

CHAPTER 1 
The Stagecoach: Job Creator, Money Maker

“A HUGE UNCOUTH, UNMANNERLY, ROUGH LOOKING BEING, SCARCELY human; his visage would frighten a wolf.” Stagecoach passenger Anne Newport Royall didn’t hold back in her straight-talking description of a worker she encountered at a stage stop in Worcester, Massachusetts, in 1828. She added, “It is surprising that the owners of those lines cannot see their interest to employ none but obliging men to superintend their business, particularly men who are qualified to treat travelers well for their money.”

By 1828, when Anne expressed her displeasure with stage travel, including her interaction with a “greasy, black coach, the cushions of which were nails,” a “beastly drunk” fellow passenger, and a drunk chambermaid at the tavern, stagecoaching had been operating as a form of public transportation for roughly a hundred years. Despite Anne Royall’s unsatisfactory experience, the stagecoach industry as a whole succeeded in many facets of business. Stagecoaching provided jobs, inspired entrepreneurship, facilitated mass movement of people, transmitted news, promoted commerce and tourism, and supported the needs of hopeful but lonely prospectors. It generated widespread economic impact, and it would continue to do so for generations. In time its usefulness was diminished and ultimately eliminated, but for two hundred years stagecoaching was a sustained and profitable contributor to the economy.

It was in the early 1700s that European colonists in North America first began utilizing stagecoaches as a vehicle for hire to carry passengers, mail, newspapers, and small freight. This much-needed endeavor provided a service as well as job opportunities. But the lack of decent roads was a huge barrier.

“There is a large variety in American roads … excellent limestone roads which stretch out in three directions from Nashville, Tennessee … there is quite another sort of limestone road in Virginia, sloping so as to throw the passengers on one another … there are the rich mud roads of Ohio … and the admirable road running parallel with Lake Ontario.” British tourist and writer Harriet Martineau described her experiences traveling by stage on American roads in 1838. Her encounter with the corduroy roads of America were “happily of rare occurrence” as passengers were tossed about “like pills in a pill box.”

New England’s earliest roads were mere “trodden paths scarce two feet wide” according to author Alice Morse Earle in her 1900 book Stage Coach and Tavern Days. Those corduroy roads were an improvement. Consisting of ten-to twelve-foot-long logs sandwiched as closely together as possible, they offered a mostly dry, but decidedly bumpy, thoroughfare. But Alice had ridden on one, and she agreed with Harriet Martineau, describing her journey as the “most trying ordeal” she’d ever experienced.

It was the talk of the nation when John Loudon McAdam came up with a road surfacing process in the early 1800s that used rock pieces “not to exceed six ounces in weight” and small enough to pass through a “two-inch ring.” The world honored McAdam by forever after referring to roads constructed with this ground-breaking technique as macadam roads.

People were inconvenienced all the time by the crummy road situation. In February 1799 Maria Jefferson Eppes, Thomas Jefferson’s daughter, had to have been disappointed when she received a letter from her dad saying he wouldn’t be able to visit because of the “dreadful” roads. It’s not known if she was at all consoled by his assurance that he’d see her in March or April, when he predicted the “roads will then be fine.”

A hundred years later, in the late 1800s, shoddy roads continued to be an aggravating feature of day-to-day life in America. Who knows how an impatient Massachusetts teenager reacted when she received the letter from her mother reporting that impassable roads prevented her return home to Cambridge as planned? And if that teen had any thoughts of using a stagecoach to get home, her parents quashed the idea. “Your papa would not trust your life in the stage,” her mother wrote. “It is a very unsafe and improper conveyance for young ladies. As soon as your papa can go, you may be sure he will go or send for you.” End of discussion.

Disrupted family visits and canceled social outings were one thing, but atrocious roadways also thwarted business and commerce concerns. Shopkeepers and farmers who couldn’t get products to and from their markets helped fuel a spurt in the construction of better roads in the 1790s. When pressure on government officials didn’t get results, private individuals invested in road improvements.

By the mid-1800s an extensive network of turnpikes had been constructed. Users paid a fee that allowed them to turn a spiked pole stretching across the roadway in order to continue on their journey. Some turnpikes were built by local governments, others by private individuals who invested money in the enterprise and were reimbursed by future toll receipts. Prices varied depending on the number of animals pulling a wagon or stage, the size of the conveyance, and the distance traveled. In the 1790s it cost a four-horse stage eighteen and a half cents to use the Schenectady and Utica Turnpike in New York—a distance of sixty-eight miles. The driver of a one-horse sleigh paid six cents and a horse and rider only five cents. By 1820, with almost forty thousand miles of turn-pikes stretching across the country, shrewd investors saw opportunities for making money.

Turnpikes turned out to be a sweet deal for stage owners, who seldom paid the full toll. Many were given as much as 30 percent discounts. In some cases, the toll fees were passed on to the passengers, who ended up paying higher prices for a stage ticket. Some stage owners purchased stock in the turnpike companies and realized financial gain with their investments. At any rate, turnpikes greatly improved stage travel. It meant riders enjoyed mud-free roads, greater speed, shorter distances, and the ability to travel at night.
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One of the first public stage services in the colonies was the Boston-Newport line started by Jonathan and Frances Wardell in 1712. Frances had inherited a popular tavern called the Orange Tree Inn in Boston from her father, Francis Cook, in 1701, the same year she married Benjamin Morse (alternately spelled Morss). When her husband died in 1708, Frances ran the tavern while raising their five-year-old son. After marrying Jonathan Wardell, she continued to run the Orange Tree while her husband managed the stable. Most historians credited Jonathan Wardell with establishing the first public coach in Boston. Starting at the Orange Tree, he drove “once a Fortnight” while the “Ways are passable,” charging “Reasonable Rates” for the trip to Newport, Rhode Island.

Numerous stage lines served the colonies throughout the colonial period. What busy, time-conscious New Englander needing to get to New Jersey from Pennsylvania as quickly as possible wouldn’t purchase a ticket on the stage named the “Flying Machine”? In 1733 some enterprising individual who appreciated the value of market branding offered a service with that name between Philadelphia and Princeton, New Jersey. Of course the Good Intent Stage Company, leaving Philadelphia daily, certainly intended to offer only the best in convenience and comfort. In 1750 there was a service between Philadelphia and New York with a speedy three-day running time, but owners issued the caveat that wind and weather could affect travel time. A Boston–New York line was established in 1772. So stagecoaches were definitely part of colonial life. With the commencement of the American Revolution in 1775 and the capture of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia by the British, stagecoach travel was largely disrupted or completely halted. However, after the ratification of the peace treaty in 1784, stagecoaching gradually picked up again, and by 1789 the golden era of staging had begun in the eastern part of North America.

The heyday of stagecoaching reached its peak in the East and Midwest around 1840 as railroads became more prevalent. However, the stagecoach era was just dawning in the West in the 1850s. As with many commercial endeavors, national events and shifting trends shaped the stagecoach industry’s history. While the railroads eliminated many stage lines, the advancement of the iron horse didn’t completely wipe out stage services. Stagecoaches continued to transport goods and passengers to train depots from outlying areas. They continued to run in areas not served by a nearby railroad. After all, railroads weren’t everywhere in America.

As the boundaries of the United States expanded with newly acquired lands, stagecoaches played a pivotal role in moving people and goods. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 doubled the size of the United States, adding more than eight hundred thousand square miles from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains and from the Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian border. The Gadsden Purchase in 1853 expanded the country by almost thirty thousand square miles, adding territory that became Arizona and New Mexico. The discovery of gold in California in 1849 and in the Black Hills in the 1870s beckoned fortune hunters westward. Prospectors depended on stagecoaches to carry their precious discoveries from mining camps to nearby towns and to bring cherished letters from loved ones to ease their homesickness.

The Civil War gave a temporary boost to stagecoaching as the building of railroads came to a halt. And while the existing railroads transported soldiers and war supplies, all forms of transportation were put to use in this time of need—stagecoaches included. At the close of the war in 1865, the westward movement picked up and resumed in force.

As one historian observed, “stagecoaches sped over the primitive roads of the western prairies, deserts, and mountains.” Roads were carved into rugged mountain slopes, and stage stops, called ranches in the West, were situated in strategic locations to serve the needs of western travelers as they had in the East and Midwest. Westward movement helped extend the stagecoach era by about fifty years. That meant the overall economic impact of staging lingered too.
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Women and men who made a conscious decision to start up a stage service to meet the needs of a community intended to make money. An off-shoot was that others benefitted too—most obviously, people who built these exceptional vehicles. And there were quite a few of them. In 1850 the US Census Bureau identified just over fourteen thousand coach makers; in 1860, over nineteen thousand.

Coach building and related businesses operated throughout the continental United States and even in future states—as at Halley and Hunter coach builders in Honolulu, Hawaii, where the firm offered only the “best materials and workmanship” in 1850. In Louisville, Kentucky, in 1854, carriage dealer I. F. Stone advertised a large selection of coaches made of “superior materials.” In 1866 Wilson’s Hardware and Harness Establishment in Wilmington, North Carolina, carried “every description of coach builders’ hardware,” including coach springs and axles. In Houston four coach makers were in business in 1866, and there were eight harness shops. At Donaldsonville, Louisiana, in 1877, coachmaker Joseph Ferrier was ready to “execute at shortest notice all work entrusted to him.” And he guaranteed all his work. Worthy Davis’s carriage painting shop in Grand Forks, North Dakota, moved into the largest building in town in 1884 because she had so much work. According to the local newspaper, Worthy’s decorative paintings on her customers’ carriages were of “superior quality” and “first class,” and she possessed “rare ability” as a carriage artist. In California in 1886 S. H. Bradley of Marysville boasted the “highest reputation as stage builder of any man on the coast” for his eight-passenger stagecoach specially designed for use in mountains. Anyone who doubted that claim could ask the Small Brothers, who had purchased five new coaches from Bradley and promised to offer their passengers a ride “pleasanter than ever” as a result.

Two eastern cities led the way when it came to coach building. Troy, New York, locals claimed they were responsible for innovative coach-building ideas—seats over the baggage rack and railings around the top of carriages, for example. Stage line owners who had purchased coaches made in Troy used that as an enticement to passengers; owning a coach built in Troy was a badge of honor. At one time there were as many as thirty coach makers operating in the city.

One of those was Eaton, Gilbert and Company. Uri Gilbert and Orsamus Eaton had become partners in 1823, and by 1830 their shop grossed fifty thousand dollars, twice that amount in 1831. Early in 1844 the company had filled an order from Mexico for twelve thousand dollars in stagecoaches and harnesses. Between 1847 and 1853 their coaches were on almost all the mail routes in the country. In 1850 it was estimated that about five thousand were in use in the United States, Canada, Mexico, and South America. Stage companies that purchased coaches from Eaton, Gilbert and Company gave them colorful names— Beauty, Fashion, and Brilliant —to reflect the beautiful lines and curves illustrative of the company’s graceful carriage bodies.

Troy’s impressive accomplishments in stagecoach production justly earned the city accolades and a place in history. About the same time all those coaches started rolling out of Troy, there was a flurry of stagecoaching activity in a town about 150 miles to the north and east. For more than a hundred years the economic picture of Concord, New Hampshire, was colored by a major stagecoach-building establishment located there. Generations of residents were offered job opportunities at the facility that became synonymous with luxury in nineteenth-century travel, and some were women.
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On a wintry Saturday morning in January 1899, Maria Foster Putnam submitted an accounting of her hours to the payroll department at the Abbot-Downing Company in Concord. There were certainly more news-worthy events occurring at the time. In Washington, DC, President William McKinley hosted his first reception of the new year at the White House, where the US Marine Band, dressed in their signature vivid red uniforms, entertained with a lively performance. Closer to home in Concord, officials was grappling with a resident who was mad as hell and threatening to sue the city for failing to clear his sidewalk of snow after a recent storm. And the police reported a busy night in nearby Portsmouth, where they booked a drunken musician and rescued a fellow who fell overboard at the ferry landing.

But for Maria, payday was likely more significant than any of the events reported in the local newspapers. She may have been eyeing a pair of two-dollar boots from the local department store—much appreciated as she made her way from her house on South Street to the Abbot-Downing facility on frigid New England mornings. Maria’s fifteen-dollar paycheck was her reward for eighty-eight hours of work over a two-week period. As a sewer at the coach-making factory, she worked alongside wheelwrights, blacksmiths, painters, and woodworkers to produce some of the finest vehicles in the world. Abbot-Downing had set up shop in 1826 and was considered one of the premier builders of stagecoaches. Stage companies large and small coveted a coach made at the famed facility.

One of Abbot-Downing’s most well-known customers was the Wells, Fargo and Company stage line. When the company purchased the renowned Holladay Overland Mail and Express Company from Ben Holladay in 1866, making it the only stage line “of any consequence” between the Missouri River and California, it turned to Abbot-Downing to supply coaches. As the Central Pacific and Union Pacific Railroads raced to complete the First Transcontinental Railroad, Wells, Fargo and Company was there to serve the needs of the Union Pacific. Needing additional stagecoaches to transport people and supplies to the building sites, they once again looked to the legendary Abbot-Downing Company to supply thirty-nine passenger Concord coaches. These charmingly decorated vehicles were delivered to Omaha, Nebraska, on a special train of fifteen flatcars on April 15, 1868. An Abbot-Downing painter had created a different scene on the doors of each coach. The bodies were painted an eye-catching “straw color” and “English vermillion” and were “highly ornamented.”

Of course this was long before Maria worked at Abbot-Downing in the late 1800s. But the reputation of the company and the quality of their coaches transcended generations of workers. Maria and her fellow workers in the later decades of the 1800s and early 1900s were upholding traditions that had been established by earlier Abbot-Downing employees.

It was a rich tradition—one that used only the finest materials and meticulous design principals known to professionals at the time. Original owners Lewis Downing and J. Stephens Abbot and their descendants refused to compromise, using the highest quality hand-forged iron as well as ash and white oak lumber seasoned for at least three years. Artists applied layer after layer of paint, varnish, and glazes purchased from the Sherwin-Williams paint company to decorate the coaches with riveting figures and jaw-dropping scenes.

Abbot-Downing offered top-of-the-line Concord coaches for twelve hundred dollars and the less-expensive, far-from-elegant models—the celerity and the mud wagon—each selling for five hundred dollars. Initially the only machines used in the construction of the coaches were horse-powered circular saws and band saws. Skilled craftspersons created precisely measured wheels that ensured perfect balance and could withstand the harshest weather and road conditions. No bolts or screws were used to join the various pieces of a wheel. Rear wheels of the Concord were exactly five feet, one inch high; the front wheels were three feet, ten inches. Precision mattered.

Abbot-Downing coach bodies varied somewhat depending on the model, but basic features were integrated into all their coaches. The driver’s seat was positioned to give occupants the best leverage when applying the brakes; an iron rail enclosed the rear and two sides of the top of the coach, providing extra room for packages—and the occasional overflow passenger who relished a rooftop view. The rear platform was encased with waterproof leather and held luggage, mail, packages, and typically not live freight. (At least that was the intent when the designers came up with the idea, but there was an unfortunate incident in Kansas of a Poland China boar that had been squeezed into the hind boot of a stagecoach for delivery to its new owner. When a slat on the wood crate carrying the pig broke, the animal made its getaway.)

Most important to the passengers was the coach body and interior. The more luxurious Concord had wood-paneled sides with doors and glass windows. Three leather-cushioned seats accommodated nine passengers. The front and back seats offered cushioned backrests, and the middle bench incorporated a backrest of sorts consisting of a piece of leather suspended from the carriage top and attached on the sides to the doors. The center bench was hinged at each end, allowing movement for passengers to get to their seats or use the doors. The passengers on the center seats had to be prepared to adjust frequently to make those moves possible.

The nine-passenger coach measured a little over four feet in width. Each passenger had about fifteen inches of space to call private. In 1885 the average five-foot-four, twenty-one-year-old male weighed about 125 pounds; a five-foot woman averaged 122 pounds. Not much room to spare, but considering the size of today’s humans (195.7 pounds for the average twenty-one-year-old male and 168.5 pounds for the average woman), it afforded enough space to offer a fairly comfortable ride.

A fair amount of fabric was used in the Abbot-Downing coaches, especially in the less-expensive celerity and mud wagon coaches. There were no doors or windows, but the carriage sides did have openings to allow airflow. Canvas curtains were rolled over openings to cut down on dust and cold air. A piece of canvas stretched over a frame served as the ceiling of the coach. Arguably the most important swatch of material was the thick steerhide or oxhide leather thoroughbraces on which the coach bodies were suspended, serving as shock absorbers and making for a more comfortable ride.

All that thick leather and sturdy canvas had to be cut, trimmed, and stitched into specific pieces and shapes. That was what Maria Foster Putnam and coworker Annie Watts spent their days doing between 1884 and 1901. They had the luxury of sewing machines, but it isn’t difficult to imagine that their fingers and joints took a beating after years of work. Maria lost her sight in her later years, and one has to wonder if her work had contributed in any way. The Abbot-Downing Company was a source of income for Maria for years, and she has been remembered as a valued employee of one of the most celebrated businesses in stagecoach history.

Job seekers in Concord had a variety of positions to consider at Abbot-Downing. Many required specialized skills—painters, wheelwrights, blacksmiths, and machinists were professionals who produced superb work. Packers and shippers had to be adept at preparing products for shipment cross-country or across the globe, as they did in July 1900 when they sent thirty coaches to Sydney, Australia. The office employed individuals with business aptitudes.

Maud Bradley, Alice Currier, and Alice Sanborn were stenographers at Abbot-Downing in the early 1900s. They took dictation using shorthand, typed letters and forms with a relatively new machine called a typewriter, and transcribed notes from meetings. At the time it was common practice to issue spelling and punctuation tests to individuals applying for stenographer positions. Accuracy was essential at Abbot-Downing, as every coach commissioned by customers carried very specific specifications. Mistakes could cost as little as ruffled feathers or as much as hundreds of dollars. After all, it could have been both embarrassing and costly had one of the women inaccurately transcribed notes from an order, confusing the decorative painting for the grocer’s coach with the undertaker’s. The painting of the “widow weeping at the tomb of her departed husband” would have been highly inappropriate on the grocer’s coach. And the colorful images of ham hocks and pots of beans specified by the grocer would have caused some confusion on the undertaker’s coach.
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Jonathan and Frances Wardell had no way of knowing what they had started when they initiated their stage service out of their Orange Tree Inn in Boston in the 1700s. Their business was a forerunner in an industry that revolutionized transportation in America with its network of routes snaking across North America. Enterprising men and women with miniscule budgets and nonexistent employees started up services that ran locally; others dreamed of crossing the continent with hundreds of coaches fanning the countryside. Both contributed to the economic health of the nation.

Lines running between major cities, such as the Baltimore– Washington Line and the Boston-New York Line, triggering no ambiguity in the minds of potential customers as to destinations—sped up business and social interactions for thousands of people. While the Good Intent Stage Company and Shake Gut Line needed little explanation in terms of their names, the June Bug and Defiance Fast Lines begged for clarification. When the promoter of a new line between Philadelphia and Wheeling, West Virginia, announced his intentions, one of his competitors predicted it “would not last until the June bugs come.” In 1887 the owners of the Defiance Fast Line defied the opposition by completing their run from Wheeling to Cincinnati, Ohio, “in less time than any other line.” Their advertisement said it all: “By opposition the people are well served.” Intriguing names aside, these lines offered business and leisure travelers vital services almost universally welcomed by Americans.

And then there were these: Holladay Overland Mail and Express, Butterfield Overland Stage, and Wells, Fargo and Company. Their names weren’t as intriguing as some of those smaller regional lines, but they captured the attention of most Americans in the 1800s. And they made a definite splash on the transportation scene, presenting travelers a gateway to a new life in the far borders of the country. As the nation expanded, the need for fast, reliable transportation for people and mail became a rallying cry for entrepreneurs, politicians, and ordinary citizens.

Westerners were disgusted and getting more so by the day in 1850; they wanted faster regular overland mail service between northern California and the East. Newspaper publishers regularly harangued about it, and politicians howled quite a bit about establishing postal routes. For impatient Westerners it was exasperating. Anybody could understand the frustration—it took two months for a letter from Sacramento to arrive in Independence, Missouri! The government’s feeble attempts at providing regular, fast mail service were generally mocked by everyone.

In June 1857 Postmaster General Aaron V. Brown established a route between San Antonio, Texas, and San Diego, California. It wasn’t located exactly where most Westerners would have preferred; still it was something. At the time, San Diego was considered an out-of-the-way place with only about seven hundred people. And there was something a little different about this new service. The stage line owner chose to use mules rather than horses to pull the stages, and few could resist calling this new service the “Jackass Mail” line. Without a doubt, the animals were to blame for the name, but before long people used it as an opportunity to ridicule the service. People were fond of saying it ran “from no place through nothing to nowhere.”

Shortly after the Jackass Mail line began, the postmaster general announced the establishment of another overland mail service that most believed would be better than the jackass service, and it caused a great deal of excitement in California. There would be a mail route traveling cross-country from St. Louis, Missouri, and Memphis, Tennessee (home-town of Postmaster General Brown), through Arkansas, Texas, and New Mexico Territory, into southern California via Los Angeles, Fresno, San Jose, and finally San Francisco. Again, some critics thought it was an unusual route, but proponents said they wanted to avoid the inevitable winter snowstorms promised by a more northern route. The service was required to use horses rather than mules and to carry passengers in addition to mail. The contract was open for bidding.

Meanwhile, John Butterfield had started the Butterfield Overland Mail Company just in time to bid and become the lucky recipient of the six-hundred-thousand-dollar-per-year government contract to provide semiweekly mail across the continent for six years. Butterfield had some financial backing from Wells, Fargo and Company and others, and they called the enterprise the Overland Mail Company, although many continued to call it the Butterfield Line.

Within a year of getting the contract, Butterfield had sunk one million dollars into the venture, purchasing horses and coaches, sinking wells, building way stations, and hiring drivers and station workers. The service was ready to go, and it set out on the 2,757-mile journey on September 16, 1858. When the first stage pulled into San Francisco at 7:30 a.m. on Sunday, October 10, in just under twenty-four days from its start, it was a historic occasion.

However, no one could ignore the fact that there were serious issues confronting sections of the country, and before long those conflicts erupted into what became known as the Civil War. When it became impossible to continue using the southern route to carry the mail, a new route was planned over a central region. Beginning in July 1861, the Overland Mail Company, having been taken over by Wells Fargo in 1860, shared responsibilities of a new service with a line called the Central Overland California and Pikes Peak Express Company (known as the C.O.C. and P.P. Ex. Co.). The route stretched from the Missouri River to Placerville, California, and ran six days a week, delivering mail in only twenty days. But before long, the C.O.C. and P.P. Ex. Co. line was beginning to face serious financial issues. Then Ben Holladay entered the picture.

Short on education, long on energy, Ben Holladay took advantage of every opportunity he could. Leaving home at the age of sixteen, he earned a living as a store clerk, liquor salesman, and tavern keeper before becoming a supplier of goods to people rushing to the California gold mines and to the Pikes Peak gold rush in Colorado in the 1850s. Using the money he made from these ventures, in 1862 Holladay was in a financial position to buy the struggling C.O.C. and P.P. Ex. Co. The newly named Holladay Overland Mail and Express Company carried passengers and mail. Over the next few years, Holladay expanded and improved his lines, earning him the name “Stagecoach King.”

For a time, the Holladay Overland Mail and Express Company, the Pioneer Stage Line, and Wells Fargo’s Overland Mail Company joined forces to run the central mail route. But in 1866 Wells Fargo purchased the Pioneer Stage Line and offered to buy out Holladay’s Overland Mail and Express Company too. Holladay couldn’t refuse the offer: 1.5 million dollars, 300,000 dollars in stock, and market prices for the hay and feed in his horse barns.
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Wells Fargo had been started in 1852 by Henry Wells and William Fargo in San Francisco. Before getting involved heavily in transcontinental transportation in the 1860s, the company provided banking services, including buying gold, and offered express delivery of gold and other valuables. They used steamships, railroads, and stages to get the job done for their customers. Initially they contracted with independent stage owners to fulfill some of their services. But after Wells Fargo bought out Holladay and the Pioneer Stage Line in 1866, the company claimed to have the “largest stagecoach empire in the world.”
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“Big Horse Market—the Finest of Its Kind in the World”

“The Big Horse Sale—Large Display of Fine Stock and Many from All Parts of the Country”

“Big Horse Sale! A Car load of Illinois Horses”



All the big stage lines needed thousands of horses to keep their stages running. At Wells Fargo’s fifty-three stage stations between Folsom, California, and Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1861, eight horses were kept for each stage running on the line, in addition to animals used for hauling supplies. At this section alone, the company maintained six hundred horses, valued at about 125 dollars apiece—for a total investment in horses of 75,000 dollars. On just one of his several lines in Colorado, owner Bob Spotswood ran five coaches daily; with teams switched out every ten miles, the forty-mile trip required four relays of fresh horses, four to six animals per team. Another line—Gilmer and Salisbury—sent their agents to St. Louis, Missouri, to buy six hundred well-bred horses to jump-start their new stage line between Cheyenne and the Black Hills in 1876. When the Barlow and Sanderson line set up their Canon City to Pueblo stage in Colorado in 1879, the owners brought in two hundred new horses. When John Butterfield invested one million dollars in his overland mail company, he used a chunk of it to purchase two thousand horses. In addition to these big players, the small mom-and-pop stage lines also needed a steady supply of fresh horses to keep their enterprises lumbering over the trails, making horses big business over several decades.

Although a horse sale at a Chicago market was a bit sluggish on Monday, May 25, 1857, it could have been because of low inventory. With only 334 head of horses at seven stables in town, dealers just didn’t have sufficient supply to meet demands. Two local trading stables, Robbins and Kelley and Butler and Prescott on State Street, had only forty-five and twenty horses, respectively. Doty’s stable had sixty-five head to report, but they had sold thirty that week, averaging 165 dollars per head. Their stock came from great horse-raising states like Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, with a few from Vermont and New York.

Two years later, in 1859, sales were brisk at a horse auction in Cincinnati, Ohio. Six different stables had sold 383 horses for a grand sum of 43,501 dollars, averaging 115 dollars per animal. Most went to business owners and farmers in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Alabama. Crowds had gotten so problematic at the horse market in St. Joseph, Missouri, in September 1859 that the city council was considering moving the daily sale from its current location. Council members thought that appropriating a couple of town squares near the Missouri Hotel on the corner of Market Square and Edmond Street might alleviate the problem. Proprietor James Conner had recently taken over that hotel, and he promised travelers an experience equal, if not superior, to the first-class hotels in the city. It’s unclear how he felt about the odoriferous horse market moving next to his establishment.

In 1875 horse dealers in St. Louis reported that the demand for streetcar and work horses was better in November than it had been earlier in the year, but it was still far from good. No one wanted “common horses and plugs.” When sales closed at four o’clock in the afternoon on Saturday, March 14, 1891, at a five-day horse sale in Cambridge City, Indiana, 416 horses had sold for 136,855 dollars. That exceeded sales from the year before, but the average was down from the 1890 sale. Organizers blamed nasty weather for the low attendance.

For decades horses were prized commodities, instrumental to the success of many businesses, including stagecoaching. Buying, selling, breeding, training, and caring for horses provided income for individuals and business enterprises. By 1900 livestock officials estimated that the United States was home to about 21 million horses, Texas having more than any other state with 1.2 million. Illinois and Iowa were close behind, with 1 million each. Pittsburgh, Omaha, St. Louis, and other large cities had vigorous horse markets, but some experts claimed the legendary Union Stockyards and Transit Company of Chicago, called simply the Chicago Stockyards by most people, was a “mecca” and the “greatest horse market in the world.”

When the Chicago Stockyards opened in 1865, horse sales were weak, usually only about thirty horses per week that first year. Most horse dealers worked independently, and the buying and selling in Chicago took place on the city streets—not convenient for either buyers or sellers. In 1886 the leading commission firms organized into a national horse exchange, resulting in “new life” for the industry and leading to the Chicago Stockyards building a horse pavilion. Not surprisingly, in 1905 the number of horses sold had ballooned to more than two thousand per week with a value of more than fourteen thousand dollars. Most of the animals came from western states: Nebraska, Montana, Wyoming, Idaho, even as far west as Washington.

For individuals who liked spending their days roaming the countryside visiting horse ranchers, a job as a horse buyer was a dream. Some buyers were independent agents; others were employed by horse dealers at the stockyards and worked for a salary and percentage of the profits. They traveled regular routes about once a month, starting at the farthest end of their territory by renting a train car that they hoped to fill with horses. After scouting the ranches and small towns at the first stop and making purchases, the buyer sent the car up the road to his next section of ranch country, again purchasing as many horses as possible. A car held about fifteen horses; when it was full, the buyer lined up another car and started the process over again until he had purchased about two hundred horses.

An experienced buyer formed relationships with the local ranchers over time. If he cleared ten dollars on a horse, he was happy; but after paying the freight and feed charges, sometimes it was difficult to accomplish that goal. The ranchers were shrewd businesspeople. They watched the markets carefully and knew that a horse they sold for seventy-five dollars could sell for as much as two hundred dollars at the Chicago Stockyards and other horse sales in big cities. Buyers competed in a tough market, with plenty of competition.

Once the buyer had ten to twenty carloads of horses, he consigned them to a commission merchant at a stockyard. Lucky horses went to the Chicago Stockyards, where they were treated to spa-like conditions—a sprawling hundred acres with forty-five barns outfitted with seventy-five miles of pipes carrying water to massive drinking troughs. Three hundred stockyard employees
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