
BIKE EXPRESS .. JUNE 1974 
Six amateur bicycle riders will at

tempt to carry the u. s. Mail by bicycle 
from Sacramento, ca. to St. Joseph, Mo., 
a distance of 1780 miles in 100 hours or 
just over 4 days. Whether this goal is 
achieved will be indicated by the St. 
Joseph postmark on the cover. 

The Bike Express route passes through 
Carson City, Ely, Provo and Denver. It 
follows the original Pony Express route 
where possible or parallels it. Multi
lane, limited access highways and disap
pearance of the original trail in many 
areas preclude duplicating the exact 
route as it existed in 1860-1861. The 
Bike Express route, although slightly 
shorter, is more difficult as some very 
high passes have to be crossed in Colo
rado. It was for this reason the Pony 
Express trail crossed the Continental 
Divide over much lower South Pass, 7550 
ft., in Wyoming providing an all-weather 
route. Berthoud Pass, with its rarefied 
air at 11,314 ft. will tax the endurance 
of the riders to the limit. 

The cyclists are likely to encounter 
every type of weather on their dash to 
St. Joseph, from dehydrating heat in the 
deserts of Nevada and Utah, numbing cold 
and sleet in the Sierras and Rockies to 
torrential rains on the plains of Kansas. 

The six riders will use a system of 
rotation, each man riding one-half hour 
or approximately 8 to 12 miles after 
which he throws the mailbag to the next 
rider who is seated on his bike and ready 
to ride. During the night one hour relays 
will be used. In this manner about 430 
miles per day can be covered. A camper 
pulling a bike trailer will accompany and 
serve as "stations" en route. 

In all about 180 changes will be made 
closely corresponding to the number of 
original Pony Express stations. This in
dicates close -correlation of the endur
ance of men versus horses and one-half 
hour bursts of speed give optimum perform
ance. 

The 10-speed racing bicycles weigh from 
22 to 25 lbs. plus the mailbag carrying 
about 250 letters weighing in at 4 lbs . 
Ages of the riders span five decades rang
ing from 14 to 51 years, which shows a man 
is only as old as he feels to ride "pony". 
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1860 -1861 
PONY EXPRESS. Daring horseback riders of the pony 

express once carried United States mail between St. 
Joseph, Mo., and Sacramento, Calif. The mail then 
was taken by steamer to San Francisco, Calif. The serv• 
ice began on April 3, 1860. Its promoters meant to 
prove that the central route followed by the pony ex
press was better than the longer southern route used by 
the stagecoaches of the Butterfield Overland Mail. 
Senator William M. Gwin of California was the chief 
promoter of the pony express. A freight firm, known as 
Russell, Majors, and Waddell, backed the project. 

The pony express route followed the well-known 
Oregon-California Trail, along the Platte River in 
Nebraska, through South Pass in Wyoming. At Fort 
Bridger, Wyo., the riders left the emigrant trail, swung 
to the south of the Great Salt Lake, and then headed 
due west across the salt desert to the Sierra Nevada 
mountains at Carson City, Nev. This route saved over 
100 miles. Relay stations stood 10 to 15 miles apart 
along the route. Lonely keepers watched the stations 
and took care of the ponies. 

Young pony express riders rode at top speed from one 
station to the next. As the rider approached the station, 
the keeper brought out a fresh horse, which was saddled 
and ready to travel. The rider jumped from his horse, 
grabbed the mail bags, and was on his way again in two 
minutes' time. Usually ·each man rode 75 miles. But if 
a rider could not carry the mail, the first rider kept 
going. There were about 190 stations, 400 station 
keepers and assistants, over 400 horses, and 80 riders. 

Pony express riders earned from $ 100 to $150 a 
month, high wages for the time. Riders usually carried 
only two revolvers and a knife to defend themselves 
against attacks by Indians and bandits. They rode day 
and night in all kinds of weather. The mail was lost only 
once in all the 650,000 miles ridden by the pony express. 

Riders carried the mail in leather, rainproof pouches, 
strapped to the front and back of the saddle. The post
age rate, at first $5 a half ounce, was later changed to $1. 
The mail never weighed over 20 pounds. 

The first pony express trip took 10 days to cover the 
distance of 1,966 miles. Later trips were made in eight 
or nine days. This was 12 or 14 days shorter than the 
time required by the Overland Mail. Once the mail was 
carried from Fort Kearny, Nebr., to Fort Churchill, 
Nev., in six days, a record. The rider on this trip carried 
the news of Abraham Lincoln's election in November, 
1860. On short stretches, riders occasionally made a 
speed of 25 miles an hour. Nearly 250 miles a day was 
the normal speed. 

The pony express ended on Oct. 24, 1861. There was 
no need for it, because the telegraph now stretched 
from coast to coast. The promoters of the pony express 
were ruined financially. w. TuRRENTINE JACKSON 
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