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THE EDITOR'S ARENA 

ANNUAL 
BREAKFAST 
MEETING 

Some thirty-two members and guests 
attended the annual breakfast
meeting, held Sunday April 27. in 
connection with WESTPEX '86. 
Besides the California members in 

attendance we had Dale Forster, Bernard Griffin and 
Alan Patera from neighboring Oregon; Hugh Gore 
from Illinois; George Kramer from New Jersey; and 
William Crowe from Connecticut. But guest Margaret 
Hamilton out-distanced all. Margaret calls Perth, 
Australia her home. 

After an excellent repast, William Winter of Los 
Altos called the meeting to order in the absence of 
President Basil Pearce who was ill. Basil sent his re
grets, noting that this was the first meeting in over 25 
years that he had missed. 

Winter called on Everett Erie for his report on 
finances and the WESTERN EXPRESS. Erie noted 
that the Society was in stable financial condition, com
menting on the fact that despite increasing costs of 
printing the Society's quarterly, dues have not been in
creased. This is particularly the result of the support 
given by the many Patron and Sustaining members, he 
said. 

Chairman Winter then called on Henry Spelman, 
who presented a resume of the activities funded by the 
proceeds from the bequest of our late member Robert 
Lewenthal. The sale of Jesse Coburn's book LET
TERS OF GOLD has not proceeded at the pace ex
pected, and as a result our investment has been 
somewhat stymied. The Society is working with the 
Classics Society and the Philatelic Foundation seeking 
an early financial solution. The Society's second proj
ect involves working with the Wells Fargo History 
Room in the production of photos and slides of the 
Wiltsee Western Cover Collection. As mentioned in an 
earlier WESTERN EXPRESS the History Room is 
being enlarged and renovated and the collection is 
being re-mounted, thus providing the opportunity of 
extending the exhibit thru slides and photos. 

At the conclusion of the meeting there was the usual 
prize drawing and Charles Waller, President of the 
Council of Northern California Philatelic Societies 
was the lucky winner of the model of the Wells Fargo 
stage-coach. 

After a short intermission we were treated to an ex
cellent slide program by King Parker Jr., of his award 
winning collection of the postmarks of San F rancisco. 

AMERIPEX '86 The 11-day International Philatelic 
May 22-June 1 Exhibition is now a memory - but 

what a memory! Held in Chicago 
(translate to Rosemont) it at
tracted thousands of collectors to 

view and hundreds of exhibitors to show. And with 
more than three hundred dealers and agencies in the 
four-auditorium area to provide additions to collec
tions, there was no need for anyone to go home empty
handed. The next scheduled International is to be held 
in Stockholm August 28 through September 7 and it 
will be hard put to equal A MERIPEX. You will have 
to wait until 1996 for the next International to be held 
in the United States. 

AMERIPEX '86 With the general high calibre of the 
WINNERS exhibits - expected in an Interna-

tional show - it is not surprising 
that there were 71 Large Gold 
awards. There were eight classifica-

tions of awards, which gave the judges a bit of leeway 
in strongly contested entries. Gold awards numbered 
124, while the Large Vermeil awards shared honors 
with the Vermeil-each with 112 winners (plus 3 Ver
meil in the Youth group, and the highest award for 
them). In the adult class there were 54 Large Silver and 
40 Silver. Large Bronze with 15 and Bronze with ten 
completed the adult awards. Besides the Vermeil 
awards for the Youth section, there was rejoicing for 
the nine who won a Large Silver and the 17 who took 
home a Silver, while the nine Large Bronze and three 
Bronze medals will give these youngsters many happy 
moments. 
AMERIPEX '86 
LITERATURE 
AWARDS 

Literature exhibits were in three 
classifications-Catalogues, hand
books and Periodicals. There were 
17 awards in the Catalogue group, 
ranging from 2 with a Large Ver

meil, down to the 3 Bronze. 
Handbooks, with 106 winners, rated a bit higher, 

with 5 Gold (including Coburn's LETTERS OF 
GOLD), ten Large Vermeil (including Milgram's 
Vessel-named Markings on U.S. Waterways). At the 
bottom of the scale were 23 Bronze awards. 

In the Periodical class were 64 a wards running from 
one Large Vermeil (American Philatelist), to 12 
Bronze. In between were 28 awards in the Large 
Bronze class (which included Western Express). 

In addition to the Gold award, Letters of Gold gar
nered the "Federacion des Societes Philateliques Fran
cais" medal plaque. 
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THE EDITOR'S ARENA (Continued) 

AMERIPEX '86 
WESTERN COVER 
SOCIETY 
WINNERS 

Members of our Society parti
cipated in AMERIPEX '86, 
and 18 brought home awards 
of varying value. Although 
only two of the winning entries 

were of "Western" character, the entries do show the 
wide interests of our members. 

Dr. Leonard Kapiloff, with his U.S. 1847s,captured 
a Large Gold and was a contestant for the Grand Prix 
National. 

Other Large Gold winners were Stanley Piller (3¢ 
1851-57), Leon Hyzen (24q: 1861 -67), Dale Forster 
(Classic New South Wales), George Kramer (Wells 
Fargo). and John Griffiths (U.S. Posts 1837-1870). 

In the gold category were John Birkinbine ll (Con
federate States), George Kramer (U.S. Telegraph in 
America 1846- 1855), C. Angus Parker (Yemen), 
Creighton Hart (Free Franks), Richard Jordan 
(Rhode Island Postal History), Charles Wunsch (Nes
bit Classics) and Kenneth Kutz (Gold Fever). 

Large Vermeil medal winners were Kenneth Gilbart 
(I Oct 1861), Charles Meroni (Evolution of the British, 
Spanish and American Mail), and Joseph Schwartz 
(Palestine). 

In the next group (Vermeil), Charles Towle (U.S. 
Railway Route Agents Markings) and Stephen Schu
mann (Sarawak Postal Stationery) shared honors. 

Members Creighton Hart, Floyd Risvold and Dr. 
Leonard Kapiloff exhibited in the Court of Honor, for 
which they each received a General Washington Mon
ogram Bowl. 

For the statistical minded there were over 750 
awards in the competitive sections, with 187 going to 
Literature and 579 distributed to traditional philately. 

AMERIPEX '86 In a show of this magnitude there 
(NEGATIVES) are bound to be a few things that 

distract the non-seasoned viewer. 
Some of the elderly visitors com
plained of the lack of chairs in the 

various Exhibit Halls. This was true enough~ven the 
small food and drink concessions lacked this conve
nience. However there was a larger Restaurant where 
the weary ones could find respite - and of course, for 
the elite, there was the Chicago Club. Your Editor 
found the activities- the exhibits- the dealer stands 
the meeting of old fr iends or correspondents - all 

enough to make him unaware that he was walking or 
standing most of each day! But there were ways to 
relax in comfort at the many slide shows, Society meet
ings, and even a Walt Disney show daily. Not to men
tion the breakfasts (Postal History, Writers Unit, 
Postal Stationery), the luncheons or the many recep
tions and dinners. In the latter group the invitational 
dinner for FIN LA NDIA 88 was a highlight of AMER
IPEX. Ranking close was the Palmares Award Dinner 
with over 1,000 in attendance. 

Another way to relax was to offer assistance at the 
one hundred or so Society booths or stands being 
staffed by dedicated members. We did this at the U.S. 
Classics Society and the American Air Mail Society 
booths so the staffers could go to lunch. And also a 
short stint at the Colectors Club of New York (that's 
the way the A MERIPEX sign misspelled their name 
leading one old sage to remark that it was one "L" of a 
difference). It was unfortunate that, with all the Socie
ties represented, our Western Cover Society was no
ticeably absent. Perhaps this omission can be rectified 
at the next U.S. International. 

The AMERIPEX catalogue - priced at $20.00 -
was not available at the opening of the show. When it 
did arrive it proved to be a bulky unwieldy book of 
over 350 pages. Tightly bound, and with stiff inserts it 
did not lend itself to use while viewing the exhibits. 
However, Stamp Col/eC!or and Linn's carried the es
sential information in a handier form, so the Catalogue 
could be put away with the souvenirs. The book car
ried an alphabetical listing of dealers, but lacked sim
ilar listing for the Exhibitors. 

AMERIPEX '86 
(MORE??) 

Probably an apology should be 
inserted here-an apology for tak
ing so much space in WESTERN 
EXPRESS for this International 
Show, when the pages could be 

used fo r more information pertinent to the Society, but 
having spent such a wonderful eleven days in Chicago 
(Rosemont) it is difficult to ignore. Sorry. 

PANAMA In this issue Steve Meier presents his 
STEAMERS story of the ships that brought mail 

and adventurers from the East coast, 
via Panama, to the rich gold fields of 
the West, and the struggle of the 

steamship companies to maintain adequate and regu
lar services. 
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EDITOR'S ARENA (Continued) . 

SAN 
FRANCISCO'S 
EARLY 
POSTOFFICE 

With Steve's story it seems approp
priate to include a reprint about the 
early handling of mail at the new 
"post office" in San Francisco. This 
is by the legendary Bayard Taylor 

-the same one mentioned in Steve's story. Taylor's 
account first appeared in his book "El Dorado", a 
collection of his letters to the New York Tribune in the 
period 1849-1850. This story was first reprinted in the 
A merican Journal of Philately for January 1872. The 
Editor of the American Philatelist thought of it of so 
informative that it was reprinted seventy five years 
later in the February 1946 issue of that magazine. We 
had chosen to use the story as it appeared in the 
American Journal of Philately. 

WELLS FARGO 
IN 
BRITISH 
COLUMBIA 

Being mailed with this issue of 
WESTERN EXPRESS is Dr. W. 
Turrentine Jackson's delineation 
of the role that Wells, Fargo & Co. 
played in the development of Van

couver Island and British Columbia. This was pub
lished in the "Pacific Northwest Quarterly" of October 
1985. Courtesy of Wells Fargo Bank History Room 
for which our humble thanks. 

INTERNATIONAL PHILATELIC EXHIBITION 

JOHANNESBURG 1 00 
INTERNASIONALE FILATELIESE UITSTALLING 

6-11 OCTOBER/OKTOBER 1986 

JULY 1986 
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ADVERTISEMENTS 

Words to the Wise 
Western Postal History Buffs. 

Check our Auctions 

Our 9 Auctions annually often turn up choice items and provide an excel
lent check on current market prices. The fully illustrated-much in full
color-catalog is tops in its field and can't be beaten for the accuracy and 
completeness of its descriptions. Copies are free if picked up at our down· 
town San Francisco store. By mail, send name, address, and,$3.00 

If you wish to sell your collection, there is no charge for our advice on how 
to get top dollar-by consignment to our auction, by our direct purchase or 
by a private treaty arrangement. Appraisal fees, if any, are returned to the 
seller if the collection is consigned to our auction or purchased directly by 
us within 6 months. 

l{!~l!~~!l,~~!!~?NC. 
127 Kearny Street, San Francisco, Odifomia 94108 • lei. (415) 781-5127 

JULY 1986 

HARMERS INTERNATIONAL 

SINCE 1918 THE PREMIER 

AUCTIONEERS TO THREE CONTINENTS. 

MARIN COUNTY (CALIF) 

COVERS 

CATERING TO THE SPECIALIST 

AND GENERAL COLLECTOR 

WANTED 

HARMERS 
of New York Inc. 

HARMERS 

For my person~l collection 
What do have to offer? 

6 West 48th Street 

New York, NY 10036 
Cable: Harmer .. le New Vorl< 

Tel. (212) 869-5400 

of San Francisco, Inc. 

49 Geary Street 

San Francisco, CA 94102 
Cable: Harmersale San Francisco 

Tel. (415) 391·8244 

New York San Francisco London Sydney 

HENRY M. SPELMAN Ill 
P.O. Box 645 

San Anselmo, CA 94960 
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THE PALMS, CALIFORNIA 
By Douglas Gary 

The October 198 1 issue of WESTERN 
EXPRESS carried an illustration of a cover 
postmarked Bright, California, which was sub

mitted by King Parker, Jr. Available postal records 
had no reference to such a postoffice, and it was 
presumed it may have been an error for Wrights, in 
Santa Cruz County. There was no reader response to 
the request for information . 

Here is another item in somewhat the same category. 
There is a "Palms" listed for Los Angeles County as 
having been established September 10, 1887, and this 
cover could very well be from that office. Does anyone 
have a postmark reading merely "PALMS"? 

Plaque placed on building at 615 Montgomery 
Street, San Francisco. 

JULY 1986 
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ADVERTISEMENTS 

UNITED STATES STAMP CO., INC. 
Specialists in Buying and Selling 

368 BUSH ST SAN FRANCISCO. CA 94104 415~421~7398 

MARIN COUNTY (CALIF) 

COVERS 

WANTED 

For my person~! collect ion 
What do have to offer? 

HENRY M. SPELMAN Ill 
P.O. Box 645 

San Anselmo, CA 94960 

WANTED 

19th CENTURY . . 

COVERS 

OF · THE WORLD 

ROBERT A. SIEGEL,. INC. 
120 East 56th Street 
New York, NY 10022 

JULY 1986 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS 
by Steve Meier 

F
or two decades, from 1849-1869, during the 
formative years of California, the Panama 
route was the best way of travel and communi

cation between the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. -The steamships which plied up and down the coasts 
of North America carried thousands of passengers, 
tens of thousands of letters, and millions of dollars of 
treasure annually. They were the principal source of 
communication of news and important intelligence 
from the rest of the world. Until the completion of the 
transcontinental railroad, passengers, specie and mail 
could not travel between the Atlantic and Pacific 
coasts more swiftly or surely than by way of Panama. 
The overland route and the voyage round the Horn 
could not be compared with it for speed and dependa
bility. 

Let us look more closely at these long neglected ves
sels which have been thrown entirely "into the shade" 
by the more romantic overland route. Let us examine 
the vessels themselves, the voyage, and finally their 
major functions and importance. 

These steamers may be divided conveniently into 
three GENERAL classes: 

First, the original steamers built by the Pacific Mail 
Steamship Company - the California, Oregon and 
Panama. Since they were planned well before the 
routes demands were known they were unfortunately 
not entirely suited to the service in which they were en
gaged. The original trio of the Pacific Mail were bluff
bowed, wall sided ships, not very fast, basically 
designed for hard service on a distant coast line, with 
small space for passengers. Most of their accommoda
tions for their 50 saloon and 150 steerage passengers 
were below deck. There were few cabins built on the 
decks of these steamers. The needs of the trade caused 
these ships to be altered, with the addition of deck
houses and increased passenger accommodations. 

Second, there were many steamers which were not 
built for the Panama route but were purchased or char
tered to fill the demands for transportation to Califor
nia. Many of these were similar to the first Pacific Mail 
steamers, and few of them were well enough suited to 
the route to remain on it for many years. A large 
number of these were too small for the trade, having 
originally been constructed for bay or coast service on 
the Atlantic. All four the Laws Line Pacific fleet were 
in this category. 

Finally, there were the steamers built especially for 
the Panama route, after its demands were known. 
These displayed certain common characteristics which 
almost entitle one to call them a distinct "Panama 
type". Their chief distinguishing feature lay in an in
ovation which consisted of extending the deckhouse 
from one end of the ship to the other, in which public 
rooms for passengers, officers' quarters, and state
rooms were placed. And then building over that a hur
ricane deck the entire length and breadth of the ship, 
which formed a shady canopy for the promenade 
below and gave greatly increased deck space for the 
passengers. This was introduced in the Empire City, 
which sailed from New York to Chagres on her maiden 
voyage July 17, 1849. This made her the only ship on 
the route to have three decks. This inovation later ap
peared in the United States Mail Steamship Com
pany's steamers Ohio and Georgia. For ships 
operating in the tropic this increase in cabins on deck 
and in open space was particularly welcome and it was 
adopted by the Pacific Mail Steamship Company for 
all its steamers after 1851. 

There were increases in the size of the steamers, in 
speed and change of passenger comforts, but in the 
main the operation of the sea part of the route, the 
same type of ships, the same material for construction, 
the same methods of propulsion and nearly the same 
problems of supply and dangers of the trip were faced 
by the Captain of the California in 1849, as by the 
Commander of the Constitution in 1869. 

Of the 108 steamers employed on the Panama (and 
Nicaragua) routes in the years from 1849 to 1869, only 
two had hulls of iron (the Sarah Sands and the Cham
pion). All the rest had wooden hulls. The propulsion in 
every steamer specifically built for the Panama route 
was by side paddle-wheels. (There were 12 screw 
steamers in the service at one time or another in the 
course of the twenty year period, but all of them were 
purchased from other lines, and none of them lasted 
for long on the route). Most of the side lever engines, 
which were almost universally used in the steamers 
built in 1848 and 1849, were replaced by oscillating en
gines after 1850. Travellers praised the comfort of the 
wide, steady paddle steamers compared with the vibra
tion and rolling of the narrower and slower screw 
steamers. But the latter were much less expensive to 
operate. 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

The clipper bows, traditional in sailing vessels and 
adopted in the early steamers were discarded for most 
steamers built for the Panama route, in favor of a 
straight stem. Some of the earlier ships, like the Ohio, 
Georgia and the "steam clipper" Golden Gate had 
overhanging bows, decorated by figureheads and ex
tended by bowsprites. 

Steamships of the middle nineteenth century were 
fitted with sails as a matter of course and sometimes 
they were most useful in augmenting the engines, as 
well as providing a means of getting to port should the 
engines or coal supply fail. When the Panama broke 
down after leaving New York for the Pacific, she was 
able to return under sail. And when the Oregon ran out 
of coal on her first return to Panama, she was able to 
make San Bias under sail, where she coaled. 

The size of the Panama steamers were large for their 
period, even though they were dwarfed by the liners of 
the next century. The first Pacific Mail trio were about 
200 feet long and had a tonnage of about I ,050 tons. 
The Golden Gate, which was finished in 185 1, was 269 
feet 6 inches long with a tonnage of 2,067. She was the 
first Pacific Mail vessel built for the route. A decade 
later the Pacific Mail was bringing out ships such as the 
Golden City, which had a length of 343 feet and a ton
nage of 3,374. 

The shipbuilders of New York produced most ofthe 
Panama steamers, just as its financiers backed the lines 
on which they ran. Of the I08steamers which served on 
the Panama and Nicaragua routes, 87 were built in 
New York and its vicinity. Webb's yards alone ac
counted for 18 of these, with other builders not far be
hind. Although under different ownership, the "iron 
works" which constructed engines for the steamers 
were located near the shipyards. Here there was less di
versity than for hull construction, since 22out of 64en
gines built at New York came from the Novelty Iron 
Works of Stillman, Allen & Co. 

The design of the early gold rush steamers all fol
lowed much the same pattern, although the passenger 
accommodations on the Panama steamers varied in 
detail with the different ships. The upper deck was 
clear from stem to stern, except for a deck-house 
slightly forward of amidships, which sheltered the 
officers' quarters and navigation room. Companion
ways fore and aft gave way to the lower levels. The 
companionways nearest the bow, lead to the forecastle 
containing the quarters of the crew. The aft com pan-

ionway opened into the dining saloon, a long narrow 
room that extends two thirds of the ship. The long ta
bles with their immoveable chairs were used for meals 
by first and second cabin passengers. Between times 
passengers gathered around them to read, write letters, 
clean their gear or talk. This was the social center of the 
ship when, in northern latitudes the decks above 
became too chilly for comfort. On both sides of the 
dining-saloon was a series of doors opening into the 
first-class staterooms. Staterooms usually contained 
three berths, one above the other, together with a 
cushioned locker for storage, which could accommo
date another passenger. Each room had a mirror, 
washbowl, water bottle and glasses. Each had a port
hole admitting light and air. These cubicles were often 
stifling hot in the tropics, particularly those above the 
engine room or boilers. Later, on ships especially de
signed for this route, windows replaced the portholes, 
and in some cases air-ducts were installed, through 
which air was forced by the forward motion of the ship. 

Second cabin accommodations were not separated 
from the first class, but were commonly in the after end 
of the ship. Their difference consisted merely in less 
commodious sleeping quarters, each containing a 
dozen or more berths. Second cabin passengers had 
the same privileges as those going first class and ate the 
same meals, although they were relegated to later 
messes. 

The steerage was deep in the ship, often well for
ward. Here, in dark and crowded quarters, filled from 
floor to ceiling with tiers of berths, passengers lived in 
noise and confusion, with no hope of privacy. (In the 
early steamers there was no segregation of the sexes). 
The entire steerage space was filled with berths, where 
the only open spaces were narrow aisles between the 
long lines of berths. The berths were usually arranged 
in tiers of three, both vertically and horizontally, so 
that the holder of the inner berth climbed through the 
two outer ones to reach his own. The space allotted to 
one person in these berths measured 6 feet in length 
and 18 inches in width. Since the steerage berths were 
of a rather temporary character, it was possible to in
crease the capacity of the steamers when demand for 
transportation was great. 

Steerage passengers were obligated to furnish their 
own bedding and eating utensils. First and second 
cabin had both furnished by the steamers. Steerage 
passangers were not allowed in the saloon during meal 
time. Their food was served them directly from the gal-
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

ley, outside of which they lined up at mealtime to have 
their plates and cups filled. They ate lying down in their 
berths or standing up in the passageways or on deck. 
Letters protesting such conditions became so numer
ous in newspapers that steamship owners on both 
coasts were soon forced to make certain improve
ments. As early as the summer of 1850, the Pacific Mail 
directed that the alterations be made in the steerage to 
afford passengers a table of their own from which to 
eat, and to have utensils furnished. The point was 
made, however, that this must be done without dimin
ishing the number of berths. On some of the ships, a 
separate room was partitioned off for the use of 
women and children who were travelling unaccom
panied by males. 

The cost of operating steamers, particularly on the 
Pacific Coast, was comparatively high. The scarcity of 
labor in San Francisco in the "boom years" and there
moteness of the coast from supplies of coal and sources 
of supply of manufactured articles, largely accounted 
for this. Coal had to be shipped round the Horn and 
cost of $24.50 per ton, $20.00ofwhich went for freight. 
Estimates made in October 1851 place the total ex
pense of a round trip voyage of the Pacific Mails I ,087 
ton steamer Panama between San Francisco and 
Panama, including coal, wages, stores, provisions, re
placement parts and wear and tear on the vessel at 
about $70,000. Laws Line of Pacific steamers were 
much smaller and slower, but much less expensive to 
operate. Cost of operating tended to decrease over the 
years. In May 1855 the total cost of outfitting the Pa
cific Mails 2,067 ton "steam clipper" Golden Gate was 
$73,555. In 1859 outfitting the same vessel cost 
$15,704. By 1862 outfitting the 3,314 ton Constitution 
cost $11,835. 

On the Atlantic costs were appreciably less because 
of the greater labor supply and the proximity of the 
coal mines. In periods when the through receipts for 
the route were divided, the proportion going to the 
Atlantic steamers was a third of the total, which indi
cated roughly the proportionally smaller expense 
which that part of the route bore. 

In the beginning it was the plan to establish way sta
tions at which coal, water and provisions could be ob
tained, between Panama and San Francisco. Coal for 
the first ships was deposited at San Bias, but the excel
lent harbor of Acapulco led to its adoption for the pur
pose. A coal yard was placed there, and the steamers 
called regularly in both directions to take on coal as 

well as fresh provisions. The original plan of the direc
tors of the Pacific Mail was to place the headquarters 
of the line at some point intermediate between Panama 
and Oregon, probably at San Bias. Altered conditions 
due to the press of passengers for California resulted in 
the establishment of the center of operations at 
Panama. When it was realized that the flow of popula
tion would make California a well-settled area, the 
plan was modified to include more extensive works at 
or near San Francisco. The splendid location of Beni
cia, with deep water coming directly up to the shore 
line, and the low price of land there compared with San 
Francisco, explains its final choice as the major base of 
operations for the steamers. Once the steamers had dis
charged passengers and cargo at San Francisco. they 
proceeded to Benicia for cleaning. refitting and provi
sioning; to return to the city usually the day before they 
were scheduled to sail. 

During the pioneer years 1849-1851, the voyage 
from Panama to San Francisco required between 
eighteen and twenty one days, though there were occa
sions of passage as low as sixteen. With the advent of 
the larger and faster steamers like the Golden Gate, the 
time was greatly reduced - the run being made in 14 
days. The through journey from New York to Califor
nia in the early years could hardly take less than thirty
three to thirty-five days, given the most favorable 
traveling conditions and connections on the Ishmus. 
With the completion of the Panama Railroad in Janu
ary 1855, which reduced the time of crossing the Isth
mus from 4 to 5 days, to just a few hours, the trip could 
be made quite regularly in twenty-three to twenty-six 
days. 

It is interesting to note that a large amount of space 
on board these ships was occupied by the coal carried 
for fuel, and since wooden ships, unlike steel vessels, 
had no ballast tanks which could be filled with sea 
water as the coal was burned, they rode higher and 
higher out of the water as the voyage progressed. The 
chief engineer of the Oregon reported on her first re
turn to Panama from San Francisco as the supply of 
coal decreased "vessel very light and rolling much, 
wheels half the time out of water" and again "ship roll
ing, paddles 6 feet out of water." 

The cost of passage to California via Panama varied 
in the pioneer years, depending on the demand for ac
commodations and the amount of competition faced. 
On the Pacific side, the Pacific Mail originally set 
cabin rates at $250 and steerage at $100, San Francisco 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

THROUGH. LI~E FOR SAN FRANCISCO, 

VIA CHA(2RES .. 

THE NEW AND FAVOIUTE STEAMSHIPS. 

CHEROKEE, 
PHILADELPHIA, 

- .1300 tops, 
1100 tona, -

Capt<\in H. Windle, 
• Captain J. Y. Nicholtlcm, 

Form th~ ouly direct liu~ brhvccnl!l'ew·York o.nd Chagres, in conncctivn wiLh tb~ Unitt•d :3tRt.e' Mail Steam-pD.Ckrts io the Pacific-a eemi-

monthly lilll· tb•·nugh to !:'A !I< FJL•Nnsco. They leave N~:w-Yom; the and of each month. 

REDUCED RATES OF FARE TO CHAGRES. 

After Saloon St~<te Rooms, 
Forward Saloon do. 
Lower Cabin, -

Clttrok~f. 

$}2/j 00 
100 00 • 

9000 

PhiiMelrt,ia. 
$125 00 

100 00 

All the abo\'e dine at the same tablc: ·alld bavc the privilege of the Saloon. 

Steerage, (found with mattresses and board,) 65 00 · 6500 

Freight to CHAGR£s , cents per foot. 

Each passenger is allowed personal baggage free, to tho e:<t<>nt of trJO lbs., not e ~ cecding in meo.surement 10 cubic feet. 

Expense$ on the Isthmus arc borne by the paesengers. 

For freight or passage, apply to., 

- --~-lfOWLAND : ~ ASP.INW ALL, M South Street, JJ. Y. 

lPncdic .mail 9ttanul1Jip Qtotnpany. 
THE UNITED STATES MAI L STEAM PACKETS, 

PANAMA, -
OREGON, 
CALIFORNIA, 
TENNESSEE, 
CAROLINA, 
UNICORN, 

1087 tons, 
- 1099 tons,. 

1050 tons, 
- 1300 tons, 

600 tona, • 
600 tons, 

are intendt·d to forru a ~mi-ruontbly Line between Panama und l'orts in California. 

Captain David G. Bailey, 
- Captain Carlile P. Patterson, 

•. Captain Thoa. A. Budd, 
- Captain George A. Cole, 

Passengers in tbc Aflcr Cabins arc furni~hed bedding, but· nOt· \Vines a,hd liquors. Passenger.; in t be Steerage arc found with such rations M 

are furnished to the crew, nnd with mattreES anti pillow. All pw;senger~ ;,.ill be allowed space for pCI'l!Onnl bagg•ge free, to the c:ztent of 250 lbs. 
weight, not exceeding in mea..<urewent trn cubic feet. Freight on ~xtra,.b~giilagc or mercho.ndisc, when taken, . . and 
one and a-ho.lf per cent. on nil specie. · 

Pa<·kaf(t'> ;houltlnvl exceed 125 Jb~ . weight for mule cnrriugr. 

Pa~;;age from Pun~m .. 
do. do. 

do. do. 

to San Bias or Mnz~tlan, 
Sun Di<'go, , -

Snn Frnncisco, ·! 
I . 

250 00 

300 ()() 

St~'":'f'· 
$100 00 

125 00 
150 ()() 

No stONS to b,•lalldod will bt• taken as buggugc. AllJ"'I'$Onal porte.('arges, including benhb fees aucl ho<lt hire, to be po.id by the paoeengen. 
No p!l&'a~c ••·e:urctl untilJ'uicl f•>r. Appl~· nt tb~ office of tbc Company, 

i . 

New-York, M South Street. 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

to Panama. August l, 1849 however, before the advent 
of competition, the fares were increased to $300 for 
cabin and $150 for steerage. Freight on specie was in
creased from 1% to I Yz%. When the Empire City Line 
entered the Pacific in June 1850, they advertised for 
passengers at the same rates charged by Pacific Mail. 
With the entry of the Law Line (Pacific steamers) rates 
were drastically reduced. First to $250 cabin, then in 
November 1850 the Antelope advertised to carry pas
sengers for $125. Pacific Mail retaliated by lowering 
the rates on its slower steamers to $275 cabin and $125 
steerage, and later to $175 cabin and $85 steerage. 

On the Atlantic side, the United States Mail Steam
ship Co. set rates originally at $150 first cabin, $125 
second cabin and $80 storage. When their Pacific fleet 
began operating, it was possible to sell through tickets. 
In December 1849 the United States Mail advertised 
through first cabin at $380, second cabin at $280 and 
steerage at $200. By July 1850 these had been raised to 
$400 first cabin and $200 steerage. By November 1850 
first cabin on these steamers had fallen to $250 while 
steerage was $125. 

The Pacific Mail at first had no steamers on the 
Atlantic side and could not sell through tickets. In July 
1849 they combined with the Empire City Line and ad
vertised through tickets. However the fare was arrived 
at simply by adding together the local fares, $300 on 
the Pacific and $150 on the Atlantic for first cabin. 
Starting in January 1850 the Pacific Mail had their 
own steamers on the Atlantic, and through fares 
dropped by $25. Not until Commodore Vanderbilt 
made his appearance in July 1851 did the Pacific Mail 
cut fares to any degree. After all, the Pacific Mail had 
the mail contract on the route. But the battle of the ti
tans is another story. 

The major hazards of early steamer travel were sick
ness, shipwrecks and fire. Mortality on the steamers 
was far heavier than among the sailing ships. The 
steamers carried far more passengers and crowded 
them even more closely together, especially in the 
steerage. But even more serious was the fact that 
steamer passengers had to journey through Panama or 
Nicaragua, thus exposing themselves for days to the 
disease-ridden tropical swamps. The unacclimated 
northerners fell easy victim to a variety of maladies -
malaria, dysentary, yellow fever (commonly called 
Panama or Chagres fever) and the most dreaded of all, 
cholera. It often happened that persons infected with 
highly contagious fevers had already embarked on the 
northbound steamers before they were stricken. The 

result was usually an epidemic that was not brought 
under control until numerous others were infected, 
with the melancholy accompaniment of daily burials at 
sea. 

In 1852 Frank Marryat, having barely survived a 
siege of Isthmus fever, took passage to San Francisco. 
Because the epidemic was still raging on shore, the ship 
left port hastily, with insufficient supplies. Marryat 
wrote "We were no sooner under way when the epi
demic broke out among the steerage passengers, who, 
crowded as thick as blacks in a slaver, could not be 
moved from the lower deck, and so lay weltering in the 
filth. One physician for every I 00 patients, with neither 
medicine nor nurses available, and little food". Condi
tions grew steadily worse as the voyage progressed. 
"From the window of our small cabin we could hear 
the splash of bodies as they were tossed overboard with 
very little ceremony". To make matters worse, a ship 
with cholera on board could not land at any port. The 
vessel lay quarantined until the epidemic had run its 
course. 

The most dreaded of marine disasters, shipwreck 
and fire, were also greatest in the steamers. The reason 
being that sailing ships, except when entering or leav
ing port, laid a course far off shore, where an error in 
fixing their positions was of little consequence, and the 
danger of running aground was practically nil. The 
steamer on the other hand, particularly on the Pacific, 
were seldom out of sight of land from the time they left 
Panama or Nicaragua until they tied up at the San 
Francisco docks. By thus hugging the shoreline they 
substantially shortened their runs and effected consid
erable saving in coal and supplies. But this placed an 
added burden on the ships' officers, as making faulty 
judgments or inaccurate navigation liable to dire con
sequences. Moreover, their task was complicated by 
the fact that existing charts were incomplete and some
times inaccurate. And, in the first years, lighthouses, 
buoys and other navigational aids were completely 
lacking. In view of these handicaps, the safety record of 
the pioneer Pacific steamers reflect credit on the vig
ilance and skill of their operators. All, that is, except 
one line-the Vandebilt Independent Line. In a period 
of fifteen months, from February 1852 to April 1853, 
four of their six Pacific steamers were lost, including 
their two largest and best vessels, the North America 
and the Pioneer. One of the survivors of the wreck of 
the Independence, Ezra Drown, describes the scene. 
"Men of wealth were offering huge fortunes to be saved 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

~. i. Bail iteams~p at1t~c:::e:~~g~ Jacifit ~Jail iteamsgip orn. 
VIA 

p A. N" A. :M: A. R.A.XLR.OA.D 
THROUGH TO 

CALIFORNIA AND OREGON. 

The U. S. ~UIL StEAMSllll' Co. will despatch a first class Steamship, on the 5th and 20th of ea.ch month, at 2 o'clock 

P.M., from Pier foot of Warren Street, direct for Aspinwall. 

Passengers are landed at the Company's Wharf, adjoining the Panama Railroad Depot, free of expense. They are then 
conveyed by Railway, for the present, thirty-eight miles, leaving only elet:en miles by Mules, over the old Military Road, 
recently repaired. 

N. B. The Panama P..ailroad Company confidently expect to ltave the Railroad completed to Panama, about the first of 
January, 1855, tclten all mule seT'I:ice will cease. 

By this route passengers avoid entirely the great risk and exposure of crowded shoal-water boats. 

The entire transit of the Isthmus being made in about ten hours, the danger from sickness 'heretofore apprehended, and 
the inconvenience to ladies and chiluren, resnlting from detention and want of shelter at night, are done away. 

Immediately on arrival of the ~!ails at Panama, the passengers are received on board one of the Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company's Steamers. One or moi·e extra Ships are alu:ays in port j,~ 1·eadiness, to gt.uzrd against detention, thus affording a 
CF.RT.U:STY tdtich is not possess!Xl by any otlter Line. 

An experienced Surgeon is attached to ea.ch Ship. Families unattended, will find every attention paid to their comfort. 
The l\lail Steamers of this Line were built under the inspection of the U.S. Navy Department, to insure the greatest 

possible strength and secw·ity. · 
Each passenger will be furnished one of " Hinkley's Express Company's" Transit Tickets from Ship to Ship, free of extra 

charge. But for their baggage, the Express Co. will charge them 15 cents per pound. 
Personal baggage, measuring not over 10 cubic feet, nor weighing more than 250 pounds, free on the Steamers. 

-----·~--

THE STEA:\ISHIPS BELOXGING TO THE U. S. :\fAIL STEAMSHIP CO. ARE 

ILLINOIS, 
NORTH STAR, 
UNITED STATES, 
ELDORADO, 

2,500 tons 
- 2,500 tons 

1,500 tons 
- 1,300 tons 

GEORGE LAW, 
EMPIRE CITY, -
CRESCENT CITY, -
PHILADELPHIA, 

2,500 tons 
- 2,000 tons 

1,500 tons 
- 1,100 tons 

THE STEA~ISHIPS OF THE PACIFIC :\fAIL STE.AJISHIP CO. ARE 

GOLDEN AGE, 
GOLDEN GATE, -
NORTHERNER, 
OREGON, 
COLUMBIA, 

- 3,000 tons 
3,000 tons 

- 1,200 tons 
1,099 tons 

800 tons 

FIRST CABIN, $300 
SECOND CABIN, open berth, $250 

JOHN L. STEPHENS, 
SONORA, 
PANAMA, 
CALIFORNIA, -

STEERAGE, 

- 2,500 tons 
2,500 tons 

- 1,087 tons 
1,050 tons 

,150 

Children under three years of age, free; from three to six years of age, qtuzrter price; from six to twelve years of age, 
!tal[ price. 

The public are cautioned against any information not corning from this Office. For further information, or for pussnge, 
apply only to 

I. W . RAYMOND, 
At the 011lce of the Companies, 177 WEST STREET, foot of Warren St., New-York. 

Or CRABLES L. BARTLETT, 
N. Y., Oct. 18!)4. No. 16 BROAD STREET, Boston. 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

. . . Health and poverty were on an equa li ty, and sank 
together to rise no more." This disaster claimed 125 
lives. The Pacific Mail lost two of her finest vessels in 
1853,when due to fog so thick you "could not see a 
ship's length ahead" they ran aground. The Tennessee 
and the Winfield Sco/1 were total losses. However the 
passengers, cargo, treasure and most of the express 
and mails were saved. From 1849 to 1860 the Pacific 
Mail carried well over a quarter of a million passengers 
without the loss of a single life by shipwreck. 

The routine of meals on the ships on the Pacific 
coast began with coffee served in the cabin at six 
o'clock in the morning. Breakfast hours were from 8:00 
to 10:00 a.m., in two settings, first cabin and second 
cabin. Dinner came from I :00 to 3:00p.m. and supper 
from 6:00 to 8:00. At II :00 all lights were extinguished 
in the saloon. 

In the summer of 1849, Bayard Taylor journeyed 
from Panama to San Francisco. His account of the trip 
is quite interesting. "A voyage from Panama to San 
Francisco can hardly be compared to sea-life in any 
other part of the world or at any previous period. Our 
vessel was crowded fore and aft. Exercise was rendered 

quite impossible and sleep each night a new expe
rience, for the success of which we were truly grateful. 
We were roused at daylight by the movements on deck, 
if not earlier by the breaking of a hammock-rope and 
the thump and yell of the unhappy sleeper. Coffee was 
served in the cabin, but many of the passengers imag
ined that because they had paid a high price fo r their 
ticket, they were conscientiously obliged to drink three 
cups, the late-comers getting slim pickings." 

He goes on to describe dinner. "At the first tingle of 
the dinner bell, all hands started off as if a shot had ex
ploded among them. Conversation was broken off in 
the middle of a word. The deck was instantly cleared, 
and the passengers, tumbling pell-mell down the cabin 
stairs, found every seat in the saloon taken by others, 
who had probably been sitting in them for a half hour. 
There was a confused grabbing motion for a few sec
onds and lo! the plates were cleared. A chicken parted 
in half as if by magic each half leaping into an opposite 
plate: a dish of sweet potatoes vanish before a single 
hand; beef-steak flew in all directions and while about 
half the passengers had all their dinner piled at once on 
their plate, the other half were regaled by a plentiful 
lack." 

D•p>rtur~ of • Ct<aruobip. 

STEA~IER-DA Y. 

This is undoubtedly the John L Stephens, as she was the only two
fun~elled_ steamer in San Francisco at the time. (circa 1853-1854). 
She ts llymg the official U.S. Mail flag so she has to be a Pacific Mail 
steamer. Note the deck house has been extended from amidship clear 
back to the stern. And passengers are standing on the hurricane deck 
that has been built above. Intense excitement on shore, thousands of 
well wtshes are even atop building across from them on the pier. 
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A CALIFORNIA POST OFFICE (Continued) 

Steerage passengers bill of fare was not nearly as in
viting. Stowell wrote that the passengers on the Cali
fornia were served coffee, jerked beef, and hard bread 
for breakfast on the first morning out of Panama. 
Later in the voyage he commented, "Still hard Jiving. 
Most miserable stuff for coffee and tea, black bread, 
thin mush and no salt, dirty molasses etc." 

STEAMER DAY 

Once a fortnight, on theIst and 15th of every month, 
San Francisco which was never without some feverish 
excitement, gets gradually worked up for a crisis. Dif
ferent places also have their occasional periods of in
tense interest. Steamer-day in San Francisco stood 
alone! Everybody, man, woman and child, native and 
foreigner, merchant and miner, general dealer, la
borer, non-descript adventurer (synonym loafer), old 
resident and new immigrant - EVERY BODY is 
deeply interested in this day. Mails in the Atlantic 
States were earlier and effected only particular sections 
of the community, but the great eastern mails that 
leave San Francisco departed at long intervals, while 
they directly concern all classes. The people who Jived 
there were not yet independent, either in business or in 
home and affectionate feelings of the connections of 
their native countries. Hence an immence amount of 
correspondence was written and forwarded every two 
weeks. All business procedure of San Francisco was 
regulated in accordance therewith. They were the two 
most important days in the month. Steamer-day was a 
time of settling accounts, making remittances to east
ern creditors, and taking stock of mercantile affairs. It 
was a time of feverish activity. Gilmer Meredith, writ
ing to his father on November I , 1849 stated "for the 
last 72 hours previous to the departure of the steamer, I 
had only 5 hours sleep". 

Not only western and foreign mails, but also ex
press, banking, trade and commerce quickly adjusted 
to meet these deadlines. Bills and open accounts were 
due and payable just long enough in advance of 
Steamer-day, to permit business men and bankers to 
make remittances via the mail steamer. Freight and ex
press closed at noon the day prior to sailing, and the 
mail closed at midnight prior to sailing. 

William T. Sherman, who in the early 1850s was the 
manager and limited partner in banking house of 

Lucas, Turner and Co. writes, "Noon sailings were a 
further source of inconvenience. Mail was made ready 
the night before the steamer sailed, but customers 
habitually rushed in for drafts on the east coast up to 
the very moment the ship sailed." On the eve of 
Steamer-day everyone (himself included) worked until 
the midnight closing of mails. 

The fortnightly sailings were instituted by the .Pa
cific Mail on July 15, I 850. In 1853 more frequent sail
ings attempted, but the merchants balked, signing an 
agreement to attempt to collect debts only twice a 
month. "Numbers have come from the mines and inte
rior towns to take their departure from San Francisco 
and these crowd into hotels and boarding houses for a 
few days until the steamer sails. In 1854 Frank Soule* 
wrote, "Always two and sometimes three vessels leave 
upon that occasion, conveying together, from a thou
sand to sometimes nearly two thousand persons. Be
sides these, it may be supposed that at least thrice the 
same numbers of persons are directly interested as the 
nearest friends of the actual passengers, while the 
whole city entertains some kind of curiosity as to who 
are leaving and a general feeli ng of interest on the sub
ject prevails." 
•Annals or San Frandsco. by Frank Soule. John H. Gihon & James Nisbet-1854 

PACIFIC MAIL ;o;TEAMSHIP 
/{ ~:- '::~~COltP."!I\Y. Fc.r S~n Btu, Ac:apu!co, 
~Jl'a~ a.nd Ptt.llama-Lanatnf -.& MorJ.my. 
...;:~tiiil~!f....'Santa Barbua, SaD V•eco aud Mual· .. 
Ian.-The 1-;tt.>ttm•hip Or~&:on, C11ptaia Poanon, will 
11ail on Monday. Julr 2d. No Bort~ aecurrd uo:il 
paid for. 

PlJitla&e lo ~ontert'y, .IS.OO 
tio Santa B<&rbara, ~(J 00 
do San Diego, 65 00 
do .l\f.ultti&Jl,iucabia. 132~. 
do du lteerage, 64.00 
do '.ian Blu, in cabin, 160.00 

. do-·- . ·- - - ·- ac;· ·- ·-8teert!(~:- ·-- -·-- -- ~.00 

du Ac:~pulco, in cabin, • !)().000. 
de do at .. erac- . 100.00 
do Pa:nama, ia cabin, 250.00. 
do do llf'ensre. 100.00 

For frei&ht lo Paoame $50 per too, ud on~ ptr ct. 
on ·~cte. ~us«-ngeta will ~ charred freirbt Oil all 
UOf'pt wear~og appart'l, and on tbHI when it eueedl 
300 lbe. This •htp will conoect with the Cb.·~li .. 
to New-York Forfreight or paaap apply to 

AFLRED ROBINSON, Ateal P.M. S.C .. 
Aprill~. ~ 

The Alta Cal((ornia of June 28, 1849, shows the original fare from 
San Francisco to Panama of $250 cabin and $100 steerage. 
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EARLY PANAMA STEAMERS (Continued) 

IMPORTANCE OF THE ROUTE 
The primary importance of the Panama route in the 

period between 1849 and 1869lay in the fact that it pro
vided the best means of communication between the 
Atlantic seaboard and the Pacific Coast. Passengers, 
mail and treasure travelled over it with greater safety 
and speed than by any other route. For half that time it 
was the principal means of communicating intelligence 
between the Atlantic states and the Pacific coast. 
Throughout California's formative years the steamers 
with their red paddle wheels and black plumed smoke
stacks, the dug-out canoes of Panama, and later the 
screaming locomotives of the Panama Railroad con
nected California and the Pacific Coast with the rest of 
the States - for that matter with the rest of the world. 
They deserve far more credit in the making of Califor
nia than they are given. 

The Alta California of July 12, 1849 shows that the fare to Panama 
has increased to $300 cabin and $100 steerage. 

Steerage ticket on Empire City Lines New Orleans, issued by J. 
Howard & Son agent at new York, February 5, 1852. The New Or
leans arrived at San Francisco on the 5th of March, 18 days from Pa
nama, with 475 passengers. 
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-,;c.. I . ;; 

~ . 

,_-u.n. --_..;.. ·. 

FOR SAN JI'RANCI808. 
c. VANDERBILT, AG£NT, 

NJ>WTOBX.. 

• 

Bibliography: 

v/&;:tJt 
~~o~~#j 

Carried by Vanderbilt Independent Line, via Nicaragua. This line 
did not have the mail contract, and the Jetter was deposited in the 
New York postoffiee on arrival, receiving the New York Ship 7 
handstamp. The lener was carried from San J uan to New York by 
the Star of the West -

C:.i!:'4 ~ /ZZ.~ ,..z. 7 ~ 
~ ;?z.-~ .z z.2,.z..z;:;;:: 
~-' 

Letter carried by the Pacific Mail Steamship Co. which had the mail 
contract. Postmarked San Francisco, Cal. Sep I ( 1849) and mfs 40 
rate. Carried by the steamer Panama which sailed from San Fran
cisco Sept. 2, 1849 

The Panama Route by John H. Kemble 
The Gold Rush Steamers by Ernest Wiltsee 
Sea Routes to the Goldfield by Oscar Lewis 

Early American Steamers by Erik Heyl 
The Annals of San Francisco by Frank Soule 
William Tecumseh Sherman by Douglas L. Clarke 
The Nicaragua Route by David I. Folkman, Jr. 
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Invoice for a watch carried by the Illinois, which departed New York 
September 29, 1852, for Aspinwall. Freight and insurance $8.77 to 
San Francisco. 

Bill of exchange o r draft at San Francisco November 25. 1849. on the 
banking house of Willie & Co. Boston by their west coast office, 
Thomas G. Wells , Manager. (He later bought the San Francisco 
branch and the banking house became known as Wells & Co. not 
related to Wells Fargo.) The draft was carried from San Francisco 
on the steamer Unicom. which left San Francisco December I, 1849. 

JULY 1986 
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WANTED TO BUY 

Western Cover Society 

MEMBER 

wishes to acquire 

a 
major collection or holding 

of 

Wyoming Territorial covers. 

-¥-

All communications confidential. 

Please write care Editor, 
Western Express 

9877 Elmar Avenue 
Oakland, CA 94603-2839 

Plaqu~: placed un building at 615 Montgomery .Street. San Franciseu. 

JULY 1986 
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SECRETARY'S REPORT 

#872- Michael L. Collins 
P.O. Box 9606 
Yakima, WA 
98909-0606 

#873- Dan J. Lewis 
2351 N. Mill, Box 13 
Lewisville, TX 
75067 

#874- Gary H. Walston 
310 Independence 
Friendswood, TX 
77546 
(Collects Nevada 
mining towns) 

Ronald A. Czaplicki 
P.O. Box 1812 
Bellflower, CA 90706 

Richard Frajola 
85 North St. 
Danbury, CT 06810 

New Members 

Change of Address 

Louis K. Robbins 

#875-John P. Spence 
P.O. Box 145 
California Hot Springs, CA 
93207 
(Collects Nevada and 
CA counties- Alpine, 
lnyo and Mono) 

#876- Andrew Goheen 
Rt. 2 Box 21 
Winters,CA 
95694 
(Collects Northern 
Cal. towns and 
Wells Fargo) 

Kenneth Gilbart 
3005 Cross Creek Ct. 
Herndon, VA 22701 

Robert Omberg 
10026 Ten brook Dr. 
Silver Spring, MD 20901 

2112 Broadway, Rm. 412 
New York, N.Y. 10023 
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.----------ADVERTISEMENT-----------... 

WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE 
I am paying $500.00 each for nice examples 
of covers with manuscript steamer names. 

Need the following steamers for my collection of manuscript steamer names: 

ANTELOPE 
COMMODORE STOCKTON 
FREMONT 

GOLD HUNTER 
MONUMENTAL CITY 
REPUBLIC 
S. S. LEWIS 

SARAH SANDS 
UNCLE SAM 
UNION 

BROTHER JONATHAN-Nicaragua Steamship Co., San Francisco to Glasgow, via San Juan, Nicaragua and New York. 
Entered the mails in New York June 23, 1853, for carriage to England and thence to Scotland. 

STEVE MEIER 
508 West Wilshire 
Fullerton, CA 92632 

(714) 525-4484 
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6 Tm:: ,\ltF.HtCA:-J Jonnot. OF PmLAn:u. [ JauuarfJ, 

A Californian Post Office 
By BAYARD TAYLOR, EsQ., 

Secretary of Legation to the United States of America. 

A nAY or two after my arri\'al in San Frnncisco the st<.'amer f!uicorn 
came into tl1e harbour, being the thir<l1\·hich had arrh·e<l without bringing 
a mail. These repeated failures we're too much fetr even u patient p<'oplc 
to bear; an indignation meeting in l,ortsmouth-square wus called, but a 
shower, heralding the rainy s<.'ason, came on in time to prevent it. 
Finally, on the last day of October, on the eve of the departure of 
another steamer· down the <.'Oast., the Pnmmw cn me in, bringing the 
mails for July, .August, and September, all at once! Thirty-seven mail
bags were hauled up to the little :Post-Offi~.:c that night, and the eigltt 
clerks were astounded by the receipt of forty-five thousand lett<.'rs, besides 
uncounted bushels of uewspupcrs. I was ut the time domiciled in :Mr. 
:Moore's garret, and enjoying the hospitalities of his plank-table; I 
therefore offered mv services as clerk-extraordinon~. and wns at once 
vested with full po,~·crs, and initiated iuto all the m~·stcries of counting, 
classifying, and distributing letters. 

The l)ost-Uffice wn!l n. small frame builtling of one story, and not more 
than forty feet in length. 1'£10 entire front, which was graced with a 
narrow portico, wns appropriated to the windows for ·delivery, while the 
rear was divided iuto three small compartments-a newspaper room, a 
private office, and kitchen. There were two windows for the general 
delivery, one for French and Spanish letters, and a. narrow entry at one 
end of the building, on which faced tho privute boxes, to the number ot' 
five hundred, leased to merchants nnd others ut the rate of 1.50 dols. per 
month. lu this ~mall space all the operations of the office were carried 
on. The rent of the building was 1,000 dole. a year, and the salaries of 
the clerli8 from 100 to 300 dols. monthly, which, as no specin.l provision 
has been made by Government to meet tho expense, effectually confined 
Mr. Moore to th<.'se narrow limits. For his strict and conscientious 
adherence to the law be received the violent censure or a party of the 
Snn Franciscans, who would have had him make free t1se of the Gowrnment 
funds. 

The Pan11ma'a mail--bags reached t.he Office ut abottt. llino o'clock. The 
doors were instat!tly closed, the windows darkened, and e\·ery preparation 
made for a long siege. The attack from without commenced at about the 
same time. There were knocks on the doors, tops on the \vindows, and 
beseeching cnlls at aU comers of tho house. The interior was well 
lighted; tlie bags were emptied on the floor, and ten pairs of bonds 
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engaged in the assortment and distribution of their contents. The work 
went on rapidly and noiselessly as the night passed away, but with the 
first streak of daylight the attack commenced again. Every avenue of 
entrance was barricaded; the crowd was told through the keyhole that 
the Office would be opon that day to no one : but it all availed nothing. 
Mr. Moore's Irish servant could not go for n bucket of water without 
being surrounded and in danger of being held cnptive. Men dogged his 
heels in the hope of being ablo to slip in behind him before he could lock 
the ~oor. 

We laboured steadily all the dar, and had the s.'ltisfaction of seeing 
the huge pile of lett-ers considerably diminished. Towards evening the 
impatience of the crowd increased to a most annoying pitch. They 
knocked; they tried shouts nnd then whispers, and then shouts again; 
they implored and threatened by turns; and not seldom offcn'd large 
bribes for the delivery of their lctteno. "Curse such a Post-Office and 
'such a Postmaster!'' said one; "I'll write to the Department by the 
next steamer. We'll see whether things go on in this wu.y much longer." 
Then comes a messenger slyly to tho back door: ".Mr. -- sends his 
compliments, and f;ays you would oblige him very much by letting mo 
have his letters. He won't say anything about it to an~·h.(){ly." A. 
clergyman, or perhaps a naval officer, follows, relying on n. white Cl'll'\"llt 
or gilt buttons for the favour which no one else can obtain. Mr. :Moore 
politely but firmly r~fuses; nnd so we work on, unmoved by the noises of 
the besiegers. The excitement nncl onxiety of the 1mblic can scarcely be 
tolcl in words. 'Vhet·e the source that governs busiu('SS, satisfies . affection, 
and supplies intelligence, had been shut off from a whole community for 
three months, the rush fr01~ ~11 s!des to supply ~he Toicl. was irrcsi~tible. 
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In the afternoon, a partial dclil·ery was made to the owners of primte 
boxes. It was effected in a. skilful way, though with some clangc!" to the 
clerk who undertook the opening of tho door. On account of the crush 
and destruction of windows on fonuer occasions, he ordered them to form 
into line and to enter in rem1lur order. They at first refused, but on 
his counter-refusal to unlock the door, complied with some difficulty. 
The moment the key was turned, tho rush into the little entrv was 
terrific; the glass faces of the boxe:S were stO\'C in, and the wooden 
partition seemed about to giYe way. In the space of an hour the clerk 
took in postnnoe to the amount of GOO dols.; the principal firms frequently 
paid from 50 to.l 00 clols. for their correspondence. 

We toiled on till after midnight of tho second night., \vhen tl1e wotk 
was so far advanced that we could spare an hour or two for rest., and still 
complete the distribution in time for tho opening of tho windows at noon 
the next day. So we crept np to our hlankets in t]:l l"l gun·et., worn out by 
fortv·four hours of st.eady labour. 'Ve had scarcely bcnoun to tnste the 
nccclful rest, when our sle('p, dN'P :l'i it wns, was brok•.'n by a new sou:...d. 

Some of the besi('gers, learning that tho windows were. to be opened at 
noon, carne on the ground in the night, in order to have the first chance 
for letters. As the nights were fresh und cool, they soon felt chilly, and 
began n. stamping march nlong the portico, which ja1Tcd the whole 
buildiug, and kept us all pninfully awake. This game was practised for 
a week after the distribution commenced, and was a greater hardship to 
tho~e employed in the office than their daily labours. One morning, about 
a week after this, a single individual came about midnight, bringing a 
chair with him, and some refreshments. He planted himself directly 
opposite the door, and sat there quietly all night. It was the day for 
d~spatehing the lionterey mail, and one of the clerks got up at about four 
o'clock to have it in readiness for the carrier. On openiug the door in 
the darkness, he was confronted by this man, who, seated solemnly in his 
chair, immediately gave his name in a. loud voice: "John Jenkins!" 

When, finally, the windows were opened, the scenes around the office 
were still more remarkable. In order to prevent a general riot among 
the applic:mts, they were recommended to form in rnnks. This plnn 
once established, those inside could work wit.h more speed and safety. 
The lines extended in front all the way down tho hill into Portsmouth· 
square, and on the south side across Sucram<'nto·street to the tents among 
the chapparal; while that from the newspaper window in the rear 
stretched for some distance up the hill. ThP. man at the tail of the 
longest line might count on spending six. hours in it before he reached the 
window. Those who were near tl1e ~onl frequently sold out their places to 
iwpa.tient candidnte10, for ten, and even twenty-five .dollars; indeed, seY61'al 
persons in want of money, practised this gnme daily, as a means of 
living! Vendors of pies, cakes, and newspapers established themselves 
in front of the office, to supply the crowd, while others did a. profitable 
business by carrying cans of coffee up and down the lines. 

The labours of the Post-Office were greatly increased by the necessity 
of forwarding thou~nds of letters to the branch offices, or to agents 
among the mountains, according to the orders of the miners. This part 
of the business, which wa.s entirely without remuneration, furnished 
constant employment for three or four clerks. Several· persons made 
large sums by acting as agents, supplying the miners with their letters, 
at one dollar each, which included the postage from the. Atlantic side. 
The arrangements for the transportation of the inland mail were very 
imperfect, and these private establishments were generally preferred. 

'V ells, Fargo, and Co. are already prominent for the cheap transporta
tion of let.tersto and from New York, their charge for conveying a letter 
overland, in ten days, being but one dollar. 
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CHRISTIE'S 
ROBSON LOWE 

Auctions for U.S.A. & WESTERN COVERS are held quarterly 
Details of all our services in the U.S.A. 

Scott Trepel Ol" Elizabeth Pope 
502 Park Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10014 IN NEW YORK 

Telephone: 546-1000 Telex: 620721 

Sales held twice or three times a year 
with EUROPE, NEAR EAST & FAR EAST material 

Martin Eichele, Steinwiesplatz, 8032 Zurich 
IN ZURICH 

Approximately 40 sales a year including specialised 

IN LONDON 
GREAT BRITAIN & BRITISH EMPIRE 

Colin Fraser or Susan Worsley 
47 Duke Street, St. James's, London, SW1 Y 6QX 
Cables: "Stamps London SWl" Telex: 895097 4 

Sales held monthly including Whole World collections, 
covers, stamps and philatelic literature 

Charles Leonard or Graham Carey IN BOURNEMOUTH 
39 Poole Hill, Bournemouth, BH2 5PX 

Telex: 41146 
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