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FOREWORD 
From Cariboo to Hermosillo and 

from Bitter Creek, near the summit 
of the Rockies, on west to the Golden 
Gate, there is hardly a cattle trail or 
a country town that "Uncle Dan" 
Drumheller did not know intimately. 
Coming overland from Missouri to 
California in 1854, he spent his long 
life on the Pacific Coast. As a rider 
for the old Pony Express in the days 
before the Civil War, and later as 
miner, packer, cattleman, rancher, 
banker, farmer and investor, he has 
roamed this country from one end to 
the other. 

More than sixty years ago he passed 
over the present site of Spokane while 
driving a pack train laden with sup
plies, from Fort Walla Walla to the 
placer mines of Studhorse Creek in 
the Fort Steele district of East Koote
nay. It may well be doubted whether 
any other man of this century had 
so remarkable and intimate a knowl
edge of the resources and the develop
ment of the whole Pacific Coast. 

At the age of eighty-one, he re
corded some of his recollections in a 
series published in The S.J10kesman
Review. Those who knew Uncle Dan 
best are astonished at the accuracy 
and the extraordinary scope of his 
memory. These chapters were written 
without reference to texts, but it is 
believed the errors that may have 
crept in are of the most trifling sort. 
This autobiography covers-a range of 
interest and human life such as has 
seldom been experienced. 

Daniel Montgomery Drumheller died 
in Los Angeles, California, on Febru
ary 28, 1925. 

MY NAME is Daniel Drumheller and 
I was born on a plantation near 

Gallatin in Sumner County, twenty-six 
miles from Nashville, Tennessee, March 
25, 1840. My father's people were Vir
ginians and he was borri at Monticello 
in sight of Thomas Jefferson's home, so 
I'm a natural-born Democrat, but par
ties are getting so scrambled up that it 
doesn't mean much what you think you 
are. Father was a machinist, and built 
a cotton gin for my mother's father who 
was a prosperous Tennessee planter with 
a hundred slaves. 

Our family left Tennessee when I was 
a baby, and settled down in southwestern 
Missouri near Springfield in the Ozarks. 
When I was three, Father died and left 
Mother with a big brood of children. It 
was a rough and primitive country. Our 
people farmed and raised a few cattle, 
some corn and a little cotton. There was 
nothing else to do. I never saw a cook
stove until I was twelve years old, All 
the cooking was done around a fire
place, and we lived pretty much on hog 
and corn and sweet potatoes, with some 
game and peaches and berries. 

The women folks had a hard life. They 
spun the wool and wove the cloth and 
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dyed it, if it happened to be dy_ed, and 
they made our clothes, eve~y stitch, _by 
hand. I never saw .a s~wmg ma.chine 
until I came to Cahforma. For hghts, 
when we celebrated, we used tallow 
candles but mostly we depended on the 
blaze of the fireplace and a flat lamp 
like a saucer with a cotton wick float
ing in grease that fed the flame. You 
could have found the same la~p.5 4,000 
years ago when they were building the 
pyramids, and I don't know that down 
in Missouri we had progressed very much 
ahead of the pyramid builders. 

In the earlf '60s folks .built a little 
railroad runnmg forty mi.les fro!ll St. 
Louis down to Iron Mountain, but it was 
just a legend to.most of us. ~e'!1 ha';e 
been afraid to nde on the tram if we d 
had a chance. 

The only teaching was in pay schools. 
The master earned $16 a month. a~d wa.s 
boarded around among the pupils fami
lies. I went to school maybe three Il}Onths 
at a time during three or four wmters, 
and we got clubbed refiUlarly to help 1;1s 
along the road to wisclom. Later, m 
California, I went to the Santa Rosa 
Methodist Academy a couple of terms 
for a few weeks. . 

St. Louis was the big~st town ~n the 
world for us. With the river traffic and 
the fur trade of the Northwest that cen
tered there, it was the headquarters for 
adventure. When I was 11 or 12, ~he 
farmers got me to help them. dnve 
cattle and hogs overland, 226 miles ~o 
St. Louis. I would make the whole tnp 
one way on foot. The drovers. would sell 
cattle at two cents a pouna, hogs. at 
three or four cents and . oxen at fifty 
dollars a roke and would mvest the P!o
ceeds which they would load up with 
merchandise to freight home. 

I always got to ride back. I g?t pretty 
good wages for a youngster m those 
days-$9 a month and board. 9nce. a 
chap named Norton paid me off with nme 
silver dollars, but when I got back to 
Mother she found three of them were 
bogus. and I rode thirty-five m~les over 
the hills to Norton's to have him ~ake 
~ood. There was a lot of bogus silver 
m circulation. 

I saved my money and bought two 
steers-scrawny Arkansas cri~ters that 
cost $3 to $4 each. A St. Louis wagon, 
of the cheal'er variety, cost $40, but 
the better kmd, such a.s w3:s used for 
the overland trip to California, cost ~75 
to $100. It was largelr made of pnrne 
hickory with narrow tires. 

EVERYBODY then was crazy over the 
California gold rush. Everybody 

wanted to sell and go west. You co~ld 
buy the best farm in that part of Mis
souri for $10 an acre. My brother Torn 
came to California in 1850 and made 
some money in placer mining_ around 
Hangtown and Red Dog. He die~ on a 
farm near Medical Lake, Washington, 
15 years ago. Another brother named 
Jesse--who was always known as "Cur
ley" throughout t~e Northwest--ca!lle to 
Oregon in 1852 m the same tram as 
Ezra Meeker. He worked in Governor 
Abernethy's sawmill on the Columbia 
River at Oak Point. Of ·course I wanted 
to strike out west, too, and as a result 
of my trips to St. Louis, I thought I was 

that he picked up for around $20 apiece. 
In California he would get $90 each for 
good steers three or four years old. 

He had three wagons, each drawn by 
four roke of oxen, and there were three 
families with six men in his party, three 
women and a little child or two and a 
couple of boys. They had half a dozen 
horses for handling their cattle. I ~ot 
Mother's consent to go, and McMmn 
was glad to have me for I was a handy 
youngster at handling either horses or 
cattle. 

He let me put my two Ar~ansas st~rs 
with his bunch and he provided me with 
a wonderful pinto sad<lle horse named 
Arch. The old pinto breed was a small, 
round Percheron quarter horse that.came 
originally from England to Amenca. I 
rode her behind that bunch of cattle all 
the way from the Ozarks to the Sacr3:
mento River. Oh! she was a lovely am
mal, with a crease down her back°h!>ne 
that you could roll a ball along. Fifty 
rears later, in the Santa Rosa V3:lley 
m California. I met some of th~ McMmns 
who were driving a beautiful mare. 
"Why that mare looks like old Arch," 
I said. And they told me that she was 
the granddaughter of Arch. . . 

We struck out for Califor~na Apnl. 22, 
1854 and we crossed the Missouri River 
south of where Kansas City now stands 
-but there was no such thing as ~ansas 
City then. We crossed the Ro~kies at 
Sweetwater Pass on the Green Rive.r and 
went on to Box Elder (now the site of 
Ogden) where we met some Mormon:1, 
the first whites west of . F_ort Laramie 
except the emigrants. Stnkmg west, we 
got into the territory ?f Uta~-t~en fol
lowed the Humboldt River to its smk and 
went forty miles farther to the Carson 
River. Then we we~t on to the Truckee 
River where Reno is now. _ 

We crossed over the Sier~s at Donner 
Pass and saw where the ill-fated Don
ner party was caught in 1846. You got 
some idea of the depth of the snow from 
the stumps twenty feet high where they 
cut trees for firewood. Those stumps are 
still standing. Most of the Donner party 

erished in camp. The rest were rescued 
by pioneers from Sutter's Fort. On the 
west slope of the Sierras we w_ent 
through Hangtown, now Placervi~le, 
which was a camp of 2,500 people with 
a few women, and we crossed the Sacra
mento River at the mouth of thE; Feat~er 
River, September 22, 1854, Just five 
months to a day after we started. The 
trip was nearly 2,200 miles long. We had 
moved every day and we didn't lose a 
single animal. 

I LEFT the McMinn party at the mouth 
of the Feather River and started up 

to Colusa, forty-five miles away, to get 
a job on a ranch. The fare was ten cents 
a mile, so I walked most of the way. At 
Colusa I found a rancher named E. C. 
Singletary who was raising cattle and 
a little grain-mostly barley. He gave 
me a job at $40 a month and I made ~y 
headquarters at his ranch for over five 
years. McMinn sold my s~eers for me at 
about $90 apiece, and I did a little trad
ing in cattle on my own account and 
managed to make some money, for I 
saved pretty much all I earned. 

It was a primitive farming co1;1n~ry. a regular g~obe . t rotter. . 
About this time Joe McMmn was 

planning to start for California. He had 
crossed the plains two years before and 
knew the trail wonderfully well. He was 
the same breed as the pioneers that Mc
Minnville, Oregon, is named after. He 
wanted to venture to California again 
with a bunch of 175 head of cattle 

There were wild geese by the millions 
in the tule swamps, and there were ~n
dians by the thousands-peaceful Dig
gers who lived on fish and geese. They 
set ~p stuffed stool-geese in the swamps, 
and caught the birds in nets spread among 
the rushes. The Siwashes tied long cords 
to the nets and jerked the snares up to 
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catch the birds when they settled down. 
Then the squaws gathered roots. by the 
ton that they dug out of sohd rock 
crevices. That was why they were cal~ed 
Diggers. The roots were mashe~ with 
a stone pestle and baked. The tribe has 
been nearly exterminated by disease. 

To the north were the Modocs. They 
were an alert and warlike bunch who 
later went on the warpath under Cap
tain Jack, but in the '50s they were not 
so bad. Many of them talked good Eng
lish and Spanish. _Then. there were some 
Rogue River Indians m southern Ore
gon near where Medford is now, an 
intelligent tribe, but as mean as Apaches. 
The Coast Indians who had an ea~y 
living were peaceful, but the mount ain 
tribes that had to rustle made trouble. 

The whites along the Sacrament o 
River were mostly living on Spanish 
grants-and many of them were forged. 
One of the big estates was called the 
Cambustian Grant . It purported. to C?m
prise an immense ti:act twenty-_five miles 
long claimed by this Cambustian. Some 
of the squatters, inch~ding Singletarr. 
were f ighting Ca~bustian and took .his 
title into court. His grant W !l-S a maJe:1-
tic looking document, all written out m 
Spanish, with seals and signatures sup
posed to have been ex~cuted _by some 
Spanish viceroy down m Mexico. 

The settlers were represented by a 
smart rancher named Jones. In court he 
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got to pawing over this grant, and hold
ing it up to the light he saw a water
mark in the foolscap showing that the 
paper was made ten years after the 
time when it was dated. That ended 
Cambustian. Among the squatters on the 
Cambustian Grant was Mayberry Davis, 
grandfather of Harold and Jim Davis, 
now sheepmen and banker s of Colfax, 
Washington. They were born there. 

I went to San Francisco first in 1865, 
when I was a boy of 15. It was a town 
of 25,000 people. and Montgomery Street 
was the principal thoroughfare. There 
was nothing south of Market Street. 
There were not many Spanish or greas
ers, but the country even then had many 
Chinese. They ,were operating deserted 
placer camps and were cooking and do
mg domestic work all over the country. 

were stationed to protect t he emigrant 
t rails. There were whitewashed log 
cabins with a little flagpost in the cen
ter of the plaza, and a sutler who t raded 
a little with the Indians, but there was 
no sign of a town. 

Here the trail struck northward up 
the valley of the Blue River into Nebras
ka, and we met the Platte River near 
Fort Kearny and turned west. There 
we got into the buffaloes and we were in 
buffaloes until we got to Fort Cheyenne 
in Wyoming. The animals were in a 
continuous line of t ravel that stretched 
from the Canadian River in Texas far up 
through Mont ana clear into the Peace 
River country in Canada. I suppose 
that north and south they occupied a 
range of 2,000 miles, and twice during 
the year, in their spring and fall migra
tions, herds were in motion across the 

GOING BACK to our trip overland: whole territory. 
Up the beautiful valley of the Kan- It is impossible to give an idea of their 

sas or the Kaw River, to its junction numbers. On those level plains of west
with the Blue River, near Fort Riley, ern Nebraska and eastern Wyoming one 
we passed an occasional Indian who was can easily see twenty miles away to the 
trying to farm, but I don't remember hor izon, and for days as we drove west
a single white rancher that we struck ward there were clusters of buffaloes in 
on the t rip from Missouri to Box Elder, every direction just as far as t he eye 
Utah. That was before t he days of would carry. I don't mean to say that 
squatter settlement on the plains and they were there in solid mass. Instead, 
before John Brown of Ossawotamie they were stretched out in little bunches 
started in to make Kansas a free state. as close together as they would normally 
The creek bottoms were covered with graze. Hour by hour they were working 
wonderful groves of walnut . There was their way northward in advance of the 
no trouble following the road. summer sun. 

The gold rush for California started Once, in camp on the bank of the Platte 
in '49 and continued furiously until 1852. River , we found our selves in a stampede 
Those were the year s when the greatest of buffaloes. Something started them to 
emigration went over the plains, and the running and the noise was f rightful
wagon tracks made a trail you couldn't the r oaring of the bulls, the bleating of 
miss. Besides, there were bones of dead the calves and the thunder of those thou
cattle and abandoned wagons and graves sands of hoofs. We were pretty badly 
of pioneers along most of the way. Fre- scared, for if they had started in to cross 
mont had gone out in '43 ; Whitman in our camp nothing could have saved us. 
'36. Captain Bonneville had gone out By some good luck the herd split and 
over the Continental Divide as far as passed on each side of our wagon, while 
southeastern Idaho in 1832. He was the they swept by for an hour and a half. 
first man to cross the Rockies by wagon. So far as I know, there has never been 
Whitman, as I recall, did not finish his a trace of buffaloes found west of the 
trip with a wagon. He had to cut it in main range of the Rockies, except one 
two and finish with a cart. report that I got thirty or forty years 

At F ort Riley, which was about 130 ago from a pioneer named Jonathan Kee
miles west of the - Missouri River, we ney. In 1843-4 he wintered near the 
found a little pioneer garr ison where sink of Lost River, in central Idaho, near 
one or two companies of cavalrymen where Mackay now stands. He t old me 

Old wet-plate photograph of Hangtown, California (now Placerville ), was made in 1850. 
Hangtown was one of the most successful gold camps which dotli3d the northern 

Califomia country after the discovery of gold at Sutler's Mill Race in 1849. 
Library, University of Oklahoma 
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a bunch of thirty or forty head perished 
there that winter. Montana and Al
berta were probably their greatest head
quarters. What are now known as the 
Wintering Hills east of Calgary were 
originally known as the buffalo winter
ing hills because the grass was so fine 
and the snow so light that it was a fa
mous winter rendezvous for the herds. 

The Indians from Walla Walla and 
the Spokane country, as I found out 
afterward, used to go on annual hunting 
t rips for buffalo on the east slope of the 
Rockies, over Lolo Pass, or around Pend 
d'Oreille Lake or over the Indian trail 
that Lieutenant Mullan subsequently fol
lowed. After jerking the meat by dry
ing it in the sun, they would load up their 
cayuses and come back home with their 
winter's provisions. 

There were antelope on the prairies 
of Kansas and Nebraska- pretty little 
fellows that would slip along beside our 
wagons just outside of gunshot, and fol
low us for hours. Their color changes 
while you look at them. I tried to shoot 
one, but wa s hit by buck ague. The meat 
is the finest game I ever ate, very dry, 
much like chicken rather than venison. 

Occasionally we would travel for a 
little while with other emigrants, but we 
seldom stayed together for any length 
of time, for everybody was anxious to 
get to California j ust as soon as possible. 
We were up at 4 o'clock in the morning 
to round up the cattle, and would strike 
out as soon as we could get the break
fast over and the cattle yoked and we 
would drive on till we got to a good camp
ing place for the night. Usually we 
made about 15 miles a day, starting by 
7 o'clock and kee:ping on until 4 or 5 in 
the afternoon, with maybe an hour at 
noon, making about two miles an hour. 

On the whole t rip to Sacramento 
Valley, 2,200 miles, which took just 152 
days, we never laid up a day, and while 
the water was often bad, we never failed 
to find water for the night's camp ex
cept in our trip through the Nevada 
desert. We made two dr y camps in the 
sinks of the Humboldt. On the t reeless 
plains we made our :fires of buffalo 
chips, or maybe we found an abandoned 
emigrant wagon or a scr awny tree along 
the trail, and we picked up the wood 
and carried it in to the night's camping 
place. 

WE HAD TO lea rn to make fires with-
out paper or kindling, but we had 

matches in blocks like the old Chinese 
match. They were stinking affairs, but 
were a recent discovery and were con
sidered very much up t o date. When I 
was a child we had used flint and steel 
with punk. Usually we would dig a 
little hole in the ground and start the 
blaze with the buffalo chips. They made 
a wonderful fire, much like clear coke, 
and there were millions of tons to be 
had for picking them up. 

We had coffee regularly for break
fast and some tea, but tea wasn't com
mon. We lived on home-cured ham and 
bacon, dried peaches and apples, and 
wheat bread which we baked in a Dutch 
oven on the trail. We had milch cows, 
and the trail was so rough that we put 
the sour cream in a churn and set it in 
the wagon, where it would churn itself 
into butter . Then, of course, we had 
f resh buffalo right along, and we would 
jerk the meat. 

We were dressed in j eans dyed brown 
with butternut or, if we were very 
fashionable, we had them dyed indigo. 

The wagons that we used were in de
sign much like the farm wagons of to-
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day, except that many of them had beds 
that curved up at each end, something 
like a boat. The better ones had water
tight boxes, which we raised on the 
standards to protect the contents when 
we made the fords of rivers and creeks. 
The axles were of hickory, covered top 
and bottom with a thin sheet of iron on 
the skein where they rested within the 
hub of the wheel. There was a linch
pin that fitted in a hole at the outer 
end to keep the wheel in place. For 
grease we used tar, and a tar bucket 
swinging under the tail of the wagon 
was almost as necessary as the oxen. 
We had eight oxen to the wagon and 
the four yokes were strung together on 
a long chain attached to the tongue. The 
cattle were trained to guide to the com
mand of "gee" and "haw." 

The main interest in travel was to 
overhaul the immense freight outfits of 
Majors & Waddell. They were the pio
neer transportation men of the great 
West, and they were credited with hav
ing hundreds of wagons in their employ. 
They moved government freight for the 
army posts from the Missouri River clear 
across the continent to Santa Fe and 
Salt Lake. The usual freight outfit con
sisted of twenty-six wagons, with twelve 
oxen to each, in charge of a wagon 
master, and sometimes they had guards 
of soldiers through the more trouble
some Indian country, although usually 
they depended on the teamsters stand
ing guard at night. 

This was long before the days of the 
overland stage. As I remember, the stage 
commenced running through the South 
first in 1857, via Texas and Arizona to 
San Francisco, and was moved to St. 
Joe Missouri, on through Laramie and 
Ogden to Sacramento in 1860, about the 
same time the Pony Express started. 
The Pony Express could take shortcuts 
on bridle paths where the cumbersome 
stages could not possibly follow. In a 
general way the stage route is the pres
ent line of the Union Pacific system from 
St. Joe through Cheyenne and Ogden on 
to Sacramento, but the Pony Express 
route, which started first, used some 
shortcuts to the Carson Valley over the 
Sierras. The stage road followed the 
Humboldt Valley. Neither went through 
Virginia City, Nevada, which was six or 
eight miles south. Sacramento was the 
western terminal because from there to 
San Francisco, ninety miles, the trip 
could be made by fast steamers. One 
boat, the New World, made the run in 
five hours. 

The installation of the stage route 
was a tremendous job. Wherever pos
sible the stage stations were built of 
stone in the form of a Spanish hacienda. 
The camp-tender's house formed part of 
the outer walls, which were extended in 
a hollow square to include the stables. 
There were fireplaces where the cook
ing was done. Ruins of these old stage 
stations, which were set maybe twenty 
miles apart, are still standing across 
the country in Wyoming. 

The stagecoaches were immense af
fairs. As I recall, there was room for 
nine people inside, and there was room 
for two more with the driver in the 
front boot, and then there were cross 
seats on top. The Wells-Fargo express 
messenger, who rode with the gold ship
ments, sat up in the boot with the driver, 
with his artillery at hand. There was a 
boot of solid cowhide in the rear where 
mail was supposed to be carried, but as 
a matter of fact mail and express were 
packed in everywhere over the stage, and 
the passengers inside were lucky to have 
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A 1937 photo of Pony Express bam in St. Joseph, Missouri, from which first rider was 
dispatched in April 1860. 

leg room. 
I have seen as many as thirty people 

inside and out on those stages. The 
more they were loaded the easier they 
rode on their long leather thorough
braces - a cradle of leather thongs 
stretching from one axle to the other, 
on which the body of the coach swayed 
and rocked like a cradle. It was a nice 
job for the driver to get his load ad
justed to his liking. Sometimes on a 
long downhill grade, if he was out of 
balance we would invite a stray Indian 
to take a ride in the rear boot. Then, 
having trimmed ship, he would turn his 
horses loose and all six of them would 
go tearing downhill with the great coach 
swinging behind them at a pace that took 
your breath away. 

The fare from the Missouri River to 
Carson City, Nevada, in the early days, 
was $250 gold. These huge red coaches, 
which cost $1,200 to $1,500 were pretty 
expensive to operate, for they were 
frightfully heavy. Later on in many 
parts of the West a smaller stage, or 
mud-wagon as it was called, came into 
use. It was of the same design as the 
old thoroughbrace coach from Concord. 
New Hampshire, but it could be hauled 
by four horses, and it carried eight or 
ten people instead of the crowds that 
they piled up on the overland stages. 

JN LATER YEARS, in 1862, a string 
of the big coaches was brought from 

California up to Walla Walla by George 
H. Thomas, formerly president of the 
California Stage company. He was 
the father-in-law of George Cosgrove of 
Spokane. He had a dozen coaches and 
a string of 200 magnificent horses. They 
were put on the run from Walla Walla 
to Lewiston and later they were operated 
to Boise by way of the Grande Ronde 
Valley and Baker City. They ran night 
and day to make time and the livestock 
was kept in the pink of condition. John 
Hailey, after whom Hailey, Idaho, was 
named, and a chap named Henry Great
house started a line of opposition mud
wagons that carried cheap freight and 
made maybe five miles an hour. and they 
put the Thomas stages out of business. 

That was about the end of real stage
coaching in the Northwest. The Mackay 
and Central Idaho Stage Company, under 
the management of Charley Hanson, is 

still running mud-wagons back into Cus
ter County, Idaho, on maybe 180 miles 
of lines. Even Hanson has abandoned 
his coaches in the summertime and runs 
Ford trucks covered with canvas like a 
Mormon hack, but in bad weather, when 
snow piles up, they have to stick to the 
horses and then they run either coaches 
or sleds. 

There used to be a big stage outfit 
running in the Southwest and into Mon
tana, run by Boomer & Parsons. I 
thought once . it ·was the same bunch as 
Boomer & Parsons, the contractors of 
Spokane, but I was mistaken. The old 
stages way-billed the passengers by 
name like freight, and the agents at the 
stations entered them by name in the 
records. I remember one very fat 
woman who was charged a fare and a 
half because she took up so much room. 

I am sorry over the passing of the 
Concord coach. There was never any
thing finer than to see the stage gallop 
out of the station with fresh horses in 
place and the driver fingering the rib
bons to give his outfit its head. The 
driver was a prince along the old trails. 
He had good clothes, and he had plenty 
of money, and he would scorn touching 
a horse when the changes were made. 
He usually wore a broad black leather 
belt, ten or twelve inches in width, 
strapped tight around his waist. The 
belt was an emblem of office, but even 
more it was decidedly useful in support
ing his back-and he needed some sup
port, for it's hard work to sit all day 
high up on a swinging seat with one 
foot on a brake outside the coach while 
you hold up a string of heavy reins that 
keep half a dozen restive horses in line. 

There was a rail around the top of 
the coach and you could stretch out in 
the flat on top of the rig and take a nap 
in the sun. You might think that you 
would lurch off in those wild rushes 
around the mountain roads, but you al
ways managed to grab that little rail 
in time. I got so that I was as comfort
able inside a stagecoach as I am in a 
Pullman car, but it is a curious fact 
that the roll of those Concords made 
many people actually stage-sick. · The 
last of the overland stage drivers that 
I knew was old Ed Paine, who came up 
with Thomas and died a few years ago 
in Ruby City in the Okanogan. 
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WHILE THE overland stage was a 

wonderful institution, it never com
pared with the Pony Express. All things 
considered, the present travel of the 
limited trains that go from Omaha to 
Sacramento in three days is an easy ex
ploit compared with the service of the 
pony riders who made that same run of 
1,950 miles from St. Joe to Sacramento 
in from eight to ten days. It happens 
that I had a little part m the founding 
of the express. 

I was still working for Mr. Singletary 
in Colusa County in the winters of '59 
and '60. I was always dickering and 
trading around on my own account, and 
I had a few horses that I had bought. 
About the first of February, 1860, a man 
named Finny came along in search of 
horses, and I sold him four or five head 
of nice saddlers. He liked the bunch and 
asked if I could get him fifty or sixty 
head like them-gentle, fairly well broke 
critters of good bottom. I told him I 
thought I could if I could square matters 
with my boss, Mr. Singletary. He let 
me off and I picked the horses up. 

Mr. Finny was so well pleased that he 
gave me $200 in gold-ten double eagles 
-as a present, and asked me to drive the 
horses with the help of another man 
across the Sierras to Genoa in the Car
son Valley, fifteen miles south of where 
Carson now stands. He was assembling 
a bunch of horses there for the Pony Ex
press. Already they had men at work 
building stations and collecting feed and 
supplies for the pony service. We got 
the horses over the range, and I was 
ready to start back for the Sacramento 
when in came Finny. 

"You stay w,ith me and sort of look 
after things," he said. I was a youngster 
twenty years old, ready for any excite
ment, and it was all one with me whether 
I was working for Finny on the express 
run, or whether I was punching cattle 
for Singletary, so I stayed. He paid me, 
I remember, $150 a month gold, which 
was more than the Pony Express riders 
were to get. They had $100 a month for 
their wages. The Pony Express service 
started about March 25, 1860. The over
land stage route was started later in 
the same year. 

It wasn't expected then that I would 
ride, for I was a little overweight--they 
did not like to take on riders who weighed 
more than 130 pounds, and I weighed 150 
pounds-but the second day after they 
got the service started a young rider 
came into the station nearly dead from 
loss of blood. He was carrying a six
shooter tied around his thigh and it hap
pened to explode, with the result that he 
got an awful wound in his leg. I hap
pened to be there, and so I jumped into 
the saddle and started to ride the Pony 
Express route. 

Our equipment was very simple. In 
the front of every station when the 
driver was due, the horse stood out at 
the rack. bridled and saddled and ready 
to go. The saddle was a very light tree 
with a single cinch. The mail was car
ried in a machero [mochila]-two pieces 
of pliable harness leather, each about 
two feet long and eighteen inches wide, 
spliced together along the top with raw
hide thongs. There were holes in the 
top of the machero to fit over the pommel 
and the cantle of the saddle tree, and a 
cinch around the horse's belly held the 
rigging fast. The rider used it as a cover
ing for his saddle. 

On each side of the machero, behind 
the rider's leg, was a big leather pocket 
ten inches wide and twelve inches deep, 
with a smaller pocket of leather in front 
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on each side of the pommel. Here the 
mail was tucked away. The through mail 
was padlocked in one set of pouches 
which could be opened only at the ter
minals-St. Joe and Sacramento. Local 
mail was carried in the small pouches. 
As I remember, we carried about thirty 
pounds of mail and it consisted entirely 
of letters written on the thinnest of 
paper. I believe the special editions of 
some newspapers printed on tissue were 
also sent through regularly, 

THERE WAS reason for economy of 
weight, for the rate of postage was 

$2.50 for a half ounce. The rates were 
exorbitant, for that little bundle had to 
provide the revenue for a string of 
stablemen, to say nothing of superin
tendents and horses and supply outfits, 
which were required to keep the service 
in operation. The stations were usually 
eighteen or twenty miles apart. We aimed 
to make one hundred miles in a day's 
trip of ten hours with five relays of 
horses. Then we would lay off at the 
station for a little more than thirty-six 
hours before starting back with the op
posite mail. We averaged about ten miles 
an hour. Changing horses at the stations, 
we would unbuckle the machero, throw 
it onto the waiting animal and off we 
would go. 

The section that I rode was only ninety 
miles long, but it was in one of the 
roughest and most dangerous parts of 
the route, from the Carson River ranch 
to the sink of the Carson River. It was 
infested with roving Piutes, including 
old Winnemucca's bunch of lazy pirates. 
One night, coming into a station, instead 
of my fresh horse tied up and waiting 
for me, there was neither horse nor 
camp tender in sight. The cabin was a 
little affair, made out of quaking asp 
logs with a gunnysack door. I walked 
into it in the darkness, and there was 
the corpse of the station tender, dead 
and mutilated by the Piutes. I had to 
push on to the next station for a fresh 
horse. I had been ridin~ the Pony Ex
press for a month, beginning with the 
second day that the service began out of 
Genoa, in the sink of the Carson. 

I got tired of the Pony Express and 
quit about the first of May 1860, and 
struck out for Virginia City. The service 
was never profitable1 and I believe that 
Majors, Waddell ana Russell, who were 
behind the deal, lost half a million dol
lars on it. It only ran a little more than 
a year. 

Every once in a while I read about 
the death of the last of the Pony Express 
riders. Buffalo Bill claimed to have been 
one of the early riders. Maybe he was on 
the east end, but I never knew anything 
about him. I remember reading of a 
rider named Appleby who died in Salt 
Lake about two years ago. I remember 
meeting a lad of that name at the east 
end of my run. Then there's a story of 
Pony Sam, who claims to have ridden 
out of Virginia City. He was a faker, a 
pie shop gambler. I knew him well, and 
I don't believe he ever rode the express. 

The line which was maintained by 
the Central-Overland-California & Pikes 
Peak Express Company only lasted about 
a year. It went out of business in 1861 
upon the completion of the Pacific Tele
graph Company's line across the con
tinent. As I recall, the fastest time ever 
made by the Pony Express was a trifle 
more than eight days in carrying the 
news of Lincoln's nomination. 

SOME FOLKS are natural-born heroes. 
Nothing in the world tickles them 

so much as the prospect of getting into 
a scrap. If there is no war handy they 
go out hunting for anything from chip
munks to moose. I admire the energy 
of these bloodthirsty citizens, but me, 
I'm a man of peace. I don't believe I 
ever went hunting in my life except to 
rustle some meat. However, right after 
I left the Pony Express, I started on the 
warpath after Indians, and the only 
reason I am left to tell about our cam
paign is because I was such a good 
runner that the Siwashes never had a 
chance to catch up with me. 

Here is the inside history of the strate
gy, tactics and results of the battle of 
Pyramid Lake. I was only a kid twenty 
years old, but I had enough soldiering 
then to last me if I live to be a hundred. 
I was telling you about the raid by the 
Indians on a Pony Express station in 
the Carson River Valley. There were two 
old duffers at the Carson River ranch 
and the Indians murdered them also and 
then burned their shack before running 
off with the livestock. 

There had been so much trouble with 
Winnemucca's band of Piutes that the 
folks in the territory decided it was time 
to clean up the Indians. A small company 
was formed at Genoa, a little Mormon 
town east of Carson, and when the news 
reached us at Virginia City, we formed 
a battalion of thirty-eight men with 
Henry Meredith as captain. Carson City 
sent on some troops, and all told we 
numbered 105 men with Major Ormsby 
for commander in chief. He was the man 
that Ormsby County in Nevada was 
named after, and we looked upon him as 
a seasoned warrior on account of his 
having been among the few soldiers who 
escaped after trying to capture Nica
ragua under Walker. The troops were 
miners, stagemen, prospectors and a few 
hay farmers from the Mormon settle
ments and many professional gamblers 
and cutthroats·. Of course, we all had 
horses, and there was one lonesome pack
mule to transport the commissary de
partment. 

Being as we were about to annihilate 
the Indians, we had a council of war and 
decided that the first step in our cam
paign should be to establish contact with 
our victims. This looked to us like the 
hardest part of our job because we felt 
sure the cowardly red men were un
doubtedly in terrified retreat before our 
onslaught. Somebody suggested that the 
best plan would be to go down to the 
scene of the murder and look for clues. 
So all of us-106 counting the commis
sary mule--cantered over to the stage 
station and found the bones of the sta
tion-hands among the ashes of the cabin. 

As we were looking for clues to show 
where the Indians were going, we got 
our money's worth. There was a trail 
fifty yards wide left by the dragging 
lodge poles of the Siwashes as they rode 
north along a bluff beside the Truckee 
River. We started after them, and the 
very first day of our campaign-it was 
about May 10, 1860-we found the In
dians camped along a little grassy bot
tom beside the Truckee River. The Si
washes promptly disappeared back into 
the sagebrush. Pretty soon Indians 
bobbed up maybe a quarter of a mile 
away, and one of them was waving 
something. I and my partner, Ab Elliott, 
were close beside Major Ormsby. Ab 
had a big gun with a telescope sight. 

"Take a peep at that buck and see 
what he's doing," said the major. 

Ab took a good look and found that 
the buck was practicing with a battle ax. 
The major then said, "Take a crack at 
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him." Ab drew a bead, fired, and missed, 
so far as we knew. Then the best muzzle
loader on the Pacific Coast couldn't kill 
a man at more than 200 yards and Ab 
might just as well have turned his ar
tillery loose on the moon. 

The only result was that the Indians 
disappeared and a shower of arrows 
began sizzling down our way. I didn't 
know that an arrow could carry so far 
or be so sharp. Major Ormsby decided 
on a charge. One man out of every four 
or five was left to hold the horses. 

"Charge," said the major, and with 
much whooping and hollering we started 
forward up a precipitous trail alongside 
the bluff. In no time at all several of 
the boys had fallen, hit by arrows, but 
as there wasn't a single Indian in sight 
we retreated, lined up again and made 
another attack. 

The result was just the same-no In
dians visible, but plenty of our boys un
saddled. With the third charge we 
managed to reach the first bench where 
the Indians should have been, but the 
cowards had sneaked up to the top of 
the second plateau while we weren't look
ing, and kept taking pot-shots at our 
bunch. Anybody could see they had no 
idea of fighting fair, and we made a 
strategic advance to the rear without 
bothering Major Ormsby for orders. We 
went back so far we thought there 
would be no more trouble with the 
dastardly red men, and when we had 
caught our breath we had a conference 
of everybody in sight. 

The rear guard, in charge of the 
horses, reported that five of our com
rades in arms never stopped in their re
treat after the first assault, but had 
kept going right on for Virginia City. 

THE MORE we talked about the mat-
ter, the more sure we all became 

that these comrades were men of sound 
judgment, and we started out to con
gratulate them if we could overtake 
them. With that we hurried Up the trail 
alongside the bluff, on our way home. 
It was a narrow trail--<mly wide enough 
for one horse-and I was caught in the 
crowd so I couldn't do better than get 
half way up to the front. That trip up 
the bluff was the roughest experience of 
my whole life. 

The Indians who had been hiding in 
the sagebrush came right after us and 
there never was a finer target in the 
world than our line of horsemen scramb
ling single file up the bluff. I don't 
know how many there were-it looked 
like thousands-but anyway there were 
enough to take the last bit of nerve out 
of us. Our men were falling on every 
side. 

Half-way up the bluff I overtook a 
little Mexican named Juan, whose horse 
had been killed. I put him behind me 
and we plunged up the hill. At a par
ticularly steep pitch I got off to let the 
horse have a chance, and when the 
greaser got on again alone, he gave me 
the slip and ran away with my horse. 

I ran out into the brush to get away 
from the Indians and there I found Joe 
Baldwin, a prince of a boy, seventeen 
years old. Together we hid in the sage 
a quarter of a mile from the trail, and 
by some miracle we kept out of sight 
until dark. Meanwhile the Indians were 
beating up the brush on every side in 
the hope of finding wounded or dead 
that they could scalp. 

We stayed there until one o'clock in the 
morning, when the Siwashes seemed to 
have disappeared, and then we started 
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out by starlight for the Carson River. It 
was a thirty-mile tri:p, but we made it 
the next morning Just after sunup, 
which is a record for speed I have al
ways been proud of. Our feet were in 
frightful shape, and we bathed them in 
what water was left after we had nearly 
drunk the Carson River dry. Well, there 
we stayed, hiding in the brush all day 
long. That night we started again for 
Virginia City, and we found a relief 
party that had started out to save the 
Ormsby expedition. There were 800 to 
1,000 California volunteers, all mounted, 
with plenty of pack animals. 

Later I went back over the battlefield 
and we found thirty dead. All told, only 
thirty-three ever reported back at · Vir
ginia City and Carson City, plus five 
people from Genoa. That left forty-two 
unaccounted for out of our original com
pany of 105. Out of our own company 
of thirty-eight men only four or five 
survived-mostly old Mexican volunteers 
like Three-Fingered McDonald or Sam 
Brown, who was a desperado with an 
established reputation. He had certainly 
killed about thirty people. 

A MONG the chaps that we never dis-
covered was Ab Elliott, who fired the 

first gun in the battle. His father's fami
ly had come overland to California in 
1843 or 1845, and Ab had helped Fre
mont raise the Bear flag in Sonoma 
when Fremont captured that place. I 
passed him on the trail up the bluff, 
standing beside a little mule. He 
wouldn't retreat, and while I was trying 
to get him to come on, he was hit by a 
musket ball. It was a cause of wonder 
that we couldn't locate his body. 

Years afterward I ran across a chap 
named Gurney, a veteran of the Sebas
topol campaign, who was along with me 
in the Ormsby expedition. Gurneyville, 
California in the Russian River country, 
was named after him. He told me that 
several years after the battle, he was 
crossing the Sierra Nevadas on his way 
to Virginia City when he met Ab Elliott 
on the trail. Elliott told him that he had 
been saved by a young son of old Winne
mucca, who had worked on the Elliott 
cattle ranch. 

The Indians kept him prisoner for two 
or three years before he escaped and 
then he started back for California to 
join his wife and his children. Of course 
he wanted to know all about his family 
and Gurney had to tell him that his wife 
had given him up for dead and had mar
ried again. The news was a terrible 
shock to Elliott. 

Instead of going on over the divide 
for home he decided to leave his wife in 
peace and the last Gurney saw of him 
he was riding through the woods off the 
the trail toward the Carson River. And 
that's the end of the story about poor 
Ab Elliott, except that his brothers in 
California spent many thousands of 
dollars without success searching eastern 
California and Utah Territory for their 
lost brother. Gurney knew Elliott well 
before they went to Utah. The question 
now is: Did Gurney lie to me about 
seeing Ab on the trail? You can't tell. 
There were almost as big liars running 
loose in the '60s as there are now. 

It may be inferred from what I have 
said that I considered Major Ormsby's 
little army to be largely composed of 
rank cowards and cutthroats. However, 
this was not my intention, for I firmly 
believe Major Ormsby's followers were 
made up largely of men of the highest 
type and as brave a lot as ever banded 
together. The causes that led to our de-

feat were over-confidence, underestimat
ing the number of Indian warriors we 
might have to contend with, and mis
calculating how well the Indians were 
equipped. Later on it was a well-known 
fact that there were at least 600 war
riors engaged in the battle of Pyramid 
Lake and they had many more guns than 
we. 

But the greatest blunder made by 
Major Ormsby and his advisers was in 
attacking the Indians on ground of their 
own choosing. When we first caught 
sight of the Indians they were on the 
brink of a high plateau overlooking 
short stretches of the Truckee River 
and Pyramid Lake. The Indians were 
encamped about four miles away on a 
little grassy bottom on the banks of the 
Truckee River. Our viewpoint was per
haps 1,500 feet higher than the river to 
the north of us. Here we held what they 
called a council of war, or at least Major 
Ormsby and about six other men picked 
by him, did. It was then the middle of 
the afternoon. We had marched thirty 
miles that day across a deep sand desert. 
The sun was extremely hot. Many of the 
men were not accustomed to the saddle. 
They were badly used up, sore and tired. 
Our horses had not had any water since 
early that morning and were jaded. 

When the select council had outlined 
its program, Major Ormsby called his 
men around him and made a stirring 
speech. He told us that he and his ad
visers had agreed practically unanimous
ly that we should march down the trail 
to the river and if the Indians inter
fered with us we would clean them 
before night, but if they let us alone, we 
would take a good rest that night and 
lick them the next day. Other speakers 
made addresses advocating the major's 
plans. 

THE LAST MAN to speak was my 
friend Ab Elliott. He was not an 

orator but a fighter. He said it would be 
suicidal to undertake to march down 
that long, narrow, rocky, hazardous 
trail. He said he knew enough about 
Indians to know they would not fight 
us unless they had ten to one the best 
of it, and most likely the Indians then 
were lying in ambush along the trail in 
the most advantageous places to pick us 
off when we tried to pass them. Mr. 
Elliott said that from the looks of the 
country he believed that fifty unarmed 
men could prevent a thousand Indians 
from reaching the river by rolling rocks 
down the precipitous mountainsides. Mr. 
Elliott said that even though we did 
reach the river without trouble the In
dians would surely have a trap set there 
from which none of us could escape. 

He pleaded with Major Ormsby and 
others not to attempt to reach the river 
by that trail. He insisted that a small 
scouting party first be sent down the 
trail and finally offered to make the 
trip alone provided he was furnished 
with a good horse. Mr. Elliott con
cluded his talk by saying sensible Indian 
fighters in our situation would pick out 
a good safe camping place, rest their 
horses, reconnoiter the country thor
oug-hly and then attack the Indians from 
high ground. 

A vote was taken, but Elliott's follow
ers were beaten and the order was given 
to march. Major Ormsby led the way 
down that horrid trail into a death trap. 
The five men who made their getaway 
never even started down the trail, but 
remained on the high ground in plain 
view of the Indians. As Elliott and I 
started down the trail he said to me, "If 
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we succeed in reaching the river there 
will not be one of our party left to tell 
the tale. The only hope for us is that 
the Indians concealed along the trail near 
the river may begin picking off the men 
in advance. This would call a halt and a 
retreat back to the high open country, 
where we could protect ourselves, any
way until nightfall." 

The river was not visible after we 
started down until we were in a few hun
dred yards of it. The Piutes did not 
interfere with us on the trail, well know
ing that they had a far better ambush 
fixed for us on the little grassy bottom, 
which was surrounded by steep bluffs 
and deep gorges, with the whole surface 
covered with big boulders and brush 
too thick for a coyote to ' crawl through'. 
There was not a place on that little 
bottom that was not in gunshot range 
from some point to be reached by a 
Piute concealed behind a big rock. 

The five brave lads who sniffed the 
battle from afar were in view of what 
was doing around the slaughter pen. 
They could see the Indians moving back 
to high ground. They said later that at 
one time they could see a thousand war
riors and could see our men when they 
beg:an their final retreat back up the 
trail. These five braves made a bee line 
for Virginia City and reached there the 
next day. There were 100 or more 
Siwashes evidently hidden in the canyon 
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along the line of our retreat and per
haps the first of our men to stampede 
were as badly punished as those in the 

. Joe said his parents had entrusted 
him to Mr. Meredith's care for an outing 
to Virginia City. 

rear. 
I am not sure that more than one 

Indian was killed and he got caught after 
we had been driven back to the moun
tains for the third and last time and 
just before the stampede began. 

We were nearly all dismounted when 

When the boy was almost exhausted he 
said to me several times that he believed 
Mr. Meredith was dead, for a vision with 
a. bleeding scalp had appeared before 
him. He got so footsore and famished 
for water that several times he gave up 
but I would encourage and help him all 
I could. Finally, he caught sight of the 
green cottonwood trees on the Carson 
River, three or four miles away but he 
said that he could go no farther' and for 
me to. go on and try to save myself. I 

a. Piute brave ran out of the brush. A 
big German was nearest to the Indian 
and the notorious Sam Brown next. 
Brown ;velled to the Dutchman to shoot 
the Indian and the Dutchman hesitated 
Brown pointed his gun at the Dutchma~ 
and .threatened. to s~oot him, but decided 
to kill the Indian first, which he did. 

When the stam~de was well under 
way I noticed a nch young Comstocker 
on fo_ot that I knew very well. His horse 
had Just l;>een shot from under him. He 
was frantic and willing to give his king
dom for a horse. He said he would pay 
$5,000 for a ride. I was mounted on a 
good horse. This young millionaire ran 
up to me and said, "Young fellow, you 
know me and you know I am good for 
any amount. Get down and let me have 
your horse. You can name the price " 

told hm~ I would do nothing of the kind. 
I told him I would rather perish than to 
leave him alone, and that he was strong 
enough to reach the river. He said if I 
felt . that way he would get up and try 

I told him he was ver;v generous; but 
I had no horse to sell Just then. That 
fellow made his escape all right. I was 
talking the situation over with him 
afterward at Virginia City. I told him 
that I was sorry I did not let him take 
my horse, for I lost the horse shortly 
after starting out. 

There we1;e at least twenty promi
nent_ men with that expedition and all 
tha~ I had any knowledge of were slain. 
Ma3or Ormsby, the leader had been a 
colonel in the United Stat~s Army and 
served through the Mexican War. He 
had ~ good ~cord. Then there were 
Captam Hawkms and Captain Armitage. 
Both of these men were captains of 
volunteer companies in the Mexican War 
Henry M_eredith, my captain, was one of 
the _leadmg young attorneys of Cali
fornia, and about the finest man I ever 
met. There _were many others almost 
equally promment. 

THEN THE.RE was my chum, young 
Joe Baldwm. He was a prince and had 

the highest i<~eals of any lad I had ever 
!mown. He first attracted my attention 
m the camp on the Carson River at the 
burned station where the men had been 
murde_red. That evening three nice pigs 
c~me mto our camp and some of the men 
killed them. ~ese pigs had belonged to 
the dead stat10n keepers, but in some 
way had escaped the Indians. 

When young Joe discovered the pigs 
had. been slaughtered by our men he was 
raVIn!f mad. HE; denounced the men who 
ha? killed the pigs and said that to take 
pnvate property and convert it to public 
use was _one . of thE; blackest crimes 
known. His friends tried to convince him 
that . under the circumstances there was 
noth;1ng wrong abou~ it, but he could not 
see it that way. Fmally when we were 
thrown together by chance, I found him 
~ob~ a ~onderful boy. He was then only 
m his eighteenth year, and having never 
undergone any hardships was as tender 
as a baby, but notwithstanding all we 
aft~rward endured, that boy never 
whmed. 

When we were wandering across that 
sand dessert Joe kept saying "Poor 
Henry." ' 

"Who is Henry?" I said. 
"Henry Meredith, my dearest friend 

and if one of us has to die I would rathe~ 
it would be me." 

agam. . 
When he got within a mile and a half 

of ~he water he gave up completely. I 
decided to mark the place and go to the 
river and bring back my hatful of water. 
But after starting away from him I 
feared he would get up in a delirium and 
wander away so that I could not find 
him. I jollied him again and almost 
dragged him along for another mile. He 
then got up courage and made good time 
to the river. 

His feet were a solid blister; his neck 
and face were covered with blisters· his 
tongue was swollen and his eyes al:nost 
closed. When we reached the water I 
!iad to use force to keep him from drink
mg too much. After I had bathed his 
head, face and neck for half an hour and 
he had soaked his feet in the cold w'ater 
I led him across the river into a thick 
cluster of cottonwood trees, where we 
kept hidden for the remainder of the day. 

When we had gotten settled down in 
our hiding place I opened all the blisters 
I could find on the lad. We then 
stretched out and fell asleep. About the 
middle of the afternoon I was awakened 
by the boy and asked him how he felt. 
~e said ~e never was ~o thirsty in his 
hfe. I slipped to the river and carried 
half a gallon of water in my hat to him. 
When he had a good drink he was much 
refreshed. We then put in what was left 
of the day talking over the events of the 
last twenty-four hours and many other 
subjects. 

He ~old me all about Henry Meredith. 
He said Captain Meredith was engaged 
to be married to his sister the next Sep
tember. The boy said if Mr. Meredith 
had been slain it would break his sister's 
heart. Then for the first time the poor 
boy cried. 

I spoke to him about his own family. 
His parents lived in Sacramento. His 
father was a lawyer and at that time was 
one of. the justices of the Supreme Court 
of Cahforma. Young Joe was preparing 
himself for a lawyer. 

When dark came we began trudging 
up the road in the direction of Virginia 
City. Considering what I had passed 
through I was in pretty good shape in 
every way except my feet were fright
fully sore. In a pinch I could have 
covered thirty miles before sunrise next 
morning, but poor Joe was drea<lfully 
used up and with all the assistance ·1 
could give him we could only travel about 
a mile an hour. 

Although the lad did not complain, I 
knew every step he made pained him 
~ut we trudged along all night. At day: 
hght the next morning we were picked 
up by a rescuing party and taken to 
Virginia City. When young Joe was 
able to travel again he was taken back 
to his home. I never met him after he 
left for home, but for a time I occasion-
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ally received a letter from him. The last 
I heard from him was some forty years 
ago. He was practicing law, I believe 
somewhere in l.Jtah. 
A BOUT TEN DAYS after the battle of 

Pyramid Lake 800 volunteer cavalry
men and 200 United States infantry ar
rived in Virginia City from California. 
The infantry was in command of Captain 
J. E. B. Stuart. These troops came 
over to bury the dead and kill all of the 
Piutes who participated in the battle of 
Pyramid Lake. I went out with the ex
pedition, not as an Indian killer, but in 
charge of a small bunch of beef cattle. 
After all those killed in battle had been 
buried the trail of the Indians was picked 
up and followed north twenty miles. It 
appeared the Indians had split up into 
small squads and scattered in every di-
rection. There were several little skirmishes 
between a few dozen Piutes and a few 
crazy volunteers but no scalps were 
taken on either side. 

There was one little skirmish where 
more than 100 Piutes were engaged. It 
looked for a short time that this might 
be a lively scrap. That day all of the 
troops were in camp. I was half a mile 
away in a little valley with the beef 
cattle when all at once I discovered 100 
or more Piutes in plain view not more 
than half a mile away. This bunch was 
evidently meandering around to get a 
chance to stampede the cattle. I sent a 
cowboy to camp in double-quick time to 
sound the alarm and immediately started 
the cattle toward camp. In a few min
utes out rushed 200 of the wild Cali
fornia volunteers. The Indians dropped 
back a short distance to higher ground. 
The volunteers charged up the· ridge, but 
the Piutes held their ground. 

mounted on ponies, and the California 
mounted volunteers were a failure. Cap
tain Stuart and his infantry shortly 
afterward were back in Virginia City. 
He was then ordered to build a govern
ment post near the sink of Carson River. 
This he did and named it Fort Churchill. 
Captain Stuart afterward became a 
famous cavalry officer in the Confeder-
ate Army. 

After our disastrous campaign against 
the Piutes at the battle of Pyramid Lake 
I went back to Virginia City and drifted 
into mining. · 
VIRGINIA CITY, Nevada, in the 

spring of 1860 was a sprawling camp 
of perhaps 600 people, with a few scat
tered over the surrounding gulches. I 
don't believe there were more than 
twenty real buildings and they were 
mostly mere walls of rough stones, roofed 
over with canvas. Aside from them it 
was a tent town. Timber was scarce and 
expensive and the shortage subsequently 
made mining operations difficult. The 
place was growing fast, with prospectors 
crowding in and walking about and may
be there were 4,000 people in the district 
the following winter. 

The town was named after "Old Vir-
ginia" Comstock, a placer miner from 
the Coast who had drifted into Nevada. 
Placer gold had been found at Dayton, 
on the Carson River at the mouth of 
Gold Canyon, in the summer of 1849. 
Comstock prospected up the gulch may
be seven miles west from the Carson and 
ran into a curious mixture of decom
posed rock that wasn't like anything he 
had ever seen. It was rich ground but 
he kept piling up dumps of a black stuff 
that he couldn't pan. 

One day in 1859 a Mexican prospector 

spring of the following year I stakeJ a 
claim on the Comstock lode. The lode 
itself was a peculiar proposition. The 
ore came in huge lenses, and if you 
opened one up you might make a tre
mendous killing, and the adjoining claim 
might be almost worthless. By the way, 
the original location at the head of Gold 
Gulch seemed to mark the northern limit 
of the pay ground. Any amount of 
money was spent in trying to get ore 
north of the gulch toward Mount David
son, but it was all a failure. The dis
covery of the lode was one of those acci
dents due to following up a placer pros-
pect. In those days there was no such thing 
as an incorporated mining company in 
Nevada. The owners of a claim held so 
many feet, which was presumed to run 
along the lead, and they would sell un
divided fractional interests called feet. 
The transfer was made by simple bill of 
sale, and there was not even the for
mality of recording the transfer. It 
was up to the seller to see that he didn't 
dispose of more feet than he owned. 
Sometimes he would get mixed in his 
figures or maybe pressed for money, and 
put out a little inflated frontage, but 
that wasn't common. Anyway, the 
danger was no more serious than the 
danger of over-issuing shares nowadays 
in a stock company. As the mines grew 
more valuable they began selling not 
feet but inches, and finally fractions of 
an inch. It was a wild and glorious 
gamble. 

The Overman didn't look to me like 

Pretty soon the volunteers wavered 
and fell back a short distance and in the 
excitement about one-fourth of the volun
teers had been thrown or fallen off their 
mustangs and the riderless broncos went 
flying back toward camp. Other moun
ted volunteers went rushing to the fray, 
but were not anxious to approach too 
near the Piutes, for the boys were trying 
to encircle them. When Captain Stuart 
came around a point of the hill with his 
200 soldiers within a quarter of a mile 
of the Piutes the soldiers charged the 
Indians and the Indians beat a hasty re
treat, but the soldiers got close enough 
to fire a volley into the retreating Si
washes, killing and wounding four or 

came by and, on looking over the dump, 
told Comstock that the black stuff looked 
remarkably like silver ore that he had 
mined down south. They shipped a 
specimen to Sacramento for assay and it 
returned $5,000 a ton. That was the 
discovery of the Comstock lode, the most 
remarkable gold and silver ledge ever 
discovered in the United States and, so 
far as I know, in the whole world. In 
sixty years this lode, four miles long, has 
produced about half a billion dollars. 
In one year, 1877, it yielded $36,000,000 
more than all the rest of the United 

a particularly promising property, which 
is where I got badly fooled, for it has 
since produced millions. I got an in
terest in a property called the Sucker, 
which showed a ledge of free milling 
gold quartz that ran at right angles into 
tthe Comstock lode. You coul<l pan out 
the metal and it assayed about $15 a ton 
by fire tests. I was crazy to develop it. 
All my life I have been hankering to 
own a good, reliable litt le gold mine. I 
have just missed out several times. Here 
lately rheumatism is bothering me once 
in a while, and my children raise quite a 
fuss whenever I talk about doing any 
prospecting, so I am getting a little fear
ful that maybe I never will get just the 
kind of a gold mine that I want. But it 
would be a pretty sore subject with me 
if I never should. · 

I started to sell out the Overman foot 
by foot to raise money for the develop
ment of the Sucker. I kept putting up 
the price as the boom kept growing, and 
I must have taken out $5,000 or $6,000 
from the Overman all told, which I put 
back into the Sucker. 

five. From where I was sitting on my horse 
I could see the whole show. When the 
Indians retreated they broke up into 
bunches of half a dozen and went in 
.many directions. The brave Califor
nians were chasing furiously everywhere, 
but they were all back in camp that 
night. The only ones who were badly· 
hurt were the ones that fell from their 
horses and were run over. These brave 
lads that night were tireless in telling 
what wonders they had done in killing 
half the Indians and driving the other 
half out, and they swore there would 
never be any further trouble from the 
red men. I said to one boisterous bunch 
of these brave chaps that it was custom
ary with volunteers to scalp the Indians 
they killed. I said, "Where are the 
scalps?" The truth is these wild lads 
never killed an Indian and it is doubted 
if they even wounded one. 

A few days later Captain Stuart per
mitted me to return to Virginia City. He 
told me nothing further could be ac
complished, as his men on foot could not 
run fast enough to catch Piutes who wer e 
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States. 
The California placers had commenced 

to shrink a little in their output--the 
peak was reached in 1852 with a produc
tion estimated at $82,000;000-and the 
gold boom was dwindling in 1854, but 
still during the ten years prior to the 
Civil War the production of the state 
reached a vast sum and it was calculated 
never to have dropped below $50,000,000 
in any year. The total production of 
gold in California has reached a billlion 
and a half, which is two-thirds of the 
entire gold stock of the United States at 
presenL 

Well, the discovery claim was named 
the Comstock and the next one, as I 
recall, was the Mexican, and then came 
the Ophir and so on. Every camp made 
its own mining laws and fixed the size 
of the location. They made the claims 
there 200 feet long and either 25 or 50 
feet in width along each side of the 
center line. In no time at all the whole 
country was just a patchwork of loca-
tions. 

Comstock made some money, but lost 
it again and died a pauper about twenty 
years ago in a little camp in central Idaho 
-I think it was Pierce City-where he 
was trying to get a fresh start in life. 

When I got to Virginia City in the 

A BOUT THIS TIME along came a chap 
named Admiral B. Paul, who was 

supposed to be one of the smartest min
ing engineers on the Coast. He looked 
over the Sucker, and he made no bones 
about wanting to buy it, but he said he 
couldn't afford to pay our price because 
it would take a lot of money to develop 
the property. He kept coming back time 
and again until finally he made a trade 

· with us. He said that over in Sacra
mento he had a magnificent new stamp 
mill just shipped in from the states. He 
offered to install that mill for an interest 
in the Sucker. We took him up and he 
sent over orders by the first Pony Ex
press to ship the outfit to Virginia City. 
Pretty soon it came, on ox teams, over 
the Sierra Nevada Mountains, and it was 
a beautiful plant. 

Meanwhile he had rustled around to 
put up buildings, and although timber 
was mighty scarce and costly, he had a 

Old West 

fine layol!,t, painted white, all ready for 
the 1:1ac~mery, and he got the plant to 
runnmg m ~ couple of months. It was 
ca~led the P10neer, and it was the first 
m1~l to be erected in Nevada. It was 
q~1te a celebrated affair. When the f mei:s got roaring drunk, one of their 
avonte songs was a bunch of doggerel: 

l'vle got two feet in the Deadbroke 
ead, 

Over in the land of Washoe 
Washoe, ' 

-a poke of gold with maybe 150 ounces 
~orth around $2,500. His father said 
1~ was an awful thing to gamble and a 
disgrace to the family, and it would be 
a . curse to them to carry awa . an 
tamted money even if that wolf of ! 
chuck-a-luck dealer should make a . -
tah~el and roll 'em straight once in1sa 
w 1 e. 

Washoe, 
Over in the land of Washoe 

There's the. Roaring Jack ani the 
neer Mill, 

_The .more ~he Rev. Gatewood pleaded 
with h1~ prodigal son to cut it all out th,, 
mor e Jim argued that this was no busi~ 
ness ~~h a Canwbel!ite preacher t o mess 
up W I • ' and if ~us father would just 

Pio- leave h1~ aJone, Jim promised to end u 
the evemng s entertainment with a pok~ 
ipkat would ~ake ~he. family bankroll look 
1 e a .sun-dried f1shmg worm. Over in the land of Washoe, 

Washoe, 
Washoe, 

Over in the land of Washoe. 

There's a lot inore to t his hymn and 
a good-deal of it was as raw as anything 
you he~r nowadays in the most refined 
vaudeville sho'Y, so naturally I shouldn't 
care to repeat it before ladies. But what 
I ~t1arted out to say is that this Pioneer 
m1 was so well known that it was a by
word over the Coast. 
t Wten we started up the mill the 
rou .es began. The gold was so' fine ti~ it seemed to float away with the 
~1 mg:s. We couldn't make an extrac

ti?n. hke we expected and the cost of 
pmmg and milling was higher than Mr 

aul calculated, so there was a loss of 
maybe $1.50 a ton on $15 ore We 
worked away for_mo~ths and the~ when 
I was ab<?ut all m fmancially, I turned 
foverSmy mte~st to Mr. Paul and left 
or an Francisco. ' 

Late1; on, it developed that the end of 
our kla1m, where it joined onto the Com
stoc ground held some wonderful sil
ver-gold ore at depth, and in subsequent 
ye1~rs the Su~ker people sued the Con
so 1dated California and v· . . f 
S!)mething like $10,000,000 onirfc1:~nt ~f 
silver-lead ore extracted from the Suckr· Anddwe had been fooling away our 
ime an money with the free-gold 

q1u~rtz prospects at the other end of the 
c aim! 

THE OPHIR, in the Virginia City 
cam!!, was owned by a young fellow 

named Jim. Gatewood. His father was 
h ~ampbelhte p~acher from Iowa, who 

a co~e west with two or three sons to 
try their luck at placering. They saved 
up d maybe three ?r four thousand dollars 
f~ s::[\ 0\ thheir way to S~n Francisco 

. ac ome when Jim put on a 
priv~te par~y b~ way of farewell before 
~~avmg Cahforma. Late that night when 

IS fat~er and brother started out to 
rouhnd khim1 up, they found him bucking 
a c uc :a- uck game. 

~att. 1s a simple pastime with a layout 
cons1s mg of a board on which ther 
are the numbers ~. 2, .3, 4, 5 and 6. Th: 
deilerh has one big die that he rolls in 
a ~f er box. The dealer bets that you 
can guess what number will come u 
on the roll of the die. This Jim Gati
wood gad been watching the game long 
eh?ug to make sure there was some
th i~g hroo~ed about it, for he noticed 

a t e die hardly ever turned u 

bnumbebrton which most of the money bad 
een e. , 
So Jim kept away from the favorites 

hnd after most ?f the bets had been laid 
e would put his dust on any numbers 

that. weren't :proving popular H . 
gettmg alon tt · e was hi f th . g pre y ~ell, when in came 

si~k-~01:\}0 h~ftg t~~ ahl:Yfayh: :~: 
carrymg t he main bankroll of the family 
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puhng the ruction the dealer found 
ou t at father was toting some easy 
motley, so he i:olled the die casual-like 
an before takmg off the box he pre~ 
jended to be looking away at a dog fight 
ust th.en a capper at the chuck-a-luck 

g_ame hfted up the cover and showed a 
s:x-spot on t(!P of the die. It looked 
hke a sure thmg to the Rev. Mr. Gate
wood and bef?re Jim could stop him he 
had t hrown his poke with $2 500 on th 
table as a bet on the six. ' e 
b The de~ler got busy and pulled off the 

ox, but mstead of a six-spot here was 
a deuce, and tpe gambler hauled in the 
iatewood family fortune. It made the 

ev. Mr. Gatewood awful mad and he 
hollered that he had been robbed because 
he had ~een with his own eyes that there 
wad a six-spot and he wouldn't have bet 
un er , any other conditions. But he 
couldd t get any satisfaction from the 
crow , for everybody said the parson 
~as t rymg to cheat the house and got 
Just what was coming to him 

It was l).ar? luck for the Gatewoods 
for th~y d1dn t have the price of t r ans~ 
portation home. But Jim told his father 
and brother that he had $500 cached with h mherdhant down at San Francisco which 
t ·e a won at faro on a former celebra
/on thnd he would give them an order 
or e money to take back to Iowa 

where they could return to the t · ' t agri~dultur~ and; baptism by im~~~~i~~~ 
~m sa1 Cahforma was good enough for 
~~m ~nd he would stay there and stew in 

is sms. The Rev. Mr. Gatewood and the 
brother went back home, and Jim drifted 
~?fh to0the . Comstock where he got hold 

e phir and we all agreed that he 
was worth a million 

Practically all the business of the 
;;;tr60 was c~rried on in gold dust. 
f"ll l _dy earned a poke of buckskin 
a1 e w1~h dust, and everybody who did 

nfd busmess at all carried some little 
go seal.es. They were set up on eve 
bar and m every store, and the barten1l :r koulld take out a liberal pinch for a 
rm . t wasn't good form to drink 

f,;onebit~db astheve1;ything cost at least 
d · k f ' Y e time you had ordered 

rin s or a whole barroom it didn't take 
ant a_ssay. scales to measure your bill 

ahdforma gold generally was wo;th 
aroun $17 or $18 an ounce and 't 
~urrently at from $1 to $2 an' ounce 1 be!:.; 
bts ~eal vhalude. The storekeepers and the 

an er~ a a r ake-off of $1 or $2 
of nth m handling it and shipping it 0~~ 
o e country. The gold in the Idaho 
camps was :not quite so pure. In Flor
e~ce call!,P it ran about $12 an ounce 
w1~\ a higher perc~ntage of silver. , 
at S ere F was . a private mint conducted 

. an ranc1sco by Kellog & Co who 
cf med the old eight-sided California 
s ugs worth $50 in pure gold. The were 
yeilowe1; and softer than standara gold 
fitr:r ~mte4 byllthe gov.~rnment, for the 

on am a oy of silver and copper 

and ~re only 90 per cent pure old 
3iccas1onally you can still see som~ of 

ose octagonal California slugs. 

I LEFT Virginia City late in the fall of · 
. 1860 and went ba~k to. my old home , 
m Colusa County, Cahforma. Mr. Single- . 
ta1;a happeared to be pleased to see me 
s3:1 E: needed me, and if I would sta , 
~ 1th him he would help to start me i~ 
hfe. I then went back to my old job 
My tubthority was extended, permitting 
me. o u~ as well as sell. I had alwa s 
assisted m marketing the beef cattf 
O'!-r. market wa~ in the various place~ 
Mmmg . camps ~n the Sierra Nevada 

. ou~tai~s. I did all the drivin d 
d1stnbut.mg of the cattle. g an 

Mr. Smgletary was a large dealer in 
cattle as well as a cattle ra iser, and his 
stock was a very good grade of Durhams 
or Shorthorns. He was the best jud e 
ff catt~e I hav~ ever kn?wn and it w!s 
rom him I gamed my first real knowl

ed~e of the cattle business. Born and 
r aised m Massachusetts, he was a shoe
m~ker and learned his trade in his fath
er s shop. When he was eighteen years 
oldkhe made .a dicker with his father to 
ma e. a ~ertam number of pairs of shoes 
{hr his hberty and by the time he reached 
t' e age o~ twenty he had paid his obliga-
10n to his father. He then went west 

and settled in Sangamon County, Illinois 
where, a lthough he was a Democrat h , 
and Abr~ham Lincoln became warm per~ 
konal friends. This friendship to my 

nowl~dge, existed until the c~reer of 
r r, Lmcoln was closed so untimely Mr 

mgletary, who died ten years ago at 
SaThJose1 California, left a large fortune 
. the wmter of '60. and '61 passed along 
m e usual way with me. We occasion
ally read news items from the newly dis
~overed placer diggings at P ierce City 
m. what is now known as the Orofino dis~ 
~ idt i Id~ho, My brother, Jesse, who 
,a en m the Walla Walla countr 

~m~h 18551 had visited me in Californi! 
m e spring of 1859 and had told me a 
}?t abo~t that country, of its healthy and 
me climate. He predicted a great 

fu~dre for _the Walla Walla country, but 
sa1 that it 'Yould not likely reach its 
great!1ess dur!ng our lives. 

I hked Cahfornia, my home and Mr 
and _Mrs. Singletary, but that particula; 
se110n of the country was full of malaria 
f{: fa_gue and I had contracted the fever 

~ irst season I was there. I had a 
chill every other day for four or five 
monihs 1each year. This I disliked very 
muc . had returned from Utah strong 
and healtpy, bu~ when the warm weather 
fame on m April the same old chills and 
ever caught me again. Then I began to 

r ason whe~her it would not be better 
or me to f!nd a country where I could 

at le~st enJOY good health rather than 
oemam there and feel miserable so often 

ne of my brothers died in the Sacra~ 
mento Valley and it was believed fever 
dndthague was. the primary cause of his 

ea · I c~ntmued to shake. 
One evem~g after I had a hard chill I 

to~d Mrs. Suwletary if I had another 
~~11! I was gomg to quit them and leave d CO';ldntry. She sympathized with me 
an sa1 she was very sorry for me that 
Jhey ";;huld very much dislike to ha;e me 
eave em, but if I were her own son 

she would prefer to have me go where 
I cduld be healthy rather than stay there 
an suffer .a~ I had. They continued to 
feed m~ qumme. but t hat only made m f ev~r higher. Then I settled up my 1itt1! 

usmess affairs, which were not much 
8nd boarded a boat for Sacramento At 
Nacramento I took a larger boat' th 

ew World, for San Francisco. ' e 
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