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We Welcome You All 

g N the extreme Southeast corner of the 

Travel and Transport Building in Chi-

cago's A Century of Progress Exposition is 

situated the exhibit of the nation's Railway 

Express Service. 

Here are on view masterpieces in oil paint-

ings representing seven epochs in the history 

and development of the Express. Here, too, 

are numerous relics of the early days, as well 

as models, pictures and literature illustrative 

of the present day advancement of that 

service. 

In the rotunda of this Building, the Exposi-

tion authorities are exhibiting an original 

Concord stage coach, one of the many which 

played so dramatic a role during pioneer 

days when the Express was young. 

Visitors are cordially invited to inspect our 

booth and to examine relics and other objects 

of interest. Our representatives will be glad 

to explain various features of the exhibit 

relating to the Express Service, past and 

present. 

Make yourself at home! 

RAILWAY EXPRESS AGENCY 
(INCORPORATED) 



The ROMANCE of RAILWAY EXPRESS 
By STANLEY W. TODD 

Illustrated by reproductions of oil paintings by Robert E. Lee 

on display in the Exhibit of the Railway Express Agency, Inc. 

g
N a very few years more, a unique American transpor-

tation system will also be privileged to observe its own 

century of progress. It is the Express—Railway Express, 

to-day, if you please. Search the world over and you will not 

find on any but the North American continent so unusual and 

versatile an institution as this—born and bred in American 

tradition, spirit and purpose. 

At the time of its inception, some ninety-four years ago, the 

Express was a new idea attuned to the times. A young nation, 

vast in extent, had arisen and for over fifty years had struggled 

to overcome the handicap of its magnificent distances. There 

were no mechanical means of travel on land or sea. Only the 

sailing vessel and the horse-drawn vehicle were available. Yet 

the people carried on resolutely with what they had. 

Then came the magic of steam. The Railroad survived an era 

of doubt, uncertainty and even ridicule, to gain a foothold in 

the new land. While the Railroad was feeling its way, bringing 

into being community life and trade wherever it touched, the 

stage coach with its famous "six horses" and all other vehicles 

for which Old Dobbin provided the "motive power," main-

tained the old order, until the Steel Highway was ready to 

supplant them. 

Such was the situation in the late 'Thirties when numerous  

small independently built, controlled and operated rail and 

steamboat lines came into being. But anything approaching 

continuity in travel had not been attained and the rapidly 

developing commerce of the young nation demanded it. 

So the Express was created as a practical answer to that 

very important economic probem. Vitally needed was a safe, 

convenient and expeditious method for the handling of im-

portant shipments between business men in one city and those 

in another. 

The people who required such a service knew that that 

could be done only by taking packages themselves or sending 

a messenger to do it. That was not only expensive, but took 

much time and, moreover, travel was extremely difficult and 

slow. They were willing to entrust their shipments to some de-

pendable person or group who would perform such a service 

for them. 
Two of the important cities in the East — New York and 

Boston — for instance, were developing quite an exchange of 

business between them. Only a few hundred miles apart, it 

nevertheless required a tedious and vigorous journey by steam-

boat, early train and stage, to travel from one to the other. 

The Original Expressman saw his opportunity—and re-

sponded to it. William F. Harnden was the first to conceive the 
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idea of establishing a responsible "package express" between 
the two cities. He was a passenger conductor on the Boston & 
Worcester railroad company, who, seeking to build an enter-
prise of his own, startled the business world by offering a new 
service. 

In the Boston newspapers of February 23, 1839, he adver-
tised that on the following March 4, he would run an express 
-car,-  accompanied by a messenger, from Boston to Provi-
dence by railroad and thence to New York by steamboat, four 
times a week each way. 

That was, in fact, a most ambitious statement, for on the 
first trip Harnden's "car" proved to be a carpet-bag which he 
carried in person. Yet it was ample for all the business his new 
enterprise won for several months after he started it. 

During the Pioneering Era of the Express 

But when the merchants realized that here was just what 
they had been looking for, Harnden's business picked up and 
flourished, so that he eventually was able to employ messen-
gers and establish offices and other services, as he had orig-
inally planned. 

The young Expressman—Harnden was only 29 years old at 
the time—became much encouraged and extended his express 
from New York to Philadelphia and from Boston to Albany. 
But he would go no further, because he had become interested 
in activities abroad. 

Yet in this brief space of time, Harnden's Express had 
achieved sufficient success to stimulate competition and so 
similar enterprises began to crop up in various directions. 

One of these was that of Alvin Adams, in May 1840, be-
tween Boston and New York, in direct rivalry with Harnden. 

But Adams was not easily dis-
couraged and persisted, while 
Harnden neglected his oppor-
tunities at home. There was 
some indication of this when 
Henry Wells, an ambitious 
young man who had served 
Harnden as messenger and 
later became his agent at Al-
bany, succeeded in getting 
Harnden's Express from New 
York to that city, after the originator had failed to induce 
steamboat captains on the Hudson to handle packages for him. 

While there was no continuous line of either railroad or 
stages to Buffalo, Wells was confident that the enterprise could 
be successfully extended to that city and even to Chicago and 
the "Far West". When he explained his plans to Harnden, the 
latter declared: 

"If you choose to run an Express to the Rocky Mountains, 
you had better do it on your own account. I choose to run an 
Express where there is business!" 

And, eventually, Henry Wells did just that. In conjunction 
with George E. Pomeroy, another Express pioneer of this era, 
he carried out his plans, although he had to act as his own 
messenger for well over a year and a half. It was an arduous 
journey between Albany and Buffalo, then, even for a weekly 
trip, for it involved using such rail lines as were in existence and 
traveling between their rail ends by stage coach. 

Wells with his packages would board the train at Albany, 
ride to the end at Auburn, about 150 miles: take a stage to 
Geneva, where a train carried him and his packages to 
Rochester. Again he had to take to a stage for Lockport, 
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The Carpetbag Ex-

pressman saw his op-

portunity to establish 

a personal service in 

transportation 	and 

responded to it. 
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HARNDEN AND HIS CARPET BAG EXPRESS — 1839 
	

"Page Three 



THE 	ROMANCE 	OF 
	

RAILWAY 	EXPRESS 

whereupon he hired a private vehicle to get him to Buffalo, 
some thirty miles away. 

A less determined man than Wells might have abandoned 
the idea or at least postponed it until the railroads had ad-
vanced to a more connected stage. But he did not consider his 
own personal comfort and eventually he was able to hire others 
to perform the necessary messenger service and thus establish 
it on a daily basis. 

At this time Alvin Adams was pushing his express enterprise 
forward. Three years after its inception, Adams—who estab-
lished the express company which for three-quarters of a cen-
tury bore his name—had extended his line to Philadelphia, 
then to Baltimore and Washington. 

In 1845, Pomeroy sold out his interests and Wells became 
active in the company, which was thereupon reorganized. 
About this time another energetic young man — William 
George Fargo — who had been a freight agent of an early 
railroad running between Albany and Syracuse, became as-
sociated with Wells' activities and agreed to look after his 
business in Buffalo. 

Thus began a friendship which led to one of the most famous 
partnerships in American history. Together, 
under the name of Wells & Company, they 
established express routes west of Buffalo, 
seeking to go as far west as the existing 
transportation facilities would permit. But 
two small railroads were available in the 
Ohio Valley at the time and so lake steamers 
were used in summer and stages in winter 
to supplement them. 

Eventually express routes were opened to 
Cincinnati, Detroit, Chicago and St. Louis  

and while they were operating in different territories, the Wells 
and Adams companies began competing at several points and 
the one acted as pacemaker for the other. 

Then came the "Days of 'Forty Nine" when new gold fields 
were discovered in California. Only the hardiest of pioneers 
had penetrated those distant regions, which were rapidly be-
coming almost a nation in themselves. The famous "gold rush" 
had started and the trek of fortune-seeking families in prairie 
schooners, wagons and every other sort of vehicle was under 
way. 

Going West in the "Days of 'Forty Nine" 

The express companies, too, rushed to the new El Dorado, to 
establish themselves and take advantage of such opportunities 
as the West offered. Livingston, Wells & Company were the 
first on the ground, but confined their activities to a forward-
ing business between San Francisco and New York. The Adams 
established its California Express which sought to serve the 
gold camps and conduct a pony letter service. 

Back East, the competition waxed keen among the express 
companies and Butterfield, Wasson & Co., a 
new enterprise, became a formidable factor. 
Early consolidations of conflicting interests 

led to the formation in 1850 of one com-
pany—the American Express Co., of which 
Henry Wells was the first president, John 
Butterfield, vice president and William G. 
Fargo, secretary. This enterprise extended 
its routes in the territory already occupied 
by the previous companies and pushed west-
ward across the Mississippi river into Iowa 
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days of the Express, 
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EXPRESS PIONEERING—THE OVERLAND STAGE— 1852-1869 	 'Page F. 




























