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DESCRIPTION

“PONY EXPRESS/ST. JOSEPH/MAY 6” Running Pony oval handstamp,
the first recorded use of this marking on westbound mail, perfect
strike on 1860 buff “TELEGRAM BY THE STEBBINS LINE.” imprint
cover signed “Free W H Russell” at center by William H. Russell, 
one of the three co-founders of the Pony Express, neatly addressed to
Ben Holladay in San Francisco with sender’s notations “Free on Pony”
(referring to the $5 Pony Express charge), “Paid” (referring to the 
telegraph charges) and “from W H Russell” (in addition to Russell’s 
free frank); carried on the fifth westbound Pony Express trip from 
St. Joseph, Missouri, which departed on Sunday, May 6, 1860, and 
arrived in Sacramento (and San Francisco) on Tuesday, May 15; 
the express rider who carried this telegraph despatch in the mochilla
crossed the war zone in Nevada around May 13—one week later, 
the route was closed down as Paiute Indians attacked stations 
and riders between Cold Springs and Roberts’ Creek

PROVENANCE

Robert S. Emerson, Daniel F. Kelleher, 1/31/1938, Sale 396, lot 281, 
to Knapp
Edward S. Knapp, Parke-Bernet Galleries, May 5-10, 1941, lot 1548
Provenance not known between 1941 and 1969 (possibly Jessup and Pearce;
not listed on the B. D. Phillips inventory)
Siegel Auction Galleries, 1969 Rarities of the World, 3/25/1969, Sale 350,
lot 228
Provenance not known between 1969 and 1989 (owned at times by Weill, but
not part of the Grombacher collection sold in 1991 as the “Edwards” collection)
Weills Brothers’ Stock, Christie’s Robson Lowe, 10/12/1989, lot 342, 
to Dr. Test
Dr. Charles E. Test (“Concord”), 1994 Rarities of the World, 5/19/1994,
Sale 759, lot 77, to William H. Gross

CENSUS, LITERATURE AND EXHIBITION REFERENCES

Frajola-Kramer-Walske census no. W2 (illustrated on p. 16)—the finest
of three recorded Russell free franked Pony Express covers: W2 , W14
and W24
Scott R. Trepel, “The Impact of Indian Attacks on the Pony Express in 
1860,” published by Siegel Auction Galleries, fig. 12, p. 12

CERTIFICATION

The Philatelic Foundation (1994)

CONDITION NOTES

Extremely Fine strike and overall condition; bottom flap has been re-
moved and there is a small patched spot at bottom edge of cover
“RSE” in circle (Emerson) and “R.H.W. Co.” (Weill) handstamps on back

HISTORY AND COMMENTARY

The Legendary Pony Express
The Pony Express, which ran from April 1860 to October

1861, tracked the physical manifestation of white Americans’
destiny and crossed the boundary between the antebellum
era and the Civil War.
The Pony Express route followed the well-established

Oregon-California Trail—really a string of ox-cart trails with
alternate routes—which crossed the Great Plains, the Great
Basin and the mountains and valleys of Wyoming, Colorado,
Utah, Nevada and California. Much of the Pony Express
route—especially the 1,350 miles between Fort Kearny and
Carson City—traversed the American Indians’ homeland,
where various tribes and bands hunted buffalo, harvested
pine nuts, camped near water sources and raised families.
In this period, communication between the coasts still 

required the physical transport of mail, either by ocean or
land. Letters sent by steamship and rail across the Isthmus
of Panama took at least three weeks to reach their destina-
tion. The alternative land routes were no faster and far less
reliable. The Pony Express promised to carry a letter 
between California and Missouri in just ten days, and
telegram dispatches in eight. For businesses dependent on
timely news and a public engaged in the hot political issues
of 1860, the ability to send and receive messages in half the
customary time was essential.
For the three men who launched it, the Pony Express was

a means to an end—a public relations tool to win congres-
sional support for a lucrative mail contract along the Central
Route. Unprofitable from the start, plagued by troubles and
doomed by the transcontinental telegraph, the Pony Express
still managed to move between 35,000 and 40,000 letters a
total distance of more than 600,000 miles during its nineteen
months of existence.
One of those three partners in the Pony Express—the

promoter in the operation—was William H. Russell. In May
1860 he signed his name and the
word “Free” on the cover offered
here, a telegram envelope from the
Stebbins Line, which worked with
the Pony Express to handle tele-
graph messages for an extra fee.
Russell signed the envelope before
the Pony rider left St. Joseph, Mis-
souri, on May 6. Two weeks later,
Russell would learn that the war
between Paiute Indians and settlers
in Nevada was wreaking havoc on
Pony Express stations between
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A truly historic piece of Western Americana—this telegraph envelope with
the St. Joseph Running Pony marking is free franked by William H. Russell,
the driving force behind the legendary Pony Express, and addressed to 
Ben Holladay, the “Stagecoach King” and Russell’s biggest creditor

ESTIMATE $75,000-100,000
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Ruby Valley and Carson City. For a business
teetering on the edge of financial ruin and
wagering everything on public relations,
the Paiute War was a disastrous event. Rus-
sell and his partners kept up appearances
and called for military intervention. The
addressee who received this messsage, Ben
Holladay—the Stagecoach King—was no
doubt carefully watching events unfold. He
was the Pony Express operators’ biggest
creditor, the one who would eventually take
over Russell’s company and fold it into the
Overland Mail Company.

Russell, Majors and Waddell, and the COC&PP Express Co.
The migration to California and other regions west of Missouri

created a tremendous need for transportation services to carry sup-
plies, mail and newspapers. This demand was met by steamship
companies and overland stage companies.
The water-based operators navigated the Pacific Ocean between

California and the Isthmus of Panama, where a land-crossing to the
other side connected with steamers plying the Atlantic. Land-based
operators using horse-drawn stagecoaches and ox-driven wagon
trains had two options: take the Southern Route via Los Angeles,
Fort Yuma, El Paso and Fort Smith, or follow the Central Route
across the Rocky Mountains. The Central Route was a more direct
path, but the Southern Route was more reliable, because it avoided
treacherous mountain terrain and weather.
By 1859 the U.S. Post Office Department had contracts with

three firms to provide mail transport across the Southern Route
(Overland Mail Co.) and the Central Route (Hockaday from St.
Joseph to Salt Lake City, and Chorpenning from Salt Lake City to
Placerville). The contract for semi-weekly mails on the Southern
Route paid $600,000 per year. The less-reliable Central Route paid
only $205,000 per year, because postal officials reduced the number
of trips to two per month.
Russell and his partners—Alexander Majors and William B.

Waddell—originally joined forces in December 1854 to win the War
Department contract for transporting supplies to western military
outposts. Russell was a promoter and lobbyist who spent much of
his time trying to secure government contracts. Majors was a skilled
operations manager, responsible for organizing and maintaining the
caravans that carried enormous quantities of freight. Waddell was
the quiet and conservative financial man. Russell, Majors and Wad-
dell built a successful freighting business. However, in 1857 they
began to spiral downward after Mormons destroyed a large supply
train under contract with the War Department.
The loss incurred during the Mormon War left Russell, Majors

and Waddell in debt, and the government was unwilling to com-
pensate them for $500,000 in claims. Faced with this gloomy finan-
cial picture, Russell turned his attention to obtaining a government
contract to carry mail along the Central Route. The idea of a faster,
more direct route from St. Joseph to San Francisco had its propo-
nents, but skeptics argued that the route could never function when
winter weather made the mountain trails unpassable.
In 1858 Russell and John S. Jones, along with several other part-

ners, started a stage and express operation called the Leavenworth
& Pike’s Peak Express Company. L&PP acquired the bankrupt
Hockaday line in May 1859 and invested heavily in reorganizing
the stage route between St. Joseph and Salt Lake City. The burden
of debt soon became too great for Russell and his partners. In 
October 1859 the assets and liabilities of L&PP were assumed by a
new partnership between Russell, Majors and Waddell. For Majors
and Waddell, the assumption of their partner’s debt must have been
a bitter pill, because they had cautioned him not to over-estimate
the revenue that could be generated by the L&PP stage line.

On November 19, 1859, Russell named the new firm The Central
Overland California & Pike’s Peak Express Company (COC&PP),
betting on his ability to secure a mail contract for the entire Central
Route. Apparently Russell failed to consult his partners about nam-
ing the company. He also sidestepped Majors and Waddell when he
decided to “establish a Pony Express to Sacramento, California,
commencing 3rd of April. Time ten days.”
The concept of a rapid express using relay riders over the Cen-

tral Route is credited to Benjamin F. Ficklin, an experienced stage
line manager. It is reported that Ficklin gave the idea to Senator
William M. Gwin during a horseback trip along the route in 1854.
Gwin introduced legislation in January 1855 to establish “a weekly
letter express [along the Central Route],” but the bill never made it
out of committee. Ficklin later served as superintendent of the
L&PP Express. Late in 1859, Senator Gwin approached Russell
about establishing a Pony Express to help promote the viability of
the Central Route. Russell, seeing this as a strategy to winning the
mail contract, embraced the Pony Express and persuaded his reluc-
tant partners to support the enterprise.
Russell announced his intention to establish the Pony Express on

January 27, 1860. With only two months to prepare for the April
3rd launch date, Russell, Majors and Waddell had to choose the
exact route, locate and build stations, hire employees, buy horses
and supplies, and advertise the schedule and rates for Pony Express
mail. Their success was due entirely to the experience and abilities
of Majors, Ficklin and the superintendents, and to the fact that
COC&PP already had a significant amount of infrastructure in place
over much of the route.

The Pony Express Route and Organization
The Pony Express route followed the old Oregon-California Trail

for much of the way between the eastern terminus at St. Joseph,
Missouri, and the western terminus at Sacramento, California,
where the actual Pony ride would begin and end. The total distance
traveled along this route was approximately 1,840 miles, passing
through what are now the states of Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado,
Wyoming, Utah and Nevada. The trip between San Francisco and
Sacramento, usually by steamer, added 120 to 140 miles.
Although Russell, Majors and Waddell used Leavenworth,

Kansas, as their eastern stage terminus, they decided to establish
the Pony Express terminus at St. Joseph, in order to connect with
the Hannibal & St. Joseph Railroad (used to transport mail) and the
telegraph line. St. Joseph also provided incentives, such as office
space, free railroad passes for employees and free passage on the
Missouri River ferry for Pony riders.
The Alta Telegraph Company office in San Francisco served as

the primary mail collection and delivery point. Mail was carried by
steamer to and from Sacramento, where the Pony relay started and
ended (the western terminus was later moved to Folsom, then Plac-
erville). The route was divided into five divisions, each under the
management of a superintendent who reported to the general man-
ager, Benjamin F. Ficklin.
It is not definitely known how many stations were up and run-

ning when the Pony Express started in April 1860. One source re-
ports 119 stations, with a home station every 75 to 100 miles apart
where a rider could rest before making the return trip. Another
source reports 153 stations and relay posts operating from the start.
The total number of stations at its peak was nearly 190.
The managers had to buy horses—400 to 500, according to

Alexander Majors—and distribute them along the route. They also
had to hire employees to man the stations and riders. The estimated
number of Pony riders hired ranges from 50 to 80.
The Pony Express was designed to operate on a relay system in

which a rider would change horses every 10 to 15 miles, and a new
rider would carry the mochilla—the leather bag used to carry mail—
every 75 miles. The first published schedule projected a 240-hour
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journey. The miles a rider and horse could run per hour varied
greatly, depending on the terrain and weather conditions. On open
plains, a rider could cover a much greater distance in an hour. Con-
fronted with steep inclines and winding mountain trails, the pace
slowed considerably. Relay stations where riders changed horses
and passed the mochilla were established at locations best suited to
the circumstances.

The Paiute Indian War—Devastation in Nevada
America’s “Manifest Destiny”—the great migration toward the

West—was fueled by a combination of religious fervor, the quest for
cheap land and, with the discovery of precious gold and silver, 
unmitigated greed. Between 1843 and 1849, emigrants to the West
were, for the most part, nothing more than travelers trespassing
across Indian homelands, leaving no permanent mark. From 1849
through the 1860s, the gold and silver strikes in California, Nevada
and Colorado, as well as Mormon migration to Utah, gave whites a
reason to “settle” in and around the hunting grounds, water sources
and verdant areas of Indian territory.
The conflict between white settlers in the West and the people

they called “savages” reached a boiling point in the 1860s. Indians
had witnessed their essential buffalo herds hunted to near extinc-
tion. Disease and alcohol inflicted a terrifying physical toll. Many
tribes suffered from starvation and deprivation. Weakened and
forced to seek new lands, some tribes simply perished.
As if all of the suffering had coalesced into a perfect storm of rage

and retribution at one moment in time, on May 7, 1860, a group of
Paiute and Bannock warriors, enraged over the abduction of two of
their young women by neighboring stage operators, descended on
a small, crudely constructed station run by three brothers from
Maine named Williams. Two of the Williams brothers and a couple
of others were murdered. Their deaths ignited a war that brought
the Pony Express to a halt.

The Two Battles of Pyramid Lake
When one of the brothers returned to the smoldering embers of

Williams Station and discovered the dead men, including his broth-
ers, he fled to nearby Buckland’s Station. News of the “massacre”
quickly reached Virginia City and the surrounding settlements. The
telegraph transmitted the story to California, and the Pony Express
carried the first reports eastward.
When Carson Valley’s residents heard stories about “hundreds”

of Indians killing settlers, they panicked. The men gathered, drank
whiskey and vowed revenge. While cooler heads urged a more cau-
tious response, the mob prevailed and hastily organized a militia to
track down and kill Paiutes. Four groups
of volunteers were assembled at Carson
City, Virginia City, Genoa and Silver City.
The leader of the Carson City detach-
ment was Major William Ormsby, a local
hotelier, former Pioneer Stage agent and
previously a member of William Walker’s
filibustering expedition into Nicaragua.
Major Ormsby was given command of

the 105-man militia. On the morning of
May 10, he led his men northeast along
the Carson River toward Williams Sta-
tion. After two days and nights of ex-
tremely harsh weather, the ragtag army
followed a path from the Truckee River
to a place just a few miles south of Pyramid Lake. It was precisely
where the Paiute War Chief Numaga wanted to meet his enemy.
The ambush quickly turned from a fight to slaughter. Three

quarters of Ormsby’s men were killed, including Ormsby himself.
Another 29 were wounded. Scalps were taken, bodies mutilated and
horses stolen.
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The first news of the disas-
trous battle was brought to Vir-
ginia City by a volunteer on
horseback who had deserted
his post. As the news of the First
Battle of Pyramid Lake spread,
fears of an Indian Armageddon
caused widespread panic. Fam-
ilies took refuge in secure build-
ings. The residents of Silver
City built themselves a wooden
cannon. Officials sent desperate
pleas to California and Wash-
ington to send troops.
Colonel John Coffee “Jack”

Hays, a renowned former mem-
ber of the Texas Rangers, was
visiting Virginia City on busi-
ness when news of Ormsby’s
annihilation reached the town.
In the days that followed, 
California state militiamen
marched over the Sierra Ne-

vada and army regulars left Fort Alcatraz on the Carson Valley Ex-
pedition. Colonel Hays, an experienced Indian fighter, was given
command of the forces gathered in Carson City. After another furi-
ous battle was fought at Pyramid Lake, both sides claimed victory
and went their separate ways. Eventually, Numaga and his people
returned to Pyramid Lake and lived in relative peace.

Disruption of Pony Express
The Paiute attacks on express stations and riders prevented any

Pony Express mail from being carried between Ruby Valley and
Carson City. Eastbound service along the route from San Francisco
to just west of Ruby Valley was suspended from June 1 through 
July 6. Express riders continued to carry mail between St. Joseph
and points as far west as Diamond Springs, but no letters or tele-
graph dispatches from California or the war-torn region of Nevada
were carried during this period. The cover offered here is one of
the last pieces of westbound mail carried through Nevada before
the suspension of service. After weeks of rebuilding stations and re-
placing equipment, stock and dead employees, service from Cali-
fornia resumed with the eastbound departure on Saturday, July 7.

The Telegraph and the End of the Pony Express
The value of the Pony Express as a way to transmit news faster

than any other means was destined to disappear once the transcon-
tinental telegraph was complete. But the electronic communication
technology that would soon render the horse-and-rider relay system
obsolete actually complemented the Pony Express and made it more
useful. By transmitting telegrams to receiving stations along the
Pony route, it was possible to reduce the overall time required to
send news from one coast to the other. As the telegraph lines length-
ened and the gap between them narrowed, a message could be sent
by wire and horse in as few as seven days.
The Overland Mail Company, which took control of COC&PP,

was compelled to continue running the Pony Express as part of the
government mail contract, but they did so reluctantly. Now that
Congress favored the Central Route over the Southern Route—
partly because COC&PP had demonstrated its reliability, and partly
because the Civil War threatened the Southern Route—the public
relations value of the Pony Express disappeared. The government
contract had an escape clause: once the transcontinental telegraph
was complete, they could discontinue the Pony Express. On October
24, 1861, the two ends of the telegraph lines met, and, other than
its historical legacy, the Pony Express ceased to exist. ◼

Major William Ormsby

War Chief Numaga




