

CHAPTER ONE

What I Learned about East Kansas

HERE’S WHAT I LEARNED MY FIRST DAY BIKEPACKING THE PONY EXPRESS Route. Despite what you may think, northeastern Kansas is not flat: it is as hilly as San Francisco in places. And despite what anyone may tell you, northeastern Kansas doesn’t have mud: it has glue-impregnated clay.

The ride started out fine. Actually, it didn’t. As I was ready to roll out from St. Joseph, Missouri, I found I had a flat front tire. It was a new tire and had been holding air, so after a few minutes of panicking, I decided to pump it up and just see what happened. I’d know within five or ten miles whether I needed to turn around.


Running Tubeless

As with most mountain bikes, I run tubeless. The advantage of tubeless tires is they virtually eliminate puncture flats, the bane of off-road travel. The disadvantage is they require an absolutely airtight seal. My best guess was that the seal had most likely been broken through the rim tape (which keeps air from escaping through the spoke holes), which meant that the leak would be slow. The prudent move would have been to stay put another day and fix the leak, as there weren’t any bike shops on the route for 350 miles. But I was impatient to get started.



On my way out of St. Joseph, Missouri, I swung by the Patee House, headquarters of the Pony Express (“Where the Pony Express started and Jesse James stopped!”), and the Pony Express Stables (Mile Zero of the Pony Express Bikepacking Route) before crossing the Missouri River on the Pony Express Bridge into Kansas. The ride went fine, at least as far as Wathena, Kansas, about ten miles west of the Missouri River. I didn’t know it then, but that was the longest stretch of flat I’d ride until I reached the Platte River, three hundred miles away. Riding the Pony Express Route west across northeast Kansas, from the Missouri River to the Little Blue River, takes you across an endless succession of creeks and streams, all running north and south. The route constantly drops down to a creek bottom, then climbs back up the other side.

I should have been better prepared. The elevation profile told me I’d climb two thousand feet that day, but I’d ignored it: It’s Kansas, how bad could it be? Had I reviewed my research, I might have been reminded how bad. Back in the 1940s, Irene Paden wrote a book titled The Wake of the Prairie Schooner based on summer trips she and her husband had spent crisscrossing the West in a station wagon, dragging their growing son along, while they retraced the old emigrant routes to Oregon and California. After climbing up and down the steep hills in East Kansas, she wrote, “Driving an ox team over these endless, rolling hillocks was a task from which the very imagination recoiled.” Yeah, well, so is riding a bike hauling forty pounds of trailer and gear.

The gravel roads were damp, but solid. Cars and trucks had left packed tracks to follow after the rain the day before. But dirt is different from gravel, and when I turned from the latter onto the former, I bogged down immediately. Twice.

The first time, I recalled the advice I’d received from Emma and Derek, cyclists I’d met in St. Joseph. “It’s okay to ride dirt roads after it rains, so long as they still have puddles,” Emma told me. What if they’re wet but the puddles are gone? “No puddles means the mud has absorbed the water,” Derek said, “which makes it very dense, like peanut butter. It’ll rip your derailleur off.”

Bearing that in mind, I stayed on the Pony Express Route when it called for a turn onto a puddled, muddy road, but slowed considerably, and advanced cautiously. Every inch I moved the wheels sank deeper, so I stopped the bike before the mud stopped me. I extracted myself from that morass and found an alternative route on gravel and pavement. Francis Parkman, who traveled through Northeast Kansas in 1846, was not so lucky on his first encounter with Kansas mud. Not long after starting out from Westport, he encountered a “deep muddy gully, a species that afterward became but too familiar to us; and here, for the space of an hour or more, the cart stuck fast.”

I rode the detour to my first waypoint, Troy, Kansas, site of the first Pony Express station west of the Missouri River. There were two types of stations on the Pony Express: swing (or “relay”) stations and home stations. Swing stations, like Troy, were brief stops along the way where Pony Express riders changed horses; home stations marked the beginning and end of a section, the places where one rider would hand the mail off to the next, then lay over for a day or more before making the mail run back.

My first impression of Troy was that it was red. The streets and most of the buildings were made of brick. The red was broken here and there by white limestone walls and foundations, concrete curbs, and painted crosswalks; all of it was set in the ridiculously verdant midwestern green of lush grass and leafy trees. Even so, Troy struck me as predominantly, overwhelmingly red. I’d never seen anything like it. As corny as it sounds, my thought on entering downtown was, “Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in California anymore.” I parked the bike and had a snack, then took a couple of pictures of the Pony Express marker on the northwest corner of the Doniphan County Courthouse grounds before moving on.

A couple of hours later, I had just topped a hill and started down when I saw, and ignored, a sign that said, “Gravel ends.” I didn’t see any puddles, which meant the road was probably peanut butter


























[image: bck_fig_001.png]


AFTERWORD

THE MORMON PIONEER TRAIL ENDED IN SALT LAKE CITY. THE CALIFORNIA and Pony Express Trails continued, but parted ways from there: The California Trail went north and west, while the Pony Express Trail went south. I took Amtrak’s California Zephyr back home to California from Salt Lake City. The tracks followed roughly along the same course as Hastings Cutoff and the California Trail along the Humboldt River. And so, for the first time in six weeks, I found myself nowhere near the Pony Express Trail.

I had planned from the start to end my ride at Salt Lake City. By the time I arrived, I was glad I did. Though I had only ridden two-thirds of the Pony Express Route on this trip, it was now the second week of July. It was high summer in the Great Basin, more than five hundred miles of desert riding between Salt Lake City and Carson City, Nevada. Unlike the overland emigrants trying to beat the Sierra Nevada snow, or Pony Express riders who didn’t have a choice, there was no rational reason for me to suffer the worst of the desert heat. Other factors also came into play. The western United States was in the worst drought since 2000. Water, scarce across the Great Basin in summer, might not be available at all from otherwise dependable sources. Air quality from California to Utah was poor. There were so many fires raging across the Northwest and of such magnitude that their smoke filled Salt Lake Valley. By the time I boarded the train, the front range of the Wasatch, so clear and close when I had arrived, was obscured behind a gauzy veil of smoke.

Though I didn’t ride the section between Salt Lake City, Utah, and Sacramento, California, on this trip, I had scouted substantial portions the year before. I’d explored alternate trails in California and helped fill in some gaps in the draft Pony Express Bikepacking Route through central Nevada. These scouting rides were out-and-back day trips, which meant minimal gear and no trailer, and they were still tough—by far the most technical trails I encountered on the route. I’d hike-a-biked over the river-rock section of Slippery Ford and pushed my bike up steep, loose, winding singletrack on my way to Echo Summit near Lake Tahoe. I’d scrambled up and down sketchy, shale-strewn trails over passes, such as Fool’s Cutoff near Dry Creek Pony Express Station west of Austin, Nevada. I got mired in the playa of Four Mile Flat and filled my shoes with sand walking my bike up and over Simpson’s Pass near Farson, Nevada.

In short, I knew what I was missing and I didn’t miss it at all. Nevertheless, though I didn’t ride through this portion on my trip, the story of the Pony Express west of the Rockies is an integral part of the saga. Events in the Great Basin nearly ended the Pony Express as soon as it began. And if it weren’t for California, there might not have been a Pony Express at all.


THE PAIUTE WAR

From Salt Lake City, the Pony Express Trail first headed south to Camp Floyd before turning west to cut more or less straight across the Great Basin to the foot of the Sierra Nevada Mountains at Genoa, Nevada (near Carson City). It followed a route surveyed in 1859 by Captain James Simpson, the same topographical engineer who’d surveyed the Chalk Creek route to Camp Floyd the year before. Simpson’s job was to survey and lay out a wagon road that could resupply the army station at Camp Floyd from the west. He sought the most direct route possible, taking into account having to go around mountain ranges (Nevada has nearly one hundred, all running north–south) and having to deviate off course to find water.

After returning from his expedition in August 1859, Captain Simpson published notices in Salt Lake City newspapers extolling the virtues of his route. One person who took notice was George Chorpenning, who had the contract to deliver mail between Sacramento and Salt Lake City. Chorpenning had shifted his route across Nevada a few times during the previous eight years and welcomed the opportunity to shorten it. By early 1860, Chorpenning was busy setting up stations along Simpson’s new route. In May 1860, however, the US postmaster general annulled Chorpenning’s contract and gave it to Russell, Majors & Waddell. Along with Chorpenning’s route, the firm acquired the mail stations he had built, apparently without compensating him.

Finally, Russell had his long-sought-after route from the Missouri River to California. But at what cost? While the US postmaster general was canceling Chorpenning’s contract and handing it to Russell, a motley collection of miners in western Nevada were singing their way to their likely deaths at the First Battle of Pyramid Lake. This was the opening of the Paiute War.

Causes of the Paiute War reached back at least thirty years to 1832 when mountain man Joe Meek shot and killed a Shoshone man on the Humboldt River because he “looked as if” he were going to steal something. The following year, members of another expedition killed scores of Native Americans in the same area, possibly as many as seventy-five. For the next thirty years, overland emigrants and Native Americans fought along the Nevada portion of the California Trail. In 1859, the discovery of the Comstock Lode near Virginia City, Nevada, led to a headlong rush of people to the area. As in other rushes, a great number of miners chasing after instant riches invaded Native American land and destroyed their sources of food—in this case, driving the tribes to the point of near starvation.

The immediate cause of the Paiute War was that some number of Paiute women, sometimes reported to be teenagers, were kidnapped, held captive, and presumably raped at Williams Station in Nevada. The husband of one of the women tried to rescue her and failed, after which he returned with others, rescued the women, then killed the three men they found at the station and burned it. The killings occurred on May 7, 1860, and were discovered the next day by stationmaster James Williams, who had reportedly been out rounding up lost stock. Williams rode to the nearest Pony Express station and sent the rider with the news to Virginia City. By the time the rider dismounted, the story had somehow grown. He reported seven men killed by a combined force of five hundred Paiutes, Shoshones, and Pitt River Indians who had chased Williams for miles before giving up.

Some went out to Williams Station to investigate. Others got drunk and vowed revenge. Within days a ragtag force of 105 volunteers had assembled to punish the purported offenders. They trundled off toward Pyramid Lake, thinking it would be fun. Their motto was “An Indian for breakfast and a pony to ride.” The Paiutes knew a force would come, so they set a trap. They sent out a few horsemen to lure the attacking force into a narrow space then closed off the escape and had a turkey shoot of their own. During this First Battle of Pyramid Lake, the Paiutes killed more than seventy of the volunteers and injured others.

Later in May, Shoshones attacked two Pony Express stations further east, killing employees at Dry Creek Station and Simpson Park Station. A second, better organized force of volunteers went out in June and engaged the Paiutes in a Second Battle at Pyramid Lake. After a few more skirmishes, the parties negotiated a truce.

Meanwhile, some who went out on the initial investigation concluded it was unlikely any Native Americans were involved in the initial murders. Nothing about the scene or the assailants’ actions was consistent with such attacks: None of the stock had been driven off; a storehouse filled with provisions and powder was untouched; no other stations had been attacked; and the only thing taken from Williams Station was money. They concluded it more likely that someone who had recently lost at cards killed the men to retrieve his money and burned the scene to hide his act.

The Paiute War shut down eastbound Pony Express deliveries for over a month and caused interruptions in both directions for a number of months more as conflicts continued throughout eastern Nevada and western Utah. In the aftermath of the war, Russell, Majors & Waddell found itself saddled with the dual burdens of lost income and having to spend even more money it didn’t have to rebuild destroyed stations across the Great Basin with more substantial, defendable structures.

In retrospect, one can see how the losses incurred as a result of this war became one more in a series of financial mishaps and missteps to Russell, Majors & Waddell’s early grave. The firm started by incurring debt to fund its initial startup in 1855; took on more debt and absorbed huge losses supplying the Utah Expedition in 1857–1858; expended more money it didn’t have to bail out Russell and Jones’s Leavenworth and Pikes Peak Express in 1859; and borrowed heavily again to fund the start-up costs of the Pony Express in early 1860. The costs incurred throughout the summer of 1860 to rebuild its line through the Great Basin after the Paiute War rendered the firm’s crushing debt insurmountable and hammered the penultimate nail in Russell, Majors & Waddell’s coffin. Russell’s desperate, ham-handed embezzlement of Indian Trust Funds later that year sealed it for good.

At the same time, the Paiute War arguably gave later champions of the Pony Express its greatest feat: the legendary ride of Pony Bob Haslam, who purportedly rode 380 miles in thirty-six hours during the worst of the raids on the Nevada stations. Pony Bob started his normal route from Friday Station (by South Lake Tahoe) to Buckland’s Station (near Farson, Nevada) just as Paiutes and Shoshones were attacking stations and stealing horses throughout western Nevada. He kept riding when there was no one to relieve him or when the relief rider was too afraid, rode on the same tired horse when there was none to replace it, and through it all kept within hours of the Pony Express’s scheduled time.

That’s the nearly incontrovertible legend, anyway. Pony Bob’s heroic effort went unreported at the time and wasn’t written about until thirty years later when it appeared in Alexander Majors’s autobiography. Despite numerous factual flaws and inconsistencies in Haslam’s account, his unsubstantiated story was lifted wholesale from Majors’s autobiography and reprinted in the first book on the Pony Express and has been dutifully repeated for more than a hundred years. Despite being undocumented, Pony Bob’s ride stands proudly in Pony Express lore as the epitome of the speed, dedication, endurance, and bravery of our red-flannelled riders of the purple sage.




GOING TO CALIFORNIA

California was the beginning and the end of the Pony Express. The clamoring of Californians for better mail service led to the creation of an overland mail route between the Missouri River and the Golden Gate. The purpose of the Pony Express was to demonstrate the viability of the Central Route for delivering mail quickly and consistently to and from California. It failed for the same reasons all previous efforts had failed: the severity of winter weather in the Rocky Mountains.

Which begs the question: What did the Pony Express accomplish? The answer to some is nothing less than to save the United States by holding California and its vast wealth to the Union at the brink of the Civil War. To them, this was the higher purpose the Pony Express served.

When Abraham Lincoln was elected president in November 1860, the United States was a financial wreck. President Lincoln viewed California’s mineral wealth as vital to the Union. Yet in the months leading up to the Civil War it was unclear where Californians stood. There was a strong proslavery Democrat contingent in the state government, including the governor, the legislature, and four of its congressional representatives. The US Army’s Department of the Pacific, headquartered in San Francisco, was led by Southerner and slaveholder General Albert Sidney Johnston (late of the Mormon War), who later resigned his commission to fight for the Confederacy. The population of the southern half of California, like the legislature, was overwhelmingly proslavery. In 1859 the California legislature voted to set off six southern counties and form a separate territorial government that would legalize slavery. The people of these counties voted three to one in favor of dismemberment.

Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederate States, had felt certain California and other western states would join the Confederacy, or at least be disloyal to the United States. California Democrats in favor of disloyalty advocated secession from the United States to create an independent Pacific Republic. Backers of this movement, known as “Copperheads,” hoped keeping California independent would weaken the Union by denying it California’s money and at the same time drain Union resources by requiring a force to keep the state neutral.

The Pony Express’s purported role in this drama was that the news it delivered to California buttressed the state’s silently complacent pro-Union majority. For example, reports of Pennsylvania’s vote in favor of Abraham Lincoln in October 1860 encouraged California Republicans to “put forth their greatest effort to carry the state for Lincoln.” The army also used the Pony to communicate with the Department of the Pacific. Arguably, the Pony’s communications helped the army maintain control over potentially anti-Union forces in California. Ultimately, California’s pro-Union forces rose up and the state contributed substantially to the success of the United States during the Civil War.

While it is indisputable that the Pony Express brought the most recent news to California, and further, that the news helped keep California in the Union, there is nothing to suggest that but for the Pony Express, California would not have helped elect Lincoln or support the United States. There is nothing to indicate that California’s allegiance depended on the Pony Express, or to put it another way, that California only stayed loyal because it received mail in ten days rather than eighteen or twenty, that had the news been slower in coming, things might have gone differently.

Moreover, if the Pony Express did play a vital role in keeping California loyal, then it is the greatest irony of the entire Pony Express saga. The Pony Express was a proslavery institution from the top down. All three principals, William Russell, Alexander Majors, and William Wad-dell, were slaveholders. It has even been alleged that the partners’ success was “deeply entwined with their slaveholding status,” and that the firm “likely relied heavily on slave labor in their businesses.”

Bear in mind the time and place that fostered Russell, Majors & Waddell. Just months before the firm incorporated and established its base in Leavenworth, Kansas, Congress made Kansas a territory by passing the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. This act overruled the Missouri Compromise of 1820 by enabling each territory to determine the legality of slavery in its jurisdiction. The measure passed largely because Congress members assumed Nebraska would vote to be a free territory and that Kansas would allow slavery, keeping the balance of power in Washington. But Eastern abolitionists, seeking to make Kansas Territory free, sponsored antislavery emigrants to settle in Kansas. In response, proslavery emigrants, primarily from Missouri, staked out claims in Kansas and regularly went across the border to vote illegally to allow slavery. Clashes became violent, resulting in the epithet “Bleeding Kansas.” Between November 1, 1855, and December 1, 1856, an estimated two hundred people were killed in a war of retribution and retaliation between the two factions. Violence was so fierce that in 1857 General Harney was pulled away from the task of leading the Utah Expedition against the Mormons in order to quell riots in Kansas even though it meant the Utah Expedition had to start west without a commanding officer or any supporting cavalry.

In this milieu, John Russell, Alexander Majors, and William Bradford Waddell personally and corporately “threw their weight as the most influential capitalists in the territory on the side of slavery.” Proslavery groups, known as “Border Ruffians,” boarded incoming steamboats on the Missouri River, took any equipment “Free-Staters” had with them, then turned the Free-Staters away from Kansas. Russell, Majors & Waddell allowed the Border Ruffians to use its warehouse as a depot for selling these confiscated goods. The firm accepted funds on behalf of proslavery immigrants. The town where the firm set its headquarters, Leavenworth, Kansas, was headquarters for the proslavery faction dedicated to making Kansas a slave state.

While all three were involved, Russell was a particularly active supporter. He joined the proslavery Law and Order Party when it was organized in 1856 and became its treasurer. He was also one of the signa-tories of a flyer it sent out asking for donations and recruiting proslavery immigrants to move to Kansas to vote in favor of slavery.

Nor does the Pony Express’s proslavery contingent end there. Senator Gwin of California, credited with suggesting to Russell that he start a Pony Express, was strongly pro-South. While sitting as a senator he still held a large plantation in Mississippi that relied on enslaved labor, and he brought enslaved people with him when he moved to California. In a speech before the Senate, he argued that the Southern states could secede, “violently if necessary.” Benjamin Ficklin, supervisor over the entire Pony Express line, was a major in the Confederacy in charge of the Virginia quartermaster’s ordinance department. The indomitable Pony Express Division Superintendent Jack Slade once told one of his bullwhackers that if he intended to get back to the States with his scalp, “never let me hear you again say you are an abolitionist.” M. Jeff Thompson, the mayor of St. Joseph, Missouri, who gave a speech at the launch of the Pony Express on April 3, 1860, became a brigadier general in the Missouri state militia during the Civil War. He led a raid on a US arsenal, cut down a US flag from the St. Joseph Post Office, and according to a display at the Patee House Museum, was a “rebel adulterer.”

Moreover, hostility toward the United States didn’t come only from Confederate ranks. In Utah and east Nevada, Pony Express station keepers and riders were Mormons, who as a group were antagonistic toward both the North and the South. Joseph Smith had foretold the Civil War in 1832. To Brigham Young, the coming of the war in 1861 fulfilled Smith’s prophecy and the carnage was payback for persecution the Mormons had suffered back in the States. His policy was to stay neutral and “pray both parties prevailed.” Maybe then the Mormons would be left to govern themselves in peace.

Given the proslavery stance of the partners and leadership of the Pony Express, as well as the distain of the Mormons for the United States, it is difficult to see what satisfaction any of these men would have gained from learning their efforts helped save the Union.

Enough with the myths.

The Pony Express did not save the United States. Neither were Russell, Majors, or Waddell patriots. William Russell wasn’t a genius. Alexander Majors wasn’t a saint. As a group, Pony Express riders were not God-fearing Christians. Their horses weren’t semimythic beasts.

It has been the onus of the Pony Express to be the skeleton on which each successive wave of writers and enactors heaps layers of meaning according to their predilections. Buffalo Bill created the action-figure version of the Pony Express to pad his résumé and add excitement to his Wild West Show. The Daughters of the American Revolution and others since have burnished that image by giving it a patriotic sheen. Ever since, the Pony Express has been glorified as exemplary, symbolic, or patriotic, described as heroic, sentimental, or romantic, each characterization further obscuring rather than elucidating the singular accomplishment of the Pony Express.

Which is this: For a brief period, an army of people moved a small amount of mail across the American West as quickly as humanly possible under exceptionally difficult conditions. Riders braved long, lonely rides, at times across barren stretches of land in extremely harsh weather. Station keepers withstood loneliness, isolation, boredom, and sometimes grave personal danger to support them. The rank and file who operated the Pony Express, the people whose pay was so intermittent they nicknamed the COC&PP “Clean Out of Cash and Poor Pay,” were mail carriers in the best sense of a tradition at least as old as Persia’s Angarium from the fifth century BCE: “Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.” The Pony Express was a trans-Mississippi mail service in the mid-1800s. Nothing more, and nothing less.
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