
"Pony Bob" Haslam, ambushed by Indians. carries the news 
of Lincoln's election through to the West. The painting, by 
H. H. Cross. is from Visscher's book on the Pony Express. 

Blood on the 
Pony Express Trail 

By RAYMOND W. and MARYL. SETTLE 

QNE OF the hazards the Pony Express riders incurred in central and western Ne-
vada was the hostility of the Paiute Indians, which was first aroused in 1849 

by immigrants to California along the Humboldt River. From that time on, there were 
bloody encounters between them and the white men almost every year. When the 
Pony Express line was laid out in 1860, it ran through Indian country near Pyramid 
Lake, where some 6,000 Paiutes under Chief Winnemucca had their home. 

The winter of 1859-1860 was an unusually severe one and the Paiutes suffered 
intensely. Sickness was prevalent, food was scarce and many children died. So deep 
was their hatred and distrust of white men that they refused to eat food offered by 
settlers for fear it was poisoned. To their savage minds their misfortunes were due 
to the white people's being in their country. 

In January, 1860, they killed Dexter S. Deming, a settler on Willow Creek north 
of Honey Lake (which at that time was thought to be in Nevada). Governor Roop 
appointed two commissioners to visit Winnemucca, whom they found at Pyramid 
Lake. When they requested the surrender of the Paiutes who had killed Deming, the 
chief refused and demanded $16,000 for Honey Lake Valley. 

The matter drifted along until the latter part of April, when a council was called 
(Continued on page 65) 

Deer Creek Pony Express station. 
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- Now You're Talking! 
(Continued from page 6) 

know how we lasted that long at 25c per 
copy with· as little advertising as we run. 
Compare the percentage of advertising in 
our magazine with any other on the news
stands and you'll be shocked. Most of our 
magazine is composed of reading mat
ter for you folks and therefore w_e have 
to get most of our revenue through sub
scriptions and newsstand sales. We go 
as low as 15% in advertising with some 
issues and there are many magazines on 
the market today that have 6()% in ad
vertising! Actually, we make a very 
small part of our over-all income from 
advertising and, by golly, we like it that 
way so long as you folks like it-and you 
seem to! 

I got plumb off the subject-in short, it 
will mean about the same to us if you 
subscribe, renew or extend for the BIG
GER AND BETTER FRONTIER 
TIMES now instead of waiting until the 
price goes up for the simple reason that 
summer and early fall is our slow time 
and we have a dickens of a time keeping 
those purty gals busy-but a little later 
on the gift subscriptions start coming in 
and, brother, it's "Katy, bar the door!" 
Those gals work so fast they don't have 
time to slap a bee off their hunkus and 
it sure throws things in a jam. So if 
you are paid up for two years or three 
or more -and still want to extend at old 
rates, fine and good. We aren't trying to 
get extra money from you scalawags 
(spoken like a true, dirty, lowdown sneak
ing coyote!) but just flat stating a point 
that might be of advantage to both sides · 
and you guys are the judges, natch. 

That's enough for this time-I'd better 
get to work on that "BIGGER AND BET
TER FRONTIER TIMES." Frankly, we 
are pretty excited about what you are 
going to see in that issue which will have 
January on the cover and will be out 
around November 20! Best Wishes!-Joe. 

Blood on the Pony Express Trail 
(Continued from page 32) 

at Pyramid Lake. Among the chiefs who 
attended were Numago (also known as 
Young Winnemucca; Mogoannoga, chief 
of the Humboldt Meadows Paiutes; a Ban
nack chief from the Powder River in Ore
gon; and a Paiute named Black Rock 
Tom. 

The only chief in the Pyramid Lake 
Council who was opposed to making war 
on the white settlers was Young Winne
mucca. Having always been their staunch 
friend, he attempted to persuade the oth
ers that hostilities would result in the 
destruction of the Indians. When he saw 
that his pleas and warnings fell upon 
deaf ears, he threw himself on the ground 
as a sign of mourning and lay there with
out eating or drinking for three days. On 
the third night he appeared before the 
council again and made a final plea for 
peace. 

Among the newly-established Pony Ex
press stations in the Carson River Valley 
region were Buckland's Station, where 
Fort Churchill would soon be built, and 
Desert Station, which was also known as 
Williams' Station. James 0. Williams was 
keeper and his brothers, David and Oscar, 
stock tenders of the latter-which was 
also a trading post. Staying there in 
early May, 1860, were Samuel Sullivan, 
James Fleming and a man named "Dutch 
Phil." 

JUST WHAT happened has long been 
a matter for debate. William Wright 

September~October, 1962 

("Dan Dequille"), editor of the Terri
torial Register, said fourteen years later 
that in James' absence, his brothers and 
one of the other men seized two Paiute 
women and held them captive. The hus
band of one traced them to Williams' Sta
tion, but was driven away when he went 
to rescue them. He then returned to 
Pyramid Lake and induced Mogoannoga 
to lead a rescue party. 

On the morning of May 7, 1860, a band 
of Paiute warriors crept- up to the sta
tion and killed David and Oscar Williams 
as they stood talking outside. They ~t 
Samuel Sullivan as he fled for his hfe 
and slaughtered James Fleming and 
_Dutch Phil inside the building. 

After burning the station to the 
ground, Mogoannoga led his victorious 
warriors down the Pony Express trail to
ward Buckland's Station. On the way 
they raided W. H. Bloomfield's ranch and 
drove off all his cattle. Before reach
ing Buckland's Station, however, Mogo
annoga changed his course and led his 
men toward Pyramid Lake. 

To make sure of a hero's welcome, he 
sent a warrior to announce his coming. 
The announcement was delivered while 
Young Winnemucca was making his final 
plea for peace. Knowing the futility of 
further efforts to prevent war, Young 
Winnemucca sorrowfully helped his peo
ple make plans for the struggle. 

James Williams returned to his station 
on the morning of May 8 to find it a mass 
of ruins, the bodies of his two brothers 
and Samuel Sullivan on the ground and 
the bones of James Fleming and Dutch 
Phil among the ashes. Without pausing 
to bury the bodies he fled westward to
ward Virginia City, stopping at Buck
land's Station long enough to break the 
news. 

Riders were sent out to warn prospec
tors and settlers of danger. Soon it was 
learned that on the same day of the 
attack on Williams' Station, the Paiutes 
had killed eight men sixty miles away. 
Settlers on Honey Lake and two others 
on Truckee River were slain. War parties 
stationed themselves in the Humboldt 
Valley and in the mountains at Mono 
Lake and on Walker River. News of the 
outbreak was sent to California with a 
request for arms and ammunition, to 
which the people quickly responded. 

Companies of volunteers immediately 
were formed in Genoa, Carson City, Vir
ginia City and Gold Hill. One hundred 
and five men marched to Buckland's Sta
tion, where they were divided into two 
companies. Major 0. Ormsby appears to 
have _been the nominal leader, but he 
could hardly be said to have been in 
command. None of the leaders had any 
military knowledge or experience; the 
men were poorly armed and totally undis
ciplined. Most of the volunteers regarded 
the expedition as something of a lark. 
In the harsh process of disillusionment, 
almost half of them died. 

AFTER burying the dead at Williams' 
Station, the volunteers marched to 

Truckee River and made camp for the 
night, entertaining themselves about their 
campfires by singing, telling stories and 
jokes, and boasting about what they 
would do to Winnemucca and his war
riors. 

About two miles south of the lower 
end of Pyramid Lake the mountains 
leave only a narrow pass through which 
the Truckee River flows. The volunteers 
reached it without encountering the In
dians and marched on for a mile-and-a
ha1f. When they were well within the 
canyon, they saw a party of about 100 
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Paiutes on a ridge a short distance ahead. · 
Major Ormsby ordered a char~ and the 
savages retreated to another ridge where 
they were reinforced. 

The Indians now closed the trap and 
began to slaughter the hopelessly out
numbered volunteers. The main body of 

. warriors had been concealed in sage
brush, behind rocks and in a grove of 
cottonwoods which the unwary volun
teers had passed. As the whites made 
for the cottonwoods, they ran directly 
into the force under Black Rock Tom 
who had been hiding there. Although 
Young Winnemucca threw himself be
tween Black Rock Tom's warriors and 
the volunteers in an attempt to stop the 
fighting, the Indians pressed the attack. 
Nevertheless the whites fought their way 
to the cottonwood grove, where Major 
Ormsby ordered Captain Thomas F. Con
don of the Genoa Rangers and Captain R. 
G. Watkins of the Silver City Guards to 
take and hold the narrow pass out of the 
valley, the only means of escape. Instead 
of marching as a fighting unit, the volun
teers fled panic-stricken down the val
ley only to be met by more Indians. 

One of the victorious P aiutes later de
scribed the scene. "White men all cry 
a heap," he said. "Got no gun, throw 'um 
away. All big scare. Got no revolver. 
Throw 'um away too. No want to fight 
any more. All big scare, just like cattle. 
Run, run, run cry, cry, heap cry same 
as papoose. No want lnjun to kill 'um 
any more." 

Major Ormsby was shot in the mouth 
and wounded in both arms. He fell from 
his horse and, dreading to fall alive into 
the hands of the enemy, begged his men 
to rally around him. But instead of mak
ing a determined stand, his comrades fled 
wildly toward the pass, leaving him help
less on the ground. When the Indians ap
proached, he offered them his revolver 
as a sign of surrender. Disregarding this 
peaceful gesture, they filled his body with 
arrows. 

As more and more volunteers fled to
ward the narrow pass and along the nar
row bench beyond, the Indians rode 
among them and hewed them down. The 
survivors who reached the pass left the 
bodies of twenty-six comrades behind 
them. The Indians continued to follow, 
slaying twenty more along the trail, The 
battle of Pyramid Lake, fought on May 

12, 1860, ended in a complete victory f'lt" 
the Indians. 

THE HERO of the battle was Bartholo-
mew Riley, a discharged soldier from 

Camp Floyd near Salt Lake City, who 
had stopped in Carson City on his way to 
Califorma. He fought bravely and tried 
again and again to rally the demoralized 
citizen-army. He survived the -massacres 
in the . valley and at the pass. On May 
15, with a party of weary survivors, he 
arrived at Buckland's Station with news 
of the defeat. 

When he learned that the east-bound 
Pony Express rider refused to go any 
farther, he volunteered to take his place 
and rode to Smith's Creek Station, eighty
five miles to the east, without meeting 
any Indians. The following day he was 
killed by the accidental discharge of a 
gun in the hands of a friend. 

News of the debacle shocked the resi
dents of Carson River Valley. Many fled 
westward into California; the women 
and children at Virginia City were placed 
in an unfinished stone house; at Silver 
City a fortification was constructed 
among rocks overlooking the town and an 
imitation cannon was mounted to fright
en possible attackers away. 

At Carson City the stone Penrod Ho
tel was fortified with sandbags and pick
ets were stationed ·around the town. A 
small stone house in Genoa belonging to 
Warren Wasson, Indian Agent, was pre
pared for defense, while Wasson himself 
rode 110 miles to Honey Lake with a 
message from General Clark to the cap
tain of a company of cavalry supposed to 
be camped there. 

Other messengers were sent to Cali
fornia with appeals for help. Within 
thirty-six hours after the news arrived at 
Downieville, 165 armed men set out for 
Carson City. Sacramento, Placerville, La 
Porte, San Juan and Nevada City also 
sent volunteers to help. One hundred and 
fifty men were ordered to march from 
Fort Alcatraz and Benicia to Carson Riv
er Valley. By the last of May there were 
about 800 men in the field, over 200 of 
whom were regulars of the United States 
Army. As Young Winnemucca had fore
seen, his people were doomed to destruc-
t ion. _ 

Immediately after the batt le at Pyra
mid Lake, the Indians roamed up and 
down the Pony Express line in parties o1 
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varying numbers, killing station keepers 
and stock t enders and burning the build
ings. 

"Pony Bob" Haslam was the first east
bound Pony Express rider to r each Car
son City after the massacre a t Williams' 
Station. After feeding and r esting the 
horse he had ridden from Friday's Sta
tion at the foot of Lake Tahoe, he re
mounted and pounded on toward Buck
land's Station. When he arrived he found 
W. C. Marley, the station keeper, and 
J ohnson Richardson, who was to take the 
mail on east, in a state bordering on 
panic. 

For fear of the Indians, Richardson re
fused to take the mail and Marley of
fered Haslam $50 to finish tne trip. This 
he agreed to do, not because of the 
bonus, he said, but because it was his duty 
to do it. Changing horses, he rode on 
to Sand Springs, where he got another 
horse. Making still another change at 
Cold Springs he pushed on to Smith's 
Creek, where he arr ived safely without 
seeing any Indians. He had covered 190 
miles without · a r est. 

Jay G. Kelley took the mochila at 
Smith's Creek and raced eastward with 
the news of the massacre at Williams' 
Station. Each r ider along the line, know
ing the necessity for r eaching Camp F loyd 
and Salt Lake City at the ear liest pos
sible moment, urged his mount to do its 
best. 

Eight hours after a rriving at Smith's 
Creek, Haslam turned back with the west
bound mail sack, possibly on May 12, 
the day of the battle at Pyramid Lake. 
At Cold Springs he found the station a 
pile of ashes, the station keeper killed, 
and the horses gone. After water ing and 
feeding his mount he rode on to Sand 
Springs where he found only the stock 
tender on duty. · The station keeper had 
fled. Haslam, fearing the man would be 
killed if lef t there alone, persuaded him 
to ride on with him. 

At Carson Sink Station the riders en
countered fifteen men, most of whom 
probably were survivors of t he Pyramid 
Lake fight. Leaving them to hold the 
place, which had been barricaded, Has
lam rode on to Buckland's Station. Mar
ley was so overjoyed to see him r eturn 
alive that he doubled the bonus he had 
promised. After resting ther e an hour
and-a-half, the intrepid rider sped on to 
Carson City. He reported to Division 
Superintendent Bolivar Roberts, , then 
rode on to Friday's Station, having cov
er ed 380 miles and been in the saddle 
thirty-six hours. 

QN May 26 the small army of about 
800 men marched off toward Pyra

mid Lake to punish the Paiutes for hav
ing gone to W'ar. The Indians, bloated 
with J?ride and self-confidence over their 
victories, were waiting at Big Meadows, 
not far from Williams' Station. A skir
mish occurred there, in which two soldiers 
and six Indians were killed. Winnemucca 
drew his warriors back toward Pyramid 
Lake. 

On the afternoon of June 3, a recon
naissance unit advanced close enough to 
the battlefield itself t o count the bodies 
of the twenty-six slain in the valley. 
The Indians took up a defensive position 
on a rocky ledge and challenged the white 
men to dislodge them. · 

In a vigorous attack which lasted three 
hours, the army drove them out. During 
the pursuit which followed, twenty-five 
Indians were killed, fift y horses captured 
and the main body of war riors driven 
northward with the white men in pur
suit. At sundown, the troops called a 

halt and the night was spent in a fo..,.ti
fied camp dubbed "Fort Story." Next 
morning they marched on, but were un
able to make contact · with the Indians. 
That night earthwor ks were thrown up 
and given the name "Fort Haven." 

Here the pursuit ended and the volun
teers marched back to Carson City and 
were discharged. The artillery occupied 
Fort Haven until the middle of July, t hen 
moved to Buckland's Station. Indian 
Agent F rederick Dodge laid out r eserva
t ions for the Paiutes a t Pyramid and 
Walker Lakes, and Warren Upson, with 
the help of Young Winnemucca and other 
friendly chiefs, labored successfully to 
quiet the situation. Although full-scale 
war was averted, hostile feelings on the 
part of many of the Paiutes and raids 
by small parties continued for some time. 

When the news of the outbreak reached 
Salt Lake, Major Howard Egan, Division 
Superintendent, requested Colonel P . St. · 
George Cooke, commandant at Camp 
Floyd, to station soldier s between Sand 
Springs a nd Dry Creek. Two companies, 
ninety men all told, wer e ordered out 
along the Pony Express trail to protect 
t he stations and immigrants to California. 
Major Egan r aised a party of volunteers, 

"I'm not worryin' about germs, I'm 
thinkin' about some of these things I 

can see with my naked eye!" 

made up a wagontrain and left Salt Lake 
City on June 6 to r eopen the Pony E x
press line. With him he took a number 
of mochilas which had accumulated dur
ing the month or so the line was out of 
operation. 

The regular schedule of the Pony Ex
press was resumed July 7, 1860. Ban
croft said the company lost 150 horses, 
seven stations and sixteen men killed. 
The rebuilding of stations, pay to the 
volunteers, increased wages to the rid
ers and other expenses amounted to about 
$75,000. This was a heavy blow for a 
company whose finances were already 
strained to the breaking point and whose 
expenses far exceeded receipts. 

~ewspapers and the public highly 
praised the Central Overland California 
& P ike's Peak Express Company for the 
manner in which it met the crisis but 
that, appreciated though it was, did not 
pay bills or liquidate deficits. 

Like the war -st r ength of the Paiutes, 
t he Pony Express had seen its best days. 

True W est 
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