
Mark Twain Rides the Stagecoach West, 1861, Eye-Witness Account by writer Samuel Clemens, a.k.a. Mark 

Twain, from his 1872 book Roughing It TEXT 

 

Our coach was a swinging and swaying cage of the most sumptuous description - an imposing cradle on wheels. It 

was drawn by six handsome horses, and by the side of the driver sat the “conductor,” the legitimate captain of the 

craft; for it was his business to take charge and care of the mails, baggage, express matter, and passengers. We three 

were the only passengers this trip. We sat on the back seat, inside. About all the rest of the coach was full of mail 

bags - for we had three days' delayed mail with us. Almost touching our knees, a perpendicular wall of mail matter 

rose up to the roof. There was a great pile of it strapped on top of the stage, and both the fore and hind boots were 

full. We had twenty-seven hundred pounds of it aboard, the driver said - 'a little for Brigham, and Carson, and 

'Frisco, but the heft of it for the Injuns, which is powerful troublesome 'thout they get plenty truck to read.' But as he 

just then got up a fearful convulsion of his countenance which was suggestive of a wink being swallowed by an 

earthquake, we guessed that his remark was intended to be facetious, and to mean that we would unload the most of 

our mail matter somewhere on the Plains and leave it to the Indians, or whosoever wanted it.  

 

We changed horses every ten miles, all day long, and fairly flew over the hard, level road. We jumped out and 

stretched our legs every time the coach stopped, and so the night found us still vivacious and unfatigued. 

 

Whenever the stage stopped to change horses, we would wake up, and try to recollect where we were - and succeed - 

and in a minute or two the stage would be off again, and we likewise. We began to get into country, now, threaded 

here and there with little streams. These had high, steep banks on each side, and every time we flew down one bank 

and scrambled up the other, our party inside got mixed sowewhat. First we would all lie down in a pile at the 

forward end of the stage, nearly in a sitting posture, and in a second we would shoot to the other end and stand on 

our heads. And we would sprawl and kick, too, and ward off ends and corners of mail-bags that came lumbering 

over us and about us; and as the dust rose from the tumult, we would all sneeze in chorus, and the majority of us 

would grumble, and probably say some hasty thing, like: “Take your elbow out of my ribs! Can't you quit 

crowding?” 

 

Every time we avalanched from one end of the stage to the other, the Unabridged Dictionary [of his traveling 

companion his brother Orion Clemens, appointed Secretary of Nevada] would come too; and every time it came it 

damaged somebody. One trip it “barked” the Secretary's elbow; the next trip it hurt me in the stomach, and the third 

it tilted Bemis's nose up till he could look down his nostrils - he said. The pistols and coin soon settled to the bottom, 

but the pipes, pipe-stems, tobacco, and canteens clattered and floundered after the Dictionary every time it made an 

assault on us, and aided and abetted the book by spilling tobacco in our eyes, and water down our backs.  

 

The station buildings were long, low huts, made of sun-dried, mud-colored bricks, laid up without mortar (adobes 

the Spaniards call these bricks, and Americans shorten it to 'dobies.)The roofs, which had no slant to them worth 

speaking of, were thatched and then sodded or covered with a thick layer of earth, and from this sprang a pretty rank 

growth of weeds and grass. It was the first time we had ever seen a man's front yard on top of his house. The 

buildings consisted of barns, stable-room for twelve or fifteen horses, and a hut for an eating room for passengers. 

This latter had bunks in it for the station-keeper and a hostler or two. 

 

You could rest your elbow on its eaves, and you had to bend in order to get in at the door. In place of a window 

there was a square hole about large enough for a man to crawl through, but this had no glass in it. There was no 

flooring, but the ground was packed hard. There was no stove, but fire-place served all needful purposes. There were 

no shelves, no cupboards, no closets. In a corner stood an open sack of flour, and nestling against its base were a 

couple of black and venerable tin coffee-pots, a tin teapot, a little bag of salt, and a side of bacon.  

 

By the door of the station keeper's den, outside, was a tin wash-basin, on the ground. Near it was a pail of water and 

a piece of yellow soap, and from the eves hung a hoary blue woolen shirt, significantly - but this latter was the 

station-keeper's private towel, and only two persons in all the party might venture to use it - the stage-driver and the 

conductor. 

 

Presently the driver exclaims: “HERE HE COMES!” 

 

CLP Research 1



Every neck is stretched further, and every eye strained wider. Away across the endless dead level of the prairie a 

black speck appears against the sky, and it is plain that it moves. Well, I should think so! In a second or two it 

becomes a horse and rider rising and falling, rising and falling - sweeping toward us nearer and nearer and still 

nearer - growing more and more distinct, more and more sharply defined - nearer and still nearer, and the flutter of 

the hoofs comes faintly to the ear - another instant a whoop and a hurrah from our upper deck, a wave of the rider'' 

hand, but no reply, and a man and horse burst past our excited faces, and go winging away like a belated fragment of 

a storm! 

 

Just beyond the breakfast-station we overtook a Mormon emigrant train of thirty-three wagons; and tramping 

wearily along and driving their herd of lose cows, were dozens of coarse-clad and sad-looking men, women, and 

children, who had walked as they were walking now, day after day for eight lingering weeks, and in that time had 

compassed the distance our stage had come in eight days and three hours - seven hundred and ninety-eight miles! 

They were dusty and uncombed, hatless, bonnetless and ragged, and they did look so tired!"  
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