
THE FIRST OVKRLAHD MAIL BAG TO CAIJPORHIA.
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"Tlie 8th o f March, 1848, my father with four sons started  

from M iss iss ip p i overland fo r  Oregon. He had “been teaching school

fo r  tw en ty -five  years, and being somewhat broken in h ea lth , thought 
that he would take a vacation  o f a few years, and a fte r  having co r ­

responded with some o f the prominent p ioneers o f  Oregon, concluded 

that the t r ip  to that t e r r ito r y  would give him the required rest and 

be a good p ra c t ic a l  outdoor sch oolin g  fo r  h is  boys. A rriv in g  at 

Independence, Mo. , about the 1st o f A p ril (which was then the out­

f i t t in g  poin t fo r  Oregon and C a lifo rn ia ) , he remained u n t il  the 8th

of May, procuring h is  o u t f i t . While so doing he had become acquaint­

ed with the Postmaster at that p la ce . He (the Postm aster) to ld  him

that there had accumulated in the o f f i c e  about 300 le t t e r s  fo r  Ore­

gon and there was no regu lar p osta l route to that country, and want­

ed to know i f  he would take them, i f  perm ission could be procured 

from the p osta l a u th o r it ie s . As there would be but l i t t l e  w eight, 

he consented to the p ro p o s it io n , on condition  that he should be 

authorized to c o l le c t  the regu lar postage (which was 40$/ at that time, 

and very few o f any were prepard, as the p osta l laws at that .time 

did not requ ire  prepayment, a lso  any a d d ition a l amount that the par­

t ie s  were w il l in g  to p a y ). The Postmaster got perm ission o f the 

a u th o r it ie s  at Washington to d e liv e r  them to him, as there was no

other way to get them to th e ir  

canvas mail bag, such as we use 

s tr in g  and de livered  to him.

d e s tin a tio n . They were placed in a 

now fo r  papers, t ie d  with a strong 

Our o u t f i t  having been procured,
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(co n s is tin g  o f two wagons and ox team s), we started  on the 4th dayBancroft Library
o f May fo r  Oregon. I do not know, hut think that was the f i r s t  and 

la s t  regular mail that was ever dispatched in the United States hy

ox teams. I t  most ce rta in ly  was, fo r  such a long d is ta n ce . Our 

tra in  con sisted  o f 36 wagons, 23 or 24 fa m ilie s , and my r e c o l le c t io n  

is  about s ix ty  o f  the company were capable o f  bearing arms. A ll o f 

the tra in s  fo r  Oregon had started  before  we were ready, and as there

were only about 8 fa m ilie s  who wished to go to that T e rr ito ry , we 

jo in ed  a company fo r  C a lifo rn ia , To C hilds, o f  Napa V a lley , C a l., 

being th e ir  capta in , or lea d er . He had made two former tr ip s  to 

C a liforn ia  and was w ell acquainted with the road, camping p la ce s , 

e t c . I t  was necessary at that time to have a leader who was some-

what acquainted with the country and In d ia n ____________. A ll  were

expected to d e fer  to h is  advice and d ir e c t io n . We had no seriou s

trou ble  with the Indians. There were but few very savage tr ib e s  

then, and le t  me say r ig h t here that i f  crossed they would stea l 

from us and o cca s io n a lly  k i l l  some o f our c a tt le  at n igh t, even when 

under guard, as they used only bow and arrow at that tim e, so could 

shoot them at night w ithout n o ise . The Siouxs were fr ie n d ly , but

le v ie d  tr ib u te  by requ irin g  us to pay i t  in the way o f beads, p ro­

v is io n s ,  e t c .  As our Captain knew when we were in the v ic in i t y  o f 

savage Indians, he always required double guards at n igh t, and as 

every man and boy was w ell armed and always ready at a moment's 

n o t ic e , we were never m olested, but were several times very nervous,

as Indians would bu ild  

would o c ca s io n a lly  see

th e ir  signal f i r e s  in the mountains and we 

them over the brow o f a h i l l .  At one time

we saw a approaching, and presen tly  men on horseback



r id in g  sp eed ily . A ll  got th e ir  arms in read in ess, hut soon withBancroft Library
h is  f i e ld  g lass the Captain made out that they were fr ie n d s . As 

they approached, Childs recognized Colonel Fremont and K it Carson, 

with whom he was acquainted . My r e c o l le c t io n  is  that the Company 

numbered about s ix ty . They camped with us one night and then sped 

on, as th e irs  was a pack tra in  and could make b e tte r  tim e. I could 
give many in c id e n ts , but am d ig ress in g . A rriv in g  at Fort H a ll, we 

heard that the Snake Indians were on the warpath and had attacked 

emigrant tra in s  and s e t t le r s ,  and as we were but a handful that want­

ed to go to Oregon, concluded to keep on to C a liforn ia  with the main 

tra in , and i t  is  w ell that we did so , or assuredly we would have been 

murdered. While tra v e lin g  down the Humboldt (or Maryrs River as i t  

was then c a l le d ) ,  we met and camped with a party o f  mormons on th e ir  

way from C a liforn ia  to Salt Lake. There we received  our f i r s t  news 

o f the d iscovery  o f gold  in  C a liforn ia  and i t s  fabulous w ealth .
Of course we thought that i t  was grea tly  exaggerated, but when we 

arrived  at the.mines we found that "the h a lf  had not been t o ld ” . 

However, we did not a cce le ra te  our speed. Our teams were becoming 

and undue haste would probably leave us to make the la s t  

part o f  our journey hy  f o o t .  We arrived  at the fo o t  o f  the S ierras 

about the middle o f  September, and as the weather looked somewhat 

threatening and the fa te  o f  the Donnor party being fresh  in our mem­

ory, we began to get quite nervous and. uneasy; 6 or 8 inches o f 

snow meant delay and probably death by cold  and sta rv a tion , as our 
p rov is ion s  were g ettin g  low . However, we arrived  at Ringold,two

m iles from P la c e r v i l le ,  on the 4th o f O ctober, ju s t  four days short 

o f  s ix  months from the time we l e f t  the M issouri R iver. In 184S,
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mail 5 months by ox team from 

by r a i l  in le s s  than 4 days. 
We found, as i t  seemed, about 

Oregon in the mines. We le t

the M issouri R iver; 1893, the sameBancroft Library
How, fo r  the d is tr ib u t io n  o f  the m ail, 

on e-h a lf o f  the ab le -bod ied  men from 

i t  be known, by word o f mouth ( fo r

there were no newspapers a t that time in  the mining se ction ) that we

had the Oregon mail in our te n t . I t  was but a few days u n t il  they 

began to c a l l  fo r  th e ir  m ail. But few were d isappointed in g e tt in g  

a l e t t e r  or le t t e r s  fo r  themselves or fr ie n d s . We le t  the f i r s t  

ones set the p r ice  that they were w illin g  to pay. They set i t  at 

$2 per l e t t e r .  I remember that one man got 8 le t t e r s  and paid $10. 

There was not a man that ever made any complaint about the p r ic e .

In f a c t ,  fo r  several years messengers made regular tr ip s  to Sacra­

mento and brought le t t e r s  to the mines at $2 a p ie ce . In 1851 men 

made a business o f  g e tt in g  in l in e  at the P o s to ff ic e  and take the 

chance o f s e l l in g  th e ir  p lace  to some one when they got near the win-
C>)

dow. I f  they did not s e l l ,  they had a l i s t  Prom ^

was worth more than money to some. This mail from the East only 

arrived  tw ice a month, and i t  was only fo r  a few days that there was 

such a rush. I have known men to pay $18 fo r  a p lace  near the win­

dow. It  may be asked why the messengers continued in the business 

so long a fte r  there were mail routes to the mines — simply because 

i t  had become a bu sin ess , and many le t t e r s  were addressed to Sacra-u
mento instead o f  the mining camps and men had rather pay the #2 to 

have them brought to th e ir  camp than to w rite and have them sent to 

the nearest o f f i c e .  What le t t e r s  were not ca lle d  f o r ,  we kept fo r  

over a year, u n t il  there was no fu rth er in q u iry . I then c o n s t itu t ­

ed m yself a d e a d -le tte r  o f f i c e .  As there was nothing more valuable
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or in te re s tin g  than samples o f the la s t o f some o f the

fa m ily , I consigned them to the

•n -I Bancroft LibraryBay 1 e y .



library

PAPERS OF THOMAS S . BAYLEY: 

RECOLLECTIONS OF CALIFORNIA DURING THE GOLD RUSH.

(P re se n te d  to  th e  B a n c r o ft  L ib ra ry  by  M rs. W il l ia m ita  

B. C a llo w , 1528 McGee A v e .,  B e r k e le y . These a re  

r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  h e r  p a te rn a l  g ra n d fa th e r )

(T r a n s c r ip ts  g i f t  o f  M rs. &uy L . B a y le y , June 6 ,  1 9h9)
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