
Name Date

The Pony Express
Read the text. Level 2 · 363 words

1 In 1860, sending a letter from Missouri to California could take three weeks or more. 
California had become a state in 1850, and many people had moved there to search for 
gold. They wanted news from family and friends in the East, and they wanted it fast.

2 In April 1860, a company started a new way to carry the mail: the Pony Express. Riders 
on fast horses would carry letters nearly 2,000 miles, from St. Joseph, Missouri, to 
Sacramento, California. The trip would take about ten days.

How It Worked
3 The secret was teamwork. Along the trail, the company set up many small stations, 

often about 10 to 15 miles apart. At each station, a fresh horse waited. A rider would 
gallop up, jump off his tired horse, throw the mail onto the fresh horse, and race away 
again. The switch took only a couple of minutes.

4 Each rider carried the mail for about 75 to 100 miles. Then he handed it to a new rider, 
who kept going. This is called a relay: each person carries something part of the way and 
then passes it on. The mail kept moving day and night, in rain and snow.

5 The riders were young and light, so their horses could run faster. Many of them were 
teenagers. It was hard, lonely work, across hot deserts and over snowy mountains. The 
mail was carried in a leather cover called a mochila (moh-CHEE-lah). It fit over the 
saddle and had four pockets for letters.

6 Sending a letter this way cost a lot, so people used it mostly for important news. In 
1860, riders raced west with the news that Abraham Lincoln had been elected president.

A Short Ride
7 The Pony Express was exciting, but it did not last long. In October 1861, workers 

finished a telegraph line that stretched across the country. A telegraph sends messages 
as electric signals through wires. News that took the Pony Express ten days to carry 
could now arrive within minutes. Soon after, the Pony Express shut down. It had lasted 
only about a year and a half, but people still remember it as a bold example of speed, 
courage, and teamwork.
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Name Date

The Pony Express: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Why was the Pony Express started?

a. to exercise horses b. to get mail west faster c. to sell horses

2 Find a word in paragraph 4 that means “a way of working in which each person carries 
something part of the way and passes it on.”

3 Each rider carried the mail for only part of the trip. true false

4 Why were the riders young and light?

a. so horses ran faster b. to carry more letters c. to get lost less

5 Number the events in the order they happened.

Workers finish a telegraph line across the country.

Riders carry the mail in a relay across the West.

A letter to California takes three weeks or more.

The Pony Express shuts down.

The Pony Express begins in April 1860.

6 Explain why the Pony Express ended. Use details from the text.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

The Pony Express: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Why was the Pony Express started?

a. to exercise horses b. to get mail west faster c. to sell horses

2 Find a word in paragraph 4 that means “a way of working in which each person carries 
something part of the way and passes it on.”

relay

3 Each rider carried the mail for only part of the trip. true false

4 Why were the riders young and light?

a. so horses ran faster b. to carry more letters c. to get lost less

5 Number the events in the order they happened.

4 Workers finish a telegraph line across the country.

3 Riders carry the mail in a relay across the West.

1 A letter to California takes three weeks or more.

5 The Pony Express shuts down.

2 The Pony Express begins in April 1860.

6 Explain why the Pony Express ended. Use details from the text.

In October 1861, a telegraph line was finished across the country. It could send

news in minutes instead of ten days, so the Pony Express was no longer needed and shut down.
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