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Two young men stood at the ticket 

window of the Central Overland Stage 

office in St. Joseph, Missouri, one day in 

1861.  Near them were two round-topped, 

leather-covered trunks and two battered 

suitcases.  The men were going west, as 

many people were doing on the new stage 

and mail lines that had only recently 

stretched across the nation.  The Central 

Overland route ran through the middle of 

the country, following the old Oregon Trail 

to Salt Lake City, Utah.
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(Map of central overland route)

The ticket seller peered through the 

window bars at the pile of baggage.  He 

shook his head.

“Sorry, gentlemen,” he said, “but you 

can’t take all that baggage.  Twenty-five 

pounds apiece is all you’re allowed.  After 



3

all, the mail service comes first, you know.”

The two young men had just bought 

tickets to Carson City, Nevada, a new 

settlement that was booming because of 

the discovery of gold and silver nearby.  

The men were Sam and Orion Clemens, and 

they were brothers.  This would be their 

first trip west.

The younger of the two brothers said, 

“Too bad, Orion, but we’ll have to leave the 

trunks behind.  They must weigh twenty-

five pounds each when they’re empty!”
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Orion and Sam had grown up on the 

east side of Missouri, near the Mississippi 

River.  They had traveled across the state 

to St. Joseph on a Missouri River steamboat.  

Passengers could take all the baggage 

they wanted on the big boat.  But now the 

brothers began to realize how different 

their trip would be from St. Joseph on—and 

how small a stagecoach was.

There in the ticket office, they opened 

the trunks and took out some clothes and a 

few other items they knew they would need.  
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They repacked them into one suitcase.

Orion was deeply unhappy.  He had 

gotten a job in the government offices in 

Nevada, and his trunk was more than half 

fi lled with books.  From them, he chose a 

few law books and a big dictionary.  The 

law books filled up the suitcase.  He would 

have to carry the dictionary.


