THE EXPRESS MAIL
OF 1836 - 1839

THE FIRST PONY EXPRESS

The U.S. mails in 1836 were transported between post offices by private contractors, either
individuals or structured companies, who bid for contracts offered by the department to carry mail
over a specific route with specific schedules on specific days of the week. Thus a letter traveling
some distance was likely to be carried by several different contractors. The means of transportation
was wagon or stage with a few exceptions where railroads existed or steamships were the best means
of transportation, such as Mobile to New Orleans.

Several Postmaster Generals realized that a fast mail was possible if such letters were limited
in weight and number so that a single horse and rider could transmit the mail sack. The Express Mail
was a scheduled horse express for light letters not exceeding half an ounce in weight which was
organized as a special service of the Post Office Department of the United States. It had special
routing, schedules, and different mail contractors than the regular mails, but it connected with the
rest of the postal network of its day at each designated Express Mail post office.

Letters had to be designated “Express Mail” by the sender or postmaster at the town of origin.
Neither the town of origin nor the destination had to be a town on an Express Mail route. The charge
for the service was triple regular postage for the entire distance carried, with 75 cents the average
single rate charge, a very expensive service for its day.

As of November 1, 1837 Express Mail postage had to be prepaid, the first such prepayment
required of mail.

Free letters were prohibited as were also any letters containing money. Newspaper editors
could mail slips from their papers to other editors.

The original southern branch was the Great Mail route between the great northern cities and
Mobile and New Orleans in the south. Later a spur to Charleston was added. The midwestern
branch connected Washington to Cincinnati. A few months later the southwestern branch connected
Cincinnati to Montgomery on the southern route. The final addition to the routes was a western
route from Dayton to St. Louis. The map on the next page shows all the branches at the height of the
service in 1838.

In 1836 horse express was the most swift method for transportation of land mail. But as the
railroad network increased in size, the regular mail service reduced the duration of transmission for
regular letters, so the advantage of Express Mail service became too expensive to maintain.
Discontinuance of the Express Mail began in 1838 for certain routes. Many of the northern routes
were discontinued in early 1839 and by July 1839 the service was officially discontinued.

In 1845 the Express Mail was revived for a short period in February and March without any
increased postage rates.



THE EXPRESS MAIL ROUTES OF 1836-1839
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