the Hastings, Adams and Company, and the "Pioneer Telegraph" buildings. 

Site Documentation: Carroll D. Hall, Old Sacramento, a Report on 
its Significance to the City, State and Nation, with P.ocommendatlons for 
the Preservation and Use of its Historical Structures and Sites (Fart I 
and II, published by the Division of Beaches and Parks, Division of Natu: 
Resources, State of California, Sacramento, 1958), Part II contains de
tailed histories of each building; LeRoy R. Hafen, The Overland Mail, 
I8I9-I869 (Cleveland, 1926); Roy S. Bloss, Pony Express - The Great 
Gamble (Berkeley, 1959); Raymond W. Settle and Mary L. Settle, Saddles and 
Spurs, The Pony Express Saga (Harrisburg, Pa., 1955)« 
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Pony Express Terminal, 1006 2nd Street, Sacramento, California. The south (left) section of the two-story building was the orig
inal western terminal of the Pony Express from April, 1860 to March, 1861. It was also the 1858-1863 office of the California 
State Telegraph Company, which assisted in building the first transcontinental telegraph line. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



DIJEAI'IGO-SILVERTON STRETCH OF THE DENVER & RIO GRAHDE RAILROAD 

Location: From Durango to Silverton, Colorado. 

Ownership: Denver, Rio Grande Western Railroad, Denver, Colorado 

Significance 

The ^5 ruile Durango-Silverton stretch of the Denver & Rio Grande 

is one of the few surviving sections of narrow gauge railroads in the 

United States. The narrow gauge, particularly the Denver & Rio Grande, 

played an important role in the development of the Rocky Mountain area. 

Lucuis Eeebe and Clrarles Clegg, well-known railroad authorities, re

cently described the Durango-Silverton line of the D&RGW: 

On none of the Rio Grande's narrow gauge runs was romance 
more conspicuously part of the conductor's wheel report than 
the still-operating forty-five mile Silverton branch. So 
strong a hold did the route above the yawning Canyon of 
Animas River (named the Rio de los Animas Perdidas a full 
century earlier by good Father Escalante), have on the 
popular imagination of nearly three full generations of 
Western and railroad minded Americans that passenger service 
over its forty-five miles of breath-taking right of way 
survived when all other narrow gauge passenger routes were 
abandoned. As this is being written in the year 1958, the 
Silverton Train is the only regularly scheduled narrow gauge 
passenger operation anywhere in the United States and, as a 
tourist attraction, it is a predominant factor in the vital 
economy of both Durango and Silverton.* 

The Durango-Silverton line was completed in 1882 when the 

Silverton area was experiencing its greatest mining boom. In that year, 

Silverton reached its highest production of $20,000,000 in silver ore. 

Much of the silver and gold produced in the Silverton area from 1882 to 

1917, found its outlet over this railroad. 

The narrow gauge railroad played a significant part in the 

history of the country. In I089, about the time when railroad development 
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was at its height, there were 27^ railroads out of a total of 1,675 in the 

United States operating on tracks less than standard gauge. Of these 

there were 23̂ - companies or 6$ of the total railroads in the country 

operating 9,kQ6 miles of narrow gauge railroads of a total of 157,759 

miles in the country. 

To the railroad builders in the mountains, the narrow gauge 

railroads offered very definite advantages. They were cheaper inasmuch 

as they could he constructed on much narrower grade than the broad gauge. 

These railroads could also operate more efficiently on sharp curves neces

sitated by a rugged terrain without sacrificing safety. For these reasons 

they were suitable in the mountains where railroad building was very 

expensive. 

Condition of Site 

This railroad operates on much of the same grade as when con

structed, much of the equipment used on this line is of the late 19th 

century. The country through which the Durango-Silverton road passes 

is relatively unspoiled. 

References: *Lucuis Beebe and Charles Clegg, Harrow Gauge in 
the Rockies (Berkeley, 1958), 28; See also Second Annual Report on the 
Statistics of Railways in the United States, I889 (.Washington, IS96); 
Louie Hunt, The Silverton Train: The Story of Southwestern Colorado1s 
Harrow Gauges (p.p., 1955)-
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Scenic view of Las Animos Canyon on the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad between Durango and Silverton, Colorado. 
N.P.S. Photo, 195S. 



Grenville M. Dodge House 

Location: 605 South 3rd Street, Council Bluffs, Iowa 

Ownership: F. L. Taylor, same address 

Significance 

This building was the home of Grenville Mellen Dodge, well-known 

railroad builder and politician. Among the prominent people who were 

entertained in the Dodge home were General U. S. Grant, Theodore Roosevelt 

Warren G. Harding, William McKinley, General William T. Sherman, General 

John A. Logan, General John C. Black and ..rchbishop John Ireland. 

This lit- room mansion was constructed in 1869 or I87O at a cost 

Of $35;000. At the time it was completed, it was described as "one of 

the most beautiful hemes in the state."* When it passed out of the hands 

of the Dodge Estate in 1950; it w^s described as "one of the finest ex

amples of Victorian Architecture in this section of the country."** 

Born in Danver, Massachusetts on April 12, I83I, Dodge became 

one of the nation's foremost railroad builders. In 1852, soon after re

ceiving a diploma as a military and civil engineer the preceding year, he-

was given a position with an engineering party on the Illinois Central 

Railroad. For several years he was engaged in making surveys for various 

railroads across Iowa. From 1855 to l86l, Dodge was engaged in railroad 

construction in Iowa, in mercantile business in Council Bluffs, helped 

organize a bank and made some reconnaissances and surveys west of the 

Missouri River. 

When the Civil War broke out, Dodge volunteered his services. 

His war services, both as a soldier and engineer, were distinguished. 
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For his skill in building bridges and reconstructing and equipping rail

roads for the army, he was highly commended by General Grant. 

In 1866, Dodge was made chief engineer of the Union Pacific which 

was then under construction and it was under his general supervision that 

the first transcontinental railroad was completed four years later. In 

1870, he resigned as chief engineer. The following year he became chief 

engineer of the Texas and Pacific. When that road failed during the Panic 

of I873, he joined Jay Gould in the railroad development in the Southwest. 

During the next ten years he assisted in the building and consolidation 

of nearly nine thousand miles of road. In the late 1860*8, he was inter

ested in the construction of the Denver, Texas and Fort Worth., and the 

Denver, Texas and Gulf. He was president of the Union Pacific, Denver 

and Gulf when that system went into bankruptcy in l8Q2. 

Dcdge ranks as one of the great railroad builders of the world 

His railroad surveys alone totaled approximately 60,000 miles. He was for 

half a century an active railroad projector, builder, director, and fin

ancier and was reputed to be the ablest railway lobbyist of all time. He 

was very active politically in Republican circles. Dodge died in I916. 

Condition of Building 

The external features of the building appear to be unchanged. 

However, the interior has undergone alterations, the structure having 

been converted into an apartment house. 

References: *D. C. Bloomer, "Botes on the History of Pottawat-
tomie County," /mnals of Iowa, Volume XII (January, iBjh). 51; **G'ouncil 
Bluffs Nonpareil, February 15, November 11, 1950; Jacob R. Perkins, Trail 
Rails, and Wars - The Life of General Dcdge (Indianapolis, 1929)j 
Dictionary of American Biography (ilew York, 19^6), $*!-$&, 
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Grenville M. Dodge House, Council Bluffs, Iowa, which was occupied by General Dodge from 1870 until his death in 1916. 
Camera pointing to the northeast. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1954 



OggroggggP POKY EXPRESS STATION 

Location: Near Hanover, Kansas 

Ownership: State of Kansas and administered by the Kansas 
State Historical Society 

Significance 

The Pony Express Station at Hanover, Kansas, is claimed to be 

"the only unmoved and unaltered Pony Express Station that survives."* 

Known as the Cottonwood Station, this place was an important stop on the 

Oregon-California Trail. It served as a relay station for both the Over

land Mail and the Pony Express. The owner of the station also supplied 

overland travelers with horses and cattle for replacements. 

The station was built in 1857 by George Hollenberg as a ranch 

operation. Here the owner cleared the land and broke the ground and 

put in the crops. 

The building served as a post office, hostelry, and supply 

station for thousands of emigrants who traveled the trail. It was equip

ped with a bar which quenched their thirst. When General Albert Sidney 

Johnston made his historic march against the Mormons, he stopped at the 

station. In i860, the place became a stage station. 

The Pony Express Station comprised a store, post office, 

kitchen, dining room and bedroom which was occupied by Hollenberg and 

his family. The six employees stationed at the place, the Pony Express 

riders and stage drivers, slept in the attic which extended the full 

length of the building. 
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Condition of Building 

This structure, in good condition, appears to be little change-

References: ^Raymond VJaud & I-lary Lund Settle, Saddle and Spurs 
The Pony Express Saga (ilarrisburg, 1955), 120-122; Roy S. Bloss, Pony 
Lei-press - The Great Gamble (Berkeley, 1929), 105; waddell Smith, ed.. 
The Story of the Pony Express (San Francisco, 1Q60); 23• 
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Hollenberg Pony Express Station, Kansas, built in 1857. This structure is claimed to be the only original and unaltered Pony 
Express site in the United States. Camera pointing to the North West. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1955. 



JAMES J. HILL HOUSE 

Location: 2L0 Summit Avenue, St. Paul, Minnesota 

Ownership: St. Paul Diocesan Teachers College, St. Paul, 
Minnesota 

Significance 

Erected in I889, at a purported cost of $200,000, this 32 room 

house was the home of James Jerome Hill, the "empire builder" of the 

Horthwest. This mansion was one of the showpieces of St. Faul, and was 

Hill's home until his death in 1Q16. 

Hill was not only one of the nation's great railroad builders 

but was a financial leader as well. Born in Ontario, Canada, in 1838, he 

began work at the age of Ik in a country store. In 1856, he went to 

St. Paul which was at that time a town of about 5,000 inhabitants and 

early became interested in the trading business. In 1865, he became agent 

of the Northwestern Packet Co. Ten years later he organised the North

western Fuel Company. In 1878, he gave his major attention to the trans

portation on the Red River to Fort Garry (now Uinnepeg). In that year 

Hill and several others purchased the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad. 

Under his leadership, this railroad, under the name of St. Paul, Minnespo -

lis 81 Manitoba, extended its line to the Pacific. He then organized, 

for construction purposes, other railroads in the Northwest. In I89O, 

all of the Hill-controlled railroads were combined under one corporate 

unit as the Great Northern Railway Company. Hill served first as genera 

manager of the system, 1879-I88I; vice president, l88l-l882; president, 

1882-1907; and chairman of the board, 1907-1912. 
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Although the Hill system did not receive a federal land subsidy, 

unlike the other railroads at that time, it succeeded in weathering all 

the financial storms. It was conservatively financed. 

When the Northern Pacific went into receivership for the second 

time in 1693; the Great Northern thea acquired control of that road. The 

Great Northern also bought 97 percent; of the stock of the Chicago, 

BurlingtOD & Quincy. When Hill, in 1901, endeavored to combine his 

interests, together with those of the Northern Pacific, the Chicago,. 

Burlington & Quincy, and the Great Northern under the Northern Securities 

Company, the United States Supreme Court declared it to be in violation 

of the Sherman Anti-Trust Law. 

Condition of Building 

The external features of the James J. Hill House remain 

unchanged. However, the interior has been remodeled for use by the 

St. Paul Diocesan Teachers College. 

References: Dictionary of American Biography (New York, 1966), 
XI, 36-41', Joseph G. Pyle, The Life of James J. Hill (2 vols., New 
York, 1917). 
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PATEE HOUSE, MISSOURI 

Location: 12th and Penn Streets, St. Joseph, Missouri 

Ownership: Owned by the Sun Manufacturing Company 

Significance 

When completed in 1858, the Patee House in St. Joseph, was one 

of the finest hotels west of the Mississippi. It served as the headquar

ters for Russell, Majors, and Waddell in i860 which operated the short

lived Pony Express which ran from St. Joseph, Missouri to Sacramento, 

California. Many of the riders stayed at the hotel. It was on the street 

in front of this hotel that a cannon was fired when the Pony Express was 

inaugurated en April 3> i860. 

When built, by John Patee, the hotel was one of the marvels of 

the time. Erected at the cost of $200,000, it was the chief way-point 

between the East and West. Arthur Chapman described the Patee House as 

follows in The Pony Express: 

Many distinguished guests of stage-coach days put up at 
the Patee House, notwithstanding. For the east-bound it 
afforded the first glorious plunge into the luxuries 
which the "States" possessed and the frontier lacked. 
For those bound west, it afforded a farewell revelry in 
such luxuries. William H. Russell and Alexander Majors 
were familiar figures about the Patee House when they 
were establishing their stage line and later the Pony 
Express. Richard F. Burton, keen to penetrate the 
mysteries of Mormondom: Horace Greeley and the correspondent 
Albert D. Richardson, intent on "writing up" the Colorado 
gold camps; adventurers headed for the distant excitements 
of Washoe; sportsmen who wanted to shoot buffaloes and 
perhaps have a not-too-dangerous brush with Indians—such 
figures gave the corridors of the Patee E«.use something 
more than local swank.* 

Unfortunately, the location of the Patee House doomed it from 

the start. The principal business section of St. Joseph grew up a 
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considerable distance from the hotel than originally anticipated. The 

hotel was a financial failure from the start. Since it was constructed, 

the building has passed through many hands and has been used for many 

various purposes. It last served as a shirt factory. 

Condition of Building 

The external appearance of this building is little changed. 

However, the interior has been subject to many alterations. The 

building is currently vacant. 

Reference: Museum Graphic, Vol. XI, No. 2 (Spring, 1959), 2h; 
•Arthur Chapman, The Pony Express (New York, 1932), 95-96. 
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Patee House, 12th and Penn Streets, St. Joseph, Missouri. This building served as headquarters for Russell, Majors, and Wad-
dell, who inaugurated the Pony Express in 1860. Camera pointing to the North East. 

N.P.S. Photo, 19S8. 



FORT BENTON, MONTANA 

Ownership and Administration: In private ownership. The remains 
of the fort itself is in city ownership. 

Significance: 

The town of Fort Benton had its heyday in the late l860's, the 

1870's, and the early l880's. During that period it was the head of 

navigation on the Missouri River. The town was the chief distributing 

point for the Northern Plains. During the steamboat era, freight was 

transported by ox teams to the gold mines at Virginia City, Eannack, 

Helena, and to points in Idaho. 

As pointed out by Dr. Paul Sharp in his V?hoop-Up Country: 

Fort Eenton in the post-Civil War years was the hub of 
an overland transportation network radiating as spokes in 
a giant wheel to the busy gold fields along the circumference 
of North American civilization. Through the treeless, dusty 
streets of this frontier village moved the commerce of the 
continental heartland. 

Fort Lewis, later known as Fort Benton, was established on the 

site of the present town in I8L/7 by Alexander Culbertson, the famous fur 

trader. In 1850, the name was formally changed to Fort Eenton. It soon 

became the most important fur trading establishment in Montana. 

Soon after the arrival of the first steamboat, The Chippewa,in 

1859, a new era for Fort Benton "began. With the discovery of gold in 

Montana in 1862, a rush of miners to the region began. Since many of 

the overland routes to the mines were closed due to the Indian difficul

ties, many from the East passed up the Missouri by steamboat to Fort 

Benton and traveled overland to Eannack, Virginia City, and other points 

within the interior. At times there were as many as thirty and forty 
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steamboats on the river between Fort Benton and the mouth of the 

Yellowstone. 

With the invasion of the free traders in the late l860's, the 

monopoly of the Indian trade so long held by the American Fur Company and 

the Hudson's Bay Company, ended. With the support of such merchants as 

I. G. Baker, T. C. Power and William G. Conrad, these traders established 

a trade empire, centering at Fort Benton, over the northwestern United 

States and western Canada. 

The Montana gold rush and Indian trade combined, greatly in

creased the Missouri River traffic. In 1868, total shipments valued at 

$1,270,000 were shipped down the river from Fort Benton and $l,39h,COO 

shipped up the Missouri to that town. 

With the coming of the railroads, the town of Fort Benton and 

the river traffic rapidly declined. In 1887, the year which the James J. 

Hill interests and the Montana Central Railway completed their lines to 

Fort Benton, there were 21 steamboat arrivals; in the following year 

there were only three. 

Remains 

Very little remains of the Fort Benton of the l860's and 

1870*8. A blockhouse and a portion of the adobe walls still stand. 

The riverfront, along which the steamboats once docked and unloaded their 

cargoes, seems to be unchanged. 

References; Paul F. Sharp, Whoop-Up Country (Minneapolis, 1955), 
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FORT CHURCHILL, Kg/ADA 

Location: Lyon County, on U.S. 95 (alternate), eight 
miles south of its junction with U.S. 50. 

Ownership: Nevada State Park Commission. 

Significance 

Fort Churchill served as an important post, from i860-67, 

guarding the Central Overland Mail Stages, the Pony Express, and the line 

of the first transcontinental telegraph. Construction of the western 

section (California to Utah) of the first telegraph line began at Fort 

Churchill on May 27, l86l. From l86l to I865 Fort Churchill also served 

as the main headquarters of all military posts in Nevada. 

In the fall of 1859 Samuel S. Buckland built a "good sized 

cabin" on the bank of the Carson River, located adjacent to the future 

site of Fort Churchill, which served as a stage station on the Central 

Overland Mail Route. In April, i860, Buckland's Station also became a 

"home station" on the newly instituted Pony Express run. On May 7, i860, 

the Pahute War began with the Indians attacking the J. 0. Williams 

Station, which was located about 10 miles to the northeast of Buckland's 

Station. Five white men were killed and Williams Station was burned to 

the ground. Cn May 12 the Indians also defeated a pursuing force in the 

battle of Pyramid Lake, thereby throwing the settlers at Genoa, Carson 

City, Silver City and Virginia City into a frenzy of fear. For four 

weeks the hostilities completely halted all stage and Pony Express service 

over the western end of the Central Overland Mail Route. Finally, on 

June 3, a second battle was fought and the Indians were defeated. 
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As a direct result of this bitter warfare, Fort Churchill was 

established on July 20, i860 by the United States Government for the 

purpose of overawing the Indians and of guarding the stage, mail, and 

Pony Express route. This mission the post successfully accomplished and 

there was no further trouble with Indians in Carson Valley from i860 to 

I869. 

Construction of Fort Churchill began in i860 and until l86l, 

was garrisoned by three or four companies of regular army troops. With 

the outbreak of the Civil War, the regulars were withdrawn and replaced 

by California and Nevada Volunteers, who, numbering between ^00 and 700 

men, considerably enlarged the fort and garrisoned the post until the end 

of the war. 

The fort, as finally completed, was built on a large scale in 

the form of a quadrangle and occupied a military reservation containing 

138k acres. On the north side of the quadrangle were the officers quarters 

to the west were the offices, the quartermaster's buildings, hospital, 

carpenter's shop, bake house and blacksmith shop, and on the south side 

were the guard house, magazine, storehouse and stables. These structures 

were largely build of adobe. 

From l86l to 1865 the fort served as the main headquarters of 

all military posts in Nevada, as the depot for State Ordnance, and from 

here troops were dispatched to put down the frequent Indian uprisings 

that occurred in eastern and northern parts of Nevada. 

On August 15, I865 regular army troops returned to Fort Criurcnill 

and relieved the Volunteers. In 1867, the garrison was reduced to one 

company of regulars and the post was finally abandoned in March, I87O. 
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Condition of Site 

After abandonment of the fort, the buildings were sold at auctio: 

and all materials of value were removed. The adobe structures gradually 

dissolved, until by 1930? the original walls stood only two or three 

feet above the ground. In 1935? after first conducting careful historical 

research and archeological excavation, under the supervision of the 

National Park Service, a force of CCC laborers reconstructed in an authe: • 

tic manner a number of the adobe buildings on the original foundations. 

Today only the ruined walls of some 1? of these reconstructed structures 

remain, forming a rough quadrangle about 500 by 300 feet. A frame build

ing intended to serve as a museum and quarters for a custodian is located 

a short distance to the east of the fort. Apparently no regular care or 

maintenance is given Fort Churchill which is now a Nevada State Park. 

Site Documentation: Thompson and West, History of Nevada, l68l, 
with Introduction by David F. Myrick, (Eerkeley, 195b); Hubert H. Bancroft, 
History of Nevada, Colorado and Wyoming (San Francisco, i860);Samuel 5. 
Buckland, "Indian Fighting in Nevada," in Nevada State Historical Society 
Papers, I; Effie Mack, Nevada, A History of the State from the Earliest 
Times through the Civil War,(Glendale, 1936); LeRoy R. Hafen, The Overland 
Hail, I8k9-i669? (Cleveland, 1926); Richard F. Burton, City of Saints, 
(Londin, l86l); Raymond W. Settle and Mary L. Settle, Saddles and Spurs, 
The Pony Express Saga (Harrisburg, Pa., 1955); Roy S. Bloss, Pony Express -
The Great Gamble (Eerkeley, 1959)- "*'/iaP of the Military Reservation at 
Fort Churchill Nev., 1868, Surveyed & Drawn under the direction of George 
M. Wheeler, Corps of Engineers;" Jessie S. Douglas, "Historical Research 
Report of old Fort Churchill, Nevada" (Ms, 9 pages, National Park Service, 
July 1, 1935)? "Fort Churchill Ruins Preserved," in Nevada Highways and 
Parks (official publication of the Nevada State Highway Department, Carsc 
City, Nevada) Vol. I, No. 2, March, 1936. 
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Fort Churchill, Nevada. Established July 20, 1860 to overawe the Indians and protect the Overland Stage, Pony Express, and 
transcontinental telegraph lines. This fort was the headquarters of all military operations in Nevada, 1861-67. Trees line the banks 
of the Casson River, to the south of the fort. 

N.P.S. Photo, two. 



EGAN CANYON, NEVADA 

Location: VThite Pine County, kl miles north of Ely and 11 
miles west of U.S. 93 and alternate U.S. 50 (three 
miles south of Cherry Creek, Nevada 35). 

Ownership: Private and Federal 

Significance 

Egan Canyon, from I859 to 1869, was a particularly critical and 

dangerous post on the Central Overland Mail Route. The steep and winding 

road through this narrow and deep canyon offered an ideal spot for Indian 

ambuscades, and the important pass was a point that could not be by-passed 

by following a less vulnerable route. With the outbreak of Indian hos

tilities in Nevada in i860, Egan Canyon became the scene of some of the 

most harrowing rides of the Pony E>:press. 

The Canyon was "discovered" in 1855 by Howard Egan, a superin

tendent on Chorpenning's California-Utah mail line. In 1858-59 Captain 

James H. Simpson, of U.S. Topographical Engineers, surveyed Egan Canyon 

and discovered a new route feasible for stage coach use leading across 

Nevada to Genoa. Cn Simpson's advice, Chorpenning changed, the route of 

his mail stages to this road in 1859, thereby shortening the distance to 

California by nearly 300 miles. The new route was immediately improved, 

and stage stations, including one at Egan's Canyon, were erected along the 

new read. In i860 these improvements, together with Chorpenning's mail 

contract, were acquired by Russell, Majors, and Waddell. The stages of 

their Central Overland California & Pikes' Peak Express Company and also 

the riders of their Pony Express utilized the route through Egan Canyon. 

The pass was later used by Butterfield Overland Mail Company stages, when 
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that firm shifted its operations from the Southern to the Central Over

land Mail Route in l66l. Egan Canyon continued to serve as an important 

point on the Central Overland Stage run until l869> when the days of 

transcontinental staging came to a end. 

In the l860's Egan Canyon was the scene of numerous Indian 

forays on the stage and Pony Express lines. The United States Government 

found it necessary to station troops at Schell Creek (or Fort Schellbourns). 

Ik miles to the east, in an effort to keep the Egan Canyon section of the 

route open during the Civil War period. 

Condition of Site 

The Egan Mountain Range lies about 11 miles west of and parallel 

to U. S. Route 93 and alternate 50. The approach to the canyon is over 

the level valley floor from the east. The mouth of the canyon is not 

evident until one has reached the ver;r foot of these abruptly rising 

mountains. The dirt road, only slightly better than the original stage 

road, then winds up through the narrow, dark, and forbidding canyon for 

about one mile. The ascent is steep; the road twice fords a small but 

swiftly running stream, and the canyon walls, jutted with hundreds of 

rock outcroppings, rise steeply on each side of the road. The canyon is 

still a perfect spot for an ambush. About half way up the canyon, on the 

left side of the road is a small mine and to the right are three small 

frame buildings. All are boarded up and appear not to have been used 

recently. 

At the upper end of the canyon the road emerges out into a 

magnificent mountain valley. Surrounded on all sides by majestic and 
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silent mountains, these convey an impression of utter loneliness. The 

Egan Canyon Stage Station was located on the far side of this valley, 

along the bank of the small stream that meanders across the valley floor. 

Traces of the station are reported to be still evident, but the writer 

was not able to locate them during his brief visit. The only sign of 

man in the valley today, other than the read, is a small, empty, wooden 

shed, probably associated with ranching activities. Except for the mine 

and shed, the canyon and valley are as wild and lonely as they must have 

been in i860-69. 

The Pony Express and stage road then proceeds over the rolling 

valley floor to the northwest for about six miles, degenerating rapidly 

in its course into a deep rutted and sandy trail, the original tracks 

of the early stages. One should not proceed beyond this point unless 

properly equipped for desert travel and riding on horseback or in a jeep. 

The original trail then leaves the valley by means of a mountain 

pass and proceeds across completely uninhabited and extremely beautiful 

desert country 35 miles to the northwest passing en route the sites of 

Butte Station and Mountain Springs Station, and finally emerging in Ruby 

Valley.1 

Site Documentation: James H. Simpson, Report of Explorations 
across the Great Basin of the Territory of Utah for a Direct Wagon -
Route from Camp Floyd to Genoa, in Carson Valley, in 1859, (VJashington, 

The writer was not properly equipped to traverse the trail from 
Egan Canyon to Ruby Valley and was therefore unable to view this section. 
The statement in the text is therefore based on the statement of Mr. Earl 
GuytGn of Reno, Hevada. Mr. Guyton has made several trips over the entire 
length of the original route across Nevada and personally supervised the 
marking of that trail for the Nevada Pony Express Centennial Commission. 

127 



1876); Richard F. Burton, City of Saints (London, l86l); William M. Egan, 
Pioneering the West, 1846-1878 (Richmond, Utah, 1917}j LeRoy R. Hafen, 
The Overland Mail, 18^9-1869 T&eveland, 1926); Raymond W. Settle and 
Mary L. Settle, Saddles and Spurs, The Pony Express Saga (Harrisburg, 
Pa., 1955); Roy S. Bloss, Pony Express - The Great Gamble (Berkeley, 
1959); W. Itirrentine Jackson, Wagon RcTads West, 1846-1869 (Berkeley, 
1952); William H. Goetzmann, Army Explorations in the American West, 
1803-I863 (Kev; Haven, 1959); Thompson and West, History of iievada, l68l, 
with introduction by David F. Myrick (Berkeley, 1958); Ifevada Pony Express 
Map, i860-i960 (published by the Nevada Pony Express Centennial Committee, 
Carson City, Nevada, i960). 
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Egan Mountain Valley, Nevada. View is taken from the upper end of Egan Canyon looking west. The small abandoned shed 
to the left is probably situated near the original site of the Overland Stage and Pony Express station. The original trail winds 
across the valley to the north west (right of photo). 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



FORT RUBY, RUBY VALLEY, IiE/ADA 

Location: White Pine County, about 71 miles southeast of 
Elko, and at the southern end of Ruby Valley 

Ownership: Private and Federal 

Significance 

Ruby Valley, from 1059 to 1869, was an important station on 

the Pony Express and Central Overland Stage line, a relay station on the 

first transcontinental telegraph line, and the site of Fort (or Camp) 

Ruby, a military post established during the Civil War to protect the 

stage and telegraph facilities from Indian attacks. Ruby Valley was also 

the site of the Overland Stage Ranch, 1865-69. Established for the pur

pose of supplying the transcontinental stage line with grain and provis

ions, their effort was the firts experiment and the beginning of farming 

in eastern Nevada. 

Ruby Valley lies to the east of the beautiful Ruby Mountains, 

and is about 70 miles in length by about 16 in width. The first white 

settler, William Rogers, an assistant Indian agent, arrived in the valley 

in I859 and erected a cabin near the southern end. His log house became 

a stage station on the Central Overland Mail Route and then also a "heme1' 

station for the Pony Express. In l86l a telegraph station on the first 

transcontinental telegraph line was also erected. In the fall of 1862 

Fort (or Camp) Ruby was established about three miles east of the stage 

station for the purpose of protecting the stage and telegraph lines. Two 

companies of California Volunteers were posted at the Fort and patrolled 

the lines. These troops engaged in several lively skirmishes before the 
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Fort Ruby, Ruby Valley, Nevada, 1862-1869. Log building to left is the original cabin, and in center stands the original Post 
Office. Ruby Mountains rise in distance to northwest. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



end of the Goshute War in 1663, for both the Goshute and Pahute Indians 

were on the warpath, and directed their attacks chiefly against the sta

tions of the Overland Mail. In 1864 Nevada Volunteers took over the 

post and garrisoned the Camp until 186SV when the site was abandoned 

and transcontinental staging came to an end. 

By 1865 the Overland Stage Company, tired of paying high prices 

for grain and farm produce in the Salt Lake Valley of Utah, established 

the Overland Stage Ranch about 23 miles north of Fort Ruby. In the spring 

of that year they employed 100 men, 30 plows, 90 yokes of oxen, and sowed 

90,000 pounds of grain. As a result they harvested 8,575 bushels of 

barley, 8,745 bushels of oats, 1,655 bushels of potatoes, 1,854 bushels 

of turnips, 1,000 bushels of carrots, and 78 bushels of beets. The ranch 

continued its successful farming operations through 1869 and succeeded 

in supplying a large portion of the requirements of the Overland Stage 

Company. 

Condition of Sites 

Fort (or Camp) Ruby is now located on the Fort Ruby Ranch, 

which is situated eight miles south of Cave Creek, or 18 miles south of 

the Harrison Pass over the Ruby Mountains. Two original structures of 

the old post still stand on the ranch. These two one-story log buildings 

are the Post Office and cabin or residence, and situated adjacent to the 

more modern ranch structures. Both buildings are in excellent condition. 

The site of the Overland Stage and Pony Express station is 

located about three miles east of the Fort Ruby Ranch and building site 

has been marked by the U.S. Forest Service, of the U. S. Department of 
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Agriculture, The reputed remains of the original log station were re

moved by citizens of Elko from this site in i960 and re-erected in their 

town as a Pony Express Station as part of the centennial observances. 

The site of the Overland Stage Ranch is located approximately 

23-6 miles north of the Fort Ruby Ranch, or 5.6 miles north of Harrison 

Pass. There are no apparent remains of the original ranch and the site 

is not marked. 

The Overland Stage and Pony Express Route, coming from Egan 

Canyon, enters Ruby Valley at the southeast corner, crosses the southern 

end, and leaves the valley at the southwest corner, via the 6789 foot high-

Overland Pass. The original trail then continues westward, roughly paral

leling U.S. Highway 50, across utterly 'wild and very sparsely inhabitated 

country for approximately 156 miles, until it joins U.S. 50 just west of 

Eastgate, Nevada. This section of the route, which is passable only on 

horseback or jeep, is also very beautiful .and the trail and station sites 

are untouched. 

It thus appears that there is today a 195 mile section of 

original Pony Express and Overland Stage Route (from Egan Canyon to 

Eastgate) in Nevada that is virtually unimpaired and as wild and beauti

ful as it was in 1859-69-

Site Documentation: James II. Simpson, Report of Explorations 
across the great Basin of the Territory of Utah for a Direct Wagon -
Route from Camp Floyd to Genoa, in Carson Valley, in 1859 (Washington, 

This information is based on statements of Mr. Earl Guyton of 
Reno, Nevada.] who supervised the marking of the Pony Express trail across 
the State of Nevada. 
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Ruby Valley, Nevada. Panoramic view from south end of the valley looking north. Left, at base of Ruby Mountains by clump 
of large trees, is Fort Ruby. Center, Lake Ruby. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



1876); Richard P. Burton, City of Saints (London, l86l); William M. Egan, 
Pioneering the West, 18-46-1878 (Richmond, Utah, 1917); Thompson and West, 
History of Nevada, 1881, with Introduction by David F. Kyrick (Berkeley, 
1958), LeRoy R. Hafen, The Overland Mail, I8U9-I869 (Cleveland, 1926); 
Raymond W. Settle and Mary L. Settle, Saddles and Spurs, The Pony Express 
Saga (Harrisburg, Pa., 1955); Roy S. Bloss, Pony Express - The Great 
Gamble (Berkeley, 1959); W. Turrentine Jackson, Wagon Roads West, 1846-
I869, (Berkeley, 1952); William H. Goetzmann, Amy Exploration in the 
American West, 1803-I863 (New Haven, 1959); Nevada Pony Express Map, 
i860-I960 (published by the Nevada Pony Express Centennial Committee, 
Carson City, Nevada, i960); Roscoe Conkling and Margaret B. Conkling, 
The Butterfield Overland Mail Company. I858-I869 (3 Vols., Gendale, 19^6) 
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PROMONTORY SUMMIT, UTAH 

Location: Box Elder County, Utah, 25 miles west or Corinne. 

Ownership and Administration: Owned by the Southern Pacific 
Railroad and various private individuals. A fraction 
of an acre including the monument, designated the 
Golden Spike National Historic Site, is administered 
by the Golden Spike Association of Box Elder County, 
in cooperation with the Southern Pacific Railroad, 
the Utah State Historical Society, and the National 
Park Service. 

Significance 

The ceremony performed at Promontory Summit on May 10, 1869, 

united the Union Pacific, and Central Pacific Railroads to span the con

tinent with its first means of rapid transportation. The driving of the 

last spike had enormous historical meaning. It gave added reality to the 

decision of the Civil War that the Union was indissoluble. Since the 

Mexican War East and West had been geographic and economic entities tenu

ously joined across an unsettled wilderness by political and emotional 

ties. The Pacific railroad was a tangible bond that insured the contin

ental development of the United States. It made possible the rapid move

ment of passengers and freight from coast to coast, vastly facilitating 

commercial intercourse between East and West and between the United 

States and the Orient. It accelerated the conquest of the Indians by 

providing mobility to the frontier army and bringing settlement and 

economic development to the central plains and Great Basin. And it pre

saged a rapidly spreading network of railroads that soon carried civil

ization to other regions of the West. The Pacific railroad made the 

first various and permanent breech in the continental frontier and 
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established the process by which the entire frontier was to be demolished. 

Completion of the railroad was one of the most significant events in 

American history. As the site where the last spike was driven, Promon

tory Summit illustrates the historical meaning and portrays the dramatic 

construction story of the first railroad linking East with lest. 

A transcontinental railroad had long been the dream of vision

ary thinkers, but the acquisition of California in l8k6 and the discovery 

of gold there in 18^8 made such a read imperative. Military surveying 

parties during the l850's investigated five proposed routes, but the 

controversy between North and South prevented selection of one until the 

outbreak of Civil War removed proponents of a southern route and under

scored the urgency of the project. In 1862 Congress passed the Pacific 

Railroad Act authorizing the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads 

to begin work and providing subsidies and land grants as a spur to con

struction. Not until the close of the war, however, did men, supplies, 

and money become available in sufficient quantities to permit significant 

advances. 

Guiding the energies of the Central Pacific were the "Big Four," 

Mark Hopkins, C. P. Huntington, Charles Crocker, and Leland Stanford. 

Behind the Union Pacific were its Chief Engineer, Grenville M. Dodge, 

"The role of the Pacific Railroad in destroying the frontier 
is brought out in Frederick L. Paxson, "The Pacific Railroads and the 
Disappearance of the Frontier in America," Annual Report of the American 
Historical Association^ 1907,, Ij HO, which should he read in conjunction 
with Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History," Ibid., 1893. 
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Oakes and Oliver tinea, and Thomas C. Durant. The Central Pacific pushed 

east from Sacramento, across the Sierra, and into Nevada. The Union 

Pacific built west from Council Bluffs, up the Platte, and across the 

Uasateh Mountains. As the rails approached each other, both companies 

raced for the rich prize of the Great Basin market plus the subsidies and 

land grants earned with each additional mile. The Union Facific won the 

race, reaching the key city of Ogden in March 1869 and moving west along 

the north shore of Great Salt Lake. Grading crews of the two companies 

met but continued to lay grades parallel to each other. Finally the 

Central and Union agreed, and Congress concurred, to join the rails at 

Promontory Summit, the Central to buy the Union's rails from the summit 

into Ogden. 

On May 10, 1869, with locomotives of each company facing each 

other across the gap between railheads, 500 to 6C0 spectators gathered 

to watch the driving of the last spike. Using two gold spikes, a silver 

spike, a spike of gold, silver, and iron, a silver-plated sledge, and a 

polished laurel tie, officials of the two companies performed the ceremony 

of uniting the rails and opening the road to cross-country traffic. At 

12:^7 p.m. the last spike was driven. Shortly afterward, as the nation 

celebrated, the telegraph carried a message to Washington: "General U.S. 

Grant, President of the U. S., Washington, D. C. Sir: We have the honor 

to report that the last rail is laid and the last spike driven. The 

Facific Railroad is finished." 

2 
Quoted in J. R. Perkins, Trails, Rails and War: The Life of 

Gen. G. Mi. Bodge (Indianapolis, 19297, 2li. " " " " " 
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Present Statue 

The site of the last spike ceremony lies in a circular "basin a 

the summit of a pass separating the Promontory Mountains from the North 

Promontory Mountains. A concrete monument erected by the Southern Facific 

Railroad about 1915 marks the spot. It bears a Rational Historic Site 

plaque placed by the Rational Park Service in 1958. 

The Promontory line was abandoned in 190o with completion of 

the Lucin Cutoff across Great Salt Lake and the rails removed in 19^2. 

For the entire distance of 23 miles across the Promontory Mountains,, 

however, parallel grades of the Central Pacific and Union Pacific, laid 

by competing crews before the point of junction had been fined, may be 

followed. Cn the east slope are impressive remains: prominent grades, 

sin pairs of parallel rock cuts, two pairs of trestle footings, and two 

large earth fills. They illustrate every type of heavy work encountered 

by the railroad builders except tunneling. West of the monument the re

mains, while still much in evidence, are not as spectacular. They in

clude, however, a stretch of Central Facific grade on which construction 

gangs set a record by laying 10 miles of track in one day, April 28, 1869. 

The natural setting throughout this area remains virtually unimpaired. 

Rock foundations of seme grading camp dugouts survive on the plain at the 

base of the east slope. 

Site Documentation: Oscar Lewis, The Pig Four: The Story of 
Huntington, Stanford, Ucpkins, and Crocker, and tna Building, of the Centra" 
Pacific (New York, 1936); J- R. Perkins, Trails, Rpils and War: The Life~ 
of Gen. G.M. Dodge (Indianapolis, 1929); E. L. Sabin, Building the Pacific 
Railway (Philadelphia, 1919); George D. Galloway, The First Transcontinen
tal Railroad (liew York, 1950); John 0. Littleton, Report of the Investlga 
tion of the Golden Spike Site, Promontory, Utah (Ms., Rational Park Ser
vice, march 195^); Robert M. Utley, Special Report on Promontory Summit, 
Utah (Ms., Rational Park Service, February i960)". 
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Promontory Summit, Utah. This monument was erected by the Southern Pacific Railroad about 1915 to mark the site where the 
last spike was driven in the first transcontinental railroad to the Pacific. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1959. 



PORT LARAMIE NATIONAL MOauI-EiTT 

During its early years as a military post, Fort Laramie played 

an important role in transportation and coonunlcatian of the Central 

Plains region. Beginning in 1850, the mail route extending from the east 

to Salt Lake City operated through Fort Laramie. This was later extended 

to California. When the Pony Express was inaugurated ten years later, 

the fort was made one of the stations. When the first transcontinental 

telegraph was built across the nation, the military post was one of the 

stations. Likewise this establishment became a stopping point and 

station on the Overland Stage route. However, with the coming of the 

railroad its importance as a transportation site declined. 

JEFFERSON NATIONAL EXPANSION MFJjCglAL HISTORIC SITE 

Jefferson National Expansion Memorial Historic Site, in St. 

Louis, Missouri, was established to tell the story of westward expansion. 

Recognized as a "Gateway to the West," St. Louis was the hub of a gigan

tic water and .rail transportation system. Situated near the confluence 

of the Missouri and the Mississippi Rivera, it was one of the key ports 

in the navigation system of both rivers. When railroads became an im

portant part of the economy of the nation, St. Louis likewise developed 

into an important railroad center. Both a river and railroad museum at 

Jefferson National Expansion Memorial Historic Site will tell the story 

of the role of the city in transportation in the trans-Mississippi West. 
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OTHER SITES CONSIDERED IK THE SURVEY 

(The list which follows includes sites which are of considerable interest 
but which do not meet the criteria for national significance. ) 

CALIFORNIA 

Vallecito State Station: The site of the Butterfield Vallecito ("Little 
Valley") Stage station is located in San Diego County, just out side of 
the California Anza-Eorrego Desert State Park. The original sod house 
station has crumbled away and a replica of the structure was reconstruc
ted in 193^u under the supervision of Arthur Woodward. The original site 
is marked by California Registered Historical Landmark No. 30k. The 
reconstructed station is owned by the County of San Diego. 

Warner's Ranch Stage Station: Warner's Ranch is located in San Diego 
County, four miles south of Warner's Hot Springs, on State Highway 79• 
Situated approximately one mild east of the Ranch House are the remains cf 
an old adobe house.This one story building is believed to have been the 
Batterfield Stage Station, 1858-I86I, on the Warner Ranch. There is, 
however, still some question as to whether this is the actual structure 
that waa used for that purpose. The site is marked by California 
Registered Historical Landmark No. 3 H and the Ranch is now the property 
of the San Diego Water Company. 

COLORADO 

Virginia Dale Stage Station, Virginia Dale: Located near U. S. Highway 
No. 287 near the Wyoming-Colorado state line, the Virginia Dale Station 
is one of the few surviving stations on the Daily Overland Mail Route 
which extended from St. Joseph, Missouri to San Francisco, California. 
It continued as a station until 1867 when railroads put an end to the 
stage route. 

MISSOURI 

Pony Express Stable, St. Joseph: This stable is situated on the site of 
the original stable which served as the eastern terminus of the Pony 
Express which operated between St. Joseph and Sacramento, California. 
The original stable was built to accommodate 200 horses. The present 
structure, built on the site of the first stable, now serves as a museum, 

KEHRA3KA 

Fort Kearny: This place served as a station on the Pony Express. It 
was also one of the main stations on the principal Overland Mail routes 
between the Missouri River and Sacramento from I8U9-1869. The site is 
now a state park. 
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Vallecito (reconstructed) stage station, San Diego County, California. This sod house station was reconstructed in 1934 by 
the County of San Diego on the site of the former Vallecito Butterfield Overland Stage Station. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1959. 



Virginia Dale Stage Station, located in northern Colorado, was a station on the Central Overland Mail Route. Camera pointing 
to the North West. 

K.P.S. Photo, 1955. 



Pony Express Stable Site, St. Joseph, Missouri. This building, now used as a museum, is located on the site of the original Pony 
Express stables. 

If.P.S. Photo, 1956. 



Midway Station, Gothenberg: Located about three miles south of 
Gothenberg, this building is one of the few surviving Pony Express 
Stations which is standing in its original location. It formerly 
served as a ranch dwelling. 

NEVADA 

Mormon Station (Genoa): A frontier settlement near Carson City. Mormon 
Station was an important mail, stage and Pony Express station on the 
Central Overland Mail Route (Salt Lake City to California) from 1851 to 
I869. On his first trip from Sacramento to Salt Lake City, in May 1851, 
the pioneer mail carrier George Chorpenning stopped at this site, 
staked off a quarter section of land, and arranged to establish a mail 
station. By I859 the town had 150 inhabitants, 28 houses, two stores, 
two hotels, one printing office and a telegraph station. Genoa was also 
the eastern terminal of the California-Nevada telegraph line from 1858 
to i860, when the end of the line was extended on to Fort Churchill. The 
original log cabin station building was burned in 1910 and a replica has 
been reconstructed by the State. Mormon Station is now a Nevada State 
Park. 

Schell Creek Station (Fort Schellbourne): Schell Creek Station is 
located in white Pine Co\mty, on Nevada Highway 2, at the western ap
proaches to the Schellbourne Pass, and approximately \k miles to the east 
of Egan Canyon. Nevada 2, a gravel road, crosses the beautiful Schell 
and Antelope Mountain Ranges to the east, and in so doing, follows almost 
exactly the course of the original Pony Express and Overland Stage Route 
53 miles to the Nevada-Utah border. 

Schell Creek was a station on the Pony Express and Overland Stage Route 
from 1859 to I069. The first building was destroyed by Indians in i860 
and thereafter several companies of troops were stationed at Schell 
Creek to patrol this pass and Egan Canyon to the west. The station was 
thus known as Fort Schellbourne during the Civil War. 

Splendid ruins of what was once a two story stone building still stand 
on the south side of Nevada 2. The building, known locally as "Fort 
Schellbourne," is shaded by a magnificent grove of great cottonwood 
trees, - a cool oasis in a burning desert. The style of architecture, 
and particularly the iron doors on the first floor, suggest that this 
structure may have been a Wells, Fargo building, erected in the latter 
part of the Overland Stage days, 1866-1869, or perhaps in conjunction 
with the deserving of gold at Schell Creek in 1872. Located about 100 
feet west of the "fort" is a long low one-story stone building, about 
100 years old, that is now used as a residence. East of the fort are 
the remains of a number of old buildings erected during the 1872 gold 
strike and now abandoned. The site is privately owned and is utilized 
as a ranch. 
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Mormon station (Genoa), Nevada. An important mail, stage, Pony Express, and telegraph station on the Central Overland 
Route, 1850-1869. The State of Nevada has reconstructed a replica of the original building. 

N.P.S. Photo, I960. 



Schell Creek (Fort Schellbourne), Nevada. South (front) and east elevations of the reputed ruins of "Fort" Schellbourne, 1862-
69. This was also a station on the Central Overland Stage and Pony Express Route. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1M0. 



Dinner Station Stage Station: Located in Elko County on Nevada Highway 
11, 2k miles north of Elko, Dinner Station, was formerly a stop for 
meals on the route to the ranches and mines of northern Elko County. 
At this station in the l870's, teams of stagecoaches were relieved by 
fresh horses, while inside the two story, stone fort-like walls drivers 
and travelers ate. The station, a splendid example of stage stations, 
is now used as a private residence and is well maintained. 

NEW MEXICO 

Mesilla: At this historic Rio Grande town in southern New Mexico, 
Butterfield built and maintained the largest station between El Paso 
and San Diego. From l860-6l the company operated states between Santa 
Fe and Mesilla to connect the territorial capital with the transcontin
ental route. The original walls of the Butterfield station are now 
incorporated in La Posta Restaurant, which stands on a corner of the 
picturesque plaza of Mesilla. 

OREGON 

Wclf Creek Tavern: Wolf Creek Tavern, located at Wolf Creek, Josephine 
County, on U. S. Route 998 is a splendid example of a early stage 
station on the California-Oregon route. The frame, two-story building 
waserected in I857. It is now privately owned and well maintained. 
(This site is to he fiven further consideration in the architectural 
study of the arts and sciences theme.) 

Mountain House Hotel (Cartwright House): The Mountain House Hotel is 
located three miles south of Lorane, in Lane County. The two-story 
frame building, containing 12 bedrooms was erected by D. B. Cartwright 
in 1853. .Standing on the old Uestside Territorial Road it served from 
I85L to 1865 as stage station, hotel and post office, and in 1865, as a 
telegraph station. The house, privately owned, is still in excellent 
condition and little altered. (This site to be given further considera
tion in the architectural study of the arts and science theme). 

TEXAS 

Fort Belknap, Texas. Important bastion of the North Texas frontier, 
Fort Belknap was a time-table stop on the Butterfield Overland Mail 
from l8$8 to l86l. The company built a station at the adjoining town-
site of Fort Belknap. This station marked a change in country, as 
well as the point where the coaches switched from horses to mules. Ruins 
of the stage station may yet he seen east of the restored fort. Located 
in Young County on the Brazos River, the fort is maintained and admin
istered by the Fort Belknap Society. 

•*-Fort Belknap was classified exceptionally valuable under the 
subtheme "Military and Indian Affairs." 
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Dinner Stage Station, Elko County, Nevada. An 1870-80 stage station on the Elko-Butte Mountain run in northern Nevada. 
N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



Wolf Creek Tavern, Wolf Creek, Oregon. Erected in 1857, this building was a stage station on the California-Oregon route. North 
(front) and east elevations. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1960. 



Mountain House Hotel (Cartwright House), near Lorane, Oregon. Erected in 1853, this building served as a stage station, 
hotel, post office, and telegraph office on the old westside Territorial Road from 1854 to 1865. 

N.P.S. Photo, I960. 



Pine Spring Stage Station: This station marked the point where the 
Butterfield route crossed the Guadalupe Mountains of West Texas. It was 
the highest spot on the Butterfield Trail as originally laid out, and 
served the company from 1858 until the following year, when the line 
was moved south to include Forts Stockton and Davis. Located in 
Culbertson County, its stone ruins are visible today 200 feet north of 
Highway 62. 

2 
Fort Davis: Fort Davis was one of a finger of forts pointing west into 
trans-Peco Texas to protect the avenues of transportation and communica
tion. Established in 1854 in the Davis Mountains of present Jeff Davis 
County, it guarded the junction of the trails from San Antonio to El 
Paso and from San Antonio to Santa. Fe. Beginning in 1854 stages operated 
through Fort Davis between San Antonio and Santa Fe. The Birch Company 
in I657 inaugurated service via Fort Davis between San Antonio and 
San Diego, and from 1859 to l86l the Butterfield Overland Mail, Tipton, 
Missouri, to San Francisco, stopped at Fort Davis. 

Impressive ruins of the fort, dating from post-Civil War years, have sur
vived. The site of the Butterfield station has been identified but there 
are no remains. 

UTAH 

Fairfield: The town of Fairfield, about 50 miles southwest of Salt 
Lake City, grew- up adjacent to Camp Floyd, military headquarters for the 
Utah expedition of 1858. During the short era of the Pony Express, a 
relay station was built at Fairfield; and with inauguration of overland 
stage service on the central route in l86l, the first station west of 
Salt Lake City was established here. Although both stations have 
disappeared, the two-story adobe Carson Inn, which served stage passengers 
is still standing. It has recently been acquired by the Utah Park and 
Recreation Commission. 

WYOMING 

Fort Bridger: The sutler's store and post office, which are still stand
ing, at Fort Bridgerj were two of the stopping places of both the Pony 
Express and Overland Mail. 

Rawhide Butte Station, near Jay Em: Located midway on the Cheyenne-Black 
Hills Stage and Express Company line, this building, from 1883 to 1887, 
served as headquarters for the stage line. It is now a ranchhouse. 

^Fort Davis was classified exceptionally valuable under the 
subtheme "Military and Indian Affairs." 
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Fort Davis, Texas. These barracks once housed soldiers who protected stages on the San Antoneo-El Paso run from Mescalero 
Apaches. 

N.P.S. Photo, 1953. 



Pine Spring Stage Station, Texas. In the shadow of El Capitan, Butterfield 
coaches crossed the Guadalupe Mountains of west Texas. 

If.P.S. Photo, 19M. 



Rawhide Butte stage station, Wyoming, which served as headquarters of the Cheyenne-Black Hills stage route. Camera point
ing to the North East. 

K.P.S. Photo, 19S5. 



Arizona 

California 

Nevada 

New Mexico 

Texas 

Utah 

SITES ALSO NGTED 

Yuma Crossing 

Temescal Stage Station 

Austin 
Carson City 
Dayton 
Eastgate 
Sand Springs Station 

Sapello Stage Station 

Huecc Tanks 
Horsehead Crossing 
Fort Chadbourne 
Fort Stockton 

Gunnison Massacre Site 

Washington 
Cashup Stage Station (demolished). 
Colville Stage Earn 
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CRITERIA FOR SELECTION OF SITES 

The Rational Fark Service has adopted the following criteria for 
selection of sites of exceptional value: 

1. Structures or sites in which the broad cultural, political, 
economic, military, or social history of the Nation is best exempli
fied, and from which the visitor may grasp the larger patterns of our 
American heritage. Such sites are naturally the points or bases from 
which the broad aspects of prehistoric and historic American life can 
best be presented. 

2. Structures or sites associated importantly with the lives of 
outstanding historic personages. 

3. Structures or sites associated with important events which 
are symbolic of some great idea or ideal of the American people. 

h. Structures which embody the distinguishing characteristics of 
an architectural type-specimen, exceptionally valuable for a study of 
a period style or method of construction; or a notable work of a 
master builder, designer, or architect whose individual genius reflected 
hi s age. 

5« Archeological sites which have produced information of major 
scientific importance by revealing new cultures or by shedding light 
upon periods of occupation over large areas of the United States. 
Such sites are those which have produced or which may reasonably be 
expected to produce data which have affected theories, concepts, and 
ideas to a major degree. 

6. All historical and archeological sites and structures in order 
to meet the standards of exceptional importance should have integrity; 
that is, there should not be doubts as to whether it is the original 
site or building, original material or workmanship, and original 
location. Intangible elements of feeling and association, although 
difficult to describe, may also be factors in weighing the integrity 
of a site or structure. 

". Structures or sites of recent historical importance relating 
to events or persons within 50 years, will not, as a rule, be eligible 
for consideration. 
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