
 

 

 

Horses in History 

Words to Remember 

Draft horse: a large horse used for pulling heavy loads, especially a cart or plow 

Horsepower: a unit used to measure the power of engines 

Quarter horse: a small, strong horse that can run very fast for short distances 

 

The Power of Horses 

Long before trains, airplanes, and even cars came to fruition, horses and other equine had a 

large role in transportation and other daily tasks essential to farming, logging, and construction. 

In fact, horses, mules, and donkeys were so important that once power engines were 

developed, the term horsepower was used to measure the amount of power that could be 

produced. The unit of measurement was created by James Watt to measure the amount of 

energy required to lift coal out of a coal mine. To define horsepower, Watt figured out how 

many feet and how much weight a horse could pull in one minute. One horsepower is 

equivalent to 33,000 foot-pounds of work performed 

in 1 minute, which can be achieved in many different 

combinations of feet and pounds. 

One horsepower equals all of the following: 

 Lifting 33,000 pounds up 1 foot in 1 minute 

 Lifting 1 pound up 33,000 feet in 1 minute 

 Lifting 1000 pounds up 33 feet in 1 minute 

 Lifting 1000 pounds up 330 feet in 10 minutes 

 Lifting 100 pounds up 33 feet in 6 seconds 

Draft horses grew in popularity during the early part of the Industrial Revolution, as farms, 

businesses, and cities rapidly expanded. These large powerful horses were able to pull plows 

across farm fields and heavy loads of stone, timber, and coal to areas that would soon become 

large cities. In fact, the Erie Canal, a four-feet deep and forty-feet wide canal stretching from 

Buffalo, New York to Albany, New York, was built by hand to assist these animals in 

transporting goods and materials from Western, New York to New York City. Engineers had 



discovered that floating their supplies on barges 

would greatly reducing the effort needed to transport 

them. The barges would be floating in the waterway 

while the horses and mules walked alongside the 

canal, pulling the barges down the canal. This 

discovery had reduced transportation costs by over 

90% and helped New York City become the immense 

city it is today. 

Horses and Riders 

Horses had been domesticated and utilized by humans long before written languages became 

apparent, so it is unsure when or how these large animals became a part of our lives. 

Archeologist have discovered 5,000 year-old fossils of horses with teeth that have been worn-

down with evidence that an early-stage of a riding-bit was used and it is assumed that humans 

were riding horses even longer before riding-bits became a thought. Drawings from the Middle 

East dating back over 4,000 years also depict humans using horses to pull carts and chariots.  

It is no surprise that horses have given humans a huge advantage in forming a civilization as 

developed as we are today. Horses could cover huge distances at great speed, and as trade 

routes developed, roads were built to move horses and chariots more quickly. This advantage 

allowed people to expand our communication network across the nation and assisted people in 

trading goods and establishing settlements on uncharted land. 

In 1848, the discovery of gold on the western coast brought over 300,000 people to California 

from across the United States by way of the Oregon Trail. This quickly developing region had no 

communication east of the Rocky 

Mountains. The Central Overland 

California & Pikes Peak Express 

Company was responsible for 

establishing the 1,800-mile trail from 

St. Joseph, Missouri to Sacramento, 

California. Young men on horseback 

carried letters across 8 states in just 

10 days! This later became known as 

the Pony Express Mailing System.  

 

 



 

Pony Express Mail 

Have you ever mailed a letter or birthday card to a friend or family member? The chances of 

your letter being delivered on horseback are very unlikely, however, our modern-day mail 

system is also an extravagant system! For just the cost of a stamp, you can send a letter from 

New York to California in under 3 days!  

Materials: 

 A clean sheet of paper 

 A pencil or pen 

 A letter-sized envelope 

 A postal stamp 

Directions: 

1. Think of a friend or family member that you either have 

not spoken to recently, or someone that you think 

might enjoy a nice surprise!  

2. To start your letter, begin with addressing the person you are sending the letter to. An 

example would be: “Dear John,” 

3. Think of a topic that you both enjoy, or something exciting that has recently happened 

that you would like to share – this will be the body of your letter.  

4. If you would like the person to respond to your letter, be sure to ask them a question to 

respond to! This question could be related to the exciting thing that you told them, or it 

could be the start of a brand new conversation. 

5. To end your letter, use a closing statement. An example could be something like 

“Sincerely,” or “Talk to you soon!” Be sure to sign your name so they know who the 

letter is from!  

6. To mail your letter, you will need to know the address that you will be sending the letter to. This 

will be written on the bottom-center of the envelope. On the first line, write the person’s name 

that you will be sending it to. On the second line, write the street address or PO Box number. On 

the third line, you will write the town or city, 

the state, and the zipcode.  

7. On the top-left of the envelope is the return 

address. Here you will write your name, your 

street address, and your city, state and zipcode. 

8. Finally, on the top-right of the envelope you will 

peel and stick your stamp.  


