


  Treasure in a Temple


  BY ANDRÉ MALRAUX


  Writer, connoisseur, diplomat, archaeologist, treasure hunter, thief—André Malraux (1901–1976) combined an incredible array of talents. His novel La Voie Royale (1930; translated by Stuart Gilbert under the title The Royal Way, 1935), from which this extract is taken, is based upon his own admittedly harebrained attempt to steal ancient Khmer temple sculptures from the Cambodian jungle. In 1923, newly-wed and in serious need of money, Malraux and his wife, Clara, set off for South-east Asia intending, as Clara put it in her memoirs, to “take some statues and sell them in America.” They went to the remote, beautiful temple complex of Banteai Srei, near Angkor, and managed to hack off a few carvings. But they no sooner got back to Phnom Penh than they were arrested by the Surete. Malraux found himself facing a three-year sentence for “archaeological theft,” and would have served it had not Clara succeeded in assembling a petition bearing the names of a number of important French literary figures. The judge, impressed, suspended Malraux’s sentence.


 ★ ★ ★ ★ ★


  N ight fell, the dawn came, another night, another dawn, and at last they reached a remote village dithering with malaria, a village lost in a world of ruin and decay under an unseen sun. Now and then they caught sight of the mountains, and each time they loomed nearer. Low-growing branches swished noisily against the hoods of the carts, but even their intermittent rustle seemed muted by the heat. The warm miasma steaming up from the earth half suffocated them, but they had a consolation—the last guide’s positive assurance that there was sculpture on the temple towards which they were proceeding.


  But they had grown used to such affirmations. . . . For all his doubts regarding this temple—and indeed any specific temple they might go in quest of—Claude was held to his general idea of them by a half-sceptical belief, a complex of logical assurances and doubts so deep as to have become almost physiological. It was as if his eyes and nerves protested against his hope, against the unkept promises of this phantasmal road.


  At last they reached a wall.


  Claude’s eyes were growing familiar with the forest. When near enough to discern the centipedes scurrying across the stonework, he realized that their guide had shown more intelligence than his predecessors and had led them to a fault which obviously marked the site of the former entrance. Like all the other temples this one was ringed by a tangled palisade of cane-brake. Perken, who was beginning to know the habits of the vegetation round such sites, pointed to a spot where the green barrier was less opaque. “Flagstones,” he said. There, doubtless, was the pathway leading to the sanctuary. The cartmen set to work. With a noise like crumpled paper, the canes fell slowly right and left, leaving behind them tiny specks of white, shining like stars across the gloom—the pithy stumps slashed diagonally by the wood-knives. “If we don’t find any sculpture or statues in this temple,” Claude reflected, “what’s to be done? None of the drivers will go with the three of us—Perken, myself and the boy—as far as the Ta-Mean. Ever since we ran into that wild tribe, they’ve had only one desire—to do a bolt. And, if there are only three of us, how are we to shift the two-ton blocks of which the big bas-reliefs are composed? Statues . . . possibly. And, of course, luck may come our way. But it’s a damned silly business—silly as a boy’s treasure-hunting yarn.”


  He took his eyes from the flashing wood-knives and looked down at the ground. The sliced canes were already turning brown. How about taking a knife, too, and slashing—more vigorously than those wretched jungle-wallahs? Could he not mow his way through the brake, using the knife like a scythe? A gentle touch from the guide drew him from his thoughts. A clump of canes had just been hacked away, revealing some smooth blocks—the gateway, no doubt—speckled with the shadows of a few standing canes and ringed by fallen stonework.


  Once again—sculptureless! The guide’s lips were smiling; his forefinger still pointed to the gate. Never had Claude wanted so urgently to use his fists on a man’s face. Clenching his hands, he turned to Perken—to find him smiling, too. Claude’s friendship for his comrade turned suddenly to hate. Nevertheless, seeing them all staring at the same point, he followed the direction of their eyes. The main entrance had evidently been a large one and it began, not where he had expected, but on the far side of the wall. What all his companions, familiar with the forest, were looking at was one abutment of it, which stood up from the debris like a pyramid, on the apex of which was a sandstone figure, fragile but intact, crowned with a very delicately wrought diadem. And now he saw, across the leafage, a bird of stone, with a parrot’s beak and wings outspread; a slanting sunbeam splintered on its claws. All his anger vanished in that brief but splendid moment. Delight possessed him; he was filled with aimless gratitude, with elation quickly yielding to a maudlin readiness to weep. Aware only of the sculpture, he moved blindly forwards till he stood just in front of the gate. The lintel had fallen, bringing down all that was above it; branches festooned the standing uprights, forming a limp but massive archway, impervious to the sun. Beyond some heaps of fallen stones whose angles stood out black against the light and all but blocked the passage, a thin veil of flimsy wall-plants and slender sprays that ramified in veins of sap was stretched across the tunnel. Perken slashed through it, bringing into view a confused splendour, a haze of broken lights facetted by spiky aloe-leaves. Claude made his way along the passage from stone to stone, steadying himself against the sides; now and again he rubbed his palms against his trousers to remove the spongy feeling the moss had given them. Suddenly he recalled the ant-infested wall. There, too, a gulf of brightness mottled with leafage had seemed to merge into an opalescent glare, the universal majesty of light brooding above its kingdom of decay.


  Before him lay a chaos of fallen stones, some lying flat, but most of them upended; it looked like a mason’s yard invaded by the jungle. Here were lengths of wall in slabs of purple sandstone, some carved and others plain, all plumed with pendant ferns. Some bore a red patina, the aftermath of fire. Facing him he saw some bas-reliefs of the best period, marked by Indian influences—he was now close up to them—but very beautiful work; they were grouped round an old shrine, half hidden behind a breastwork of fallen stones. It cost him an effort to take his eyes off them. Beyond the bas-reliefs were the remains of three towers razed to within six feet of the ground. Their mutilated stumps stuck out of such an overwhelming mass of rubble that all the vegetation round them was stunted; they seemed socketed in the debris like candles in their sticks. The shadows had shortened; an unseen sun was climbing up the sky. An imperceptible tremor, a continual vibration, began to stir within the leafy depths, though there was not the faintest breeze. The great heat was beginning.


  A loose stone fell and sounded twice in falling, first with a muffled thud, then clearly; and Claude, in his mind’s ear, caught an echo of the word: eer-ie. But it was not only the dead stones which the clumsy frogs quickened to fugitive life on this their first encounter with mankind, it was not only the utter desolation of this forsaken temple, nor was it but the veiled yet active malevolence of the vegetation that made the place seem so uncanny. Something inhuman brooded over all these ruins and the voracious plants which now seemed petrified with apprehension; a presence of numinous awe guarded with its dead hand these ancient figures holding their lonely court amongst the centipedes and vermin of the forest. Then Perken stepped past him, and in a flash the world of shimmering sea-depths died out, like a jelly-fish cast high and dry on the sea-shore; it lost its potency when faced by two white men.


  “I’ll fetch the tools,” Perken said. His shadow swept down the tunnel between the tattered wall-plants.


  It seemed that the main tower had completely collapsed only on one side, for three of its walls still stood at the end of the biggest mound of debris. At some period a deep pit had been dug within these walls; after the Siamese incendiaries, treasure-hunters had evidently visited the spot. Now, plumb in the middle of the pit, there rose an ant-hill, dun-coloured, with a pointed top; it also seemed to have been abandoned. Perken returned. He had a metal-cutting saw and a stick in his hand; from his bulging left-hand pocket a hammer-head protruded. He drew from his pocket a quarryman’s sledge and impaled it on the stick.


  “Svay’s in the village,” he said, “I ordered him to stay there.”


  Claude had already picked up the saw. Its nickel frame shone brightly against the sombre stonework. But, beside one of the walls which in its fall had formed a sort of staircase and on which a bas-relief was poised within his reach, he hesitated.


  “What’s the matter?” Perken asked.


  “It’s damned silly. . . . The fact is I’ve a feeling this isn’t going to come off!”


  He seemed to be seeing the stone for the first time, and could not rid himself of a sense of the disproportion between it and the saw he held. It made things seem impossible. However, he wetted the block and went at it with the saw, which bit into the sandstone with a shrill, rasping sound. At his fifth stroke it skidded; when he drew it from the fissure he found that all the teeth were gone.


  They had a couple of dozen blades with them. The notch he had made was little more than half an inch deep. He threw down the saw and stared into space. Many of the stones on the ground were faced with half-obliterated traces of bas-reliefs. In his obsession with the walls he had not noticed them. Possibly, he thought, such as had fallen face-downward might have kept the carved surfaces intact.


  The same idea had already occurred to Perken. Calling the drivers up, he had them cut the trunks of some young trees into levers; with these they set about turning the blocks over. Each block was heaved slowly up till it toppled over, with a dull thud. On the side which now was uppermost, across a maze of tiny furrows traced by panic-stricken wood-lice in their flight, traces of sculptured figures were apparent. Then into each successive hollow, sharply indented as a plaster mould, whence the last block had been removed, another block was tipped over, and, one by one, the surfaces which ever since the epoch of the Siamese invasions had been mouldering face downward in the soil were once again exposed to daylight. The wavering criss-cross lines made by the insects as they scurried away into the forest suggested a stampede of frenzied Lilliputians. But the more Claude examined the shattered outlines of the fallen bas-reliefs, the clearer it became that the only stones worth removing were those composing one of the still-standing sides of the main temple.


  Carved on two faces, the corner-stones represented two dancing-girls. The figures extended over three stones, placed one on top of the other. It looked as if a vigorous push might bring the top one down.


  “How much d’you think it’s worth?” Perken asked.


  “The two dancing-girls, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “Hard to say. Over five hundred thousand francs anyhow.”


  “Sure?”


  “Absolutely.”


  So, Perken mused, the machine-guns to buy which he had gone to raise funds in Europe had been here all the time, here in the forest he knew so well, here in these stones! Were there any temples up in his own neighbourhood? he wondered. They might, perhaps, serve him even better than machine-guns. If he could come upon a few such temples while he was “at home,” he might impose his will on Bangkok, arming his men meanwhile. Each temple would mean ten machine-guns, two hundred rifles. . . . Looking at this temple, he forgot how many others had had no sculpture, forgot the Way. A picture held his eyes—his army on the march, sunlight glinting on his mitrailleuses, the target sparkling in the sun.


  Meanwhile Claude had been having the ground cleared of stones, so that the bas-relief should run no risk of being chipped when it fell. While the men were moving away the fallen blocks he examined the figures more attentively. A very light grey-blue moss, like the bloom on Europe an peaches, covered one head, which, as was usual in Khmer statues, had smiling lips. Three men put their shoulders to the stone and pushed together. It overbalanced, fell edgewise, and sank into the earth deep enough not to roll over again. In being moved it had made two grooves in the stone on which it rested and along them two armies of dull-hued ants, intent on salvaging their eggs, were hurrying in Indian file. But the second stone, the top of which was now in view, had not been laid in the same way as the first. It was wedged into the main wall between two blocks, each of which weighed several tons. It looked as if, to get it out, the whole wall would need to be demolished, and that was obviously out of the question. If the stones faced with sculpture could only be handled with much difficulty, the other enormous blocks defied human powers. They must be left intact until the passing centuries or peepul-trees sprouting in the ruins should lay them low.


  How, he wondered, had the Siamese been able to wreck so many temples? There were tales of elephants harnessed in teams to the walls. . . . But he had no elephants. The only thing to do was to cut or break the stone so as to detach the sculptured face, whence the last ants were now retreating, from the part embedded in the wall.


  Leaning on their improvised levers, the drivers waited. Perken produced his hammer and a chisel. The best way to set about splitting the stone was probably to chisel out a narrow groove in it. He began hammering. But, either because he handled the chisel inexpertly or because the sandstone was too hard, he only succeeded in chipping out the tiniest splinters . . . And the natives would, no doubt, be clumsier still.


  Claude could not stop staring at the stone. Against the background of trembling leaves and flecks of sunlight, it seemed immensely solid, sure of itself, instinct with ponderous malevolence. The grooves, the stone-dust flickered before his eyes. The last of the ants had vanished, without forgetting a single pulpy egg. Only the stone remained, impassive, self-willed as a living creature, able to say ‘No.’ A rush of blind rage swept over Claude and, planting his feet firmly on the ground, he lunged against the block with all his might. In his exasperation he looked round for some object on which to vent his anger. Perken watched him, his hammer poised in mid-air, with parted lips. Yes, Perken might know the jungle well, but all his forest-lore was useless here; these stones were a sealed book to him. Ah, had he only worked as a mason for six months! He wondered what to do. Should he get the men to pull on it, all together, with a rope? As well scratch it with his nails! And how could one get a rope round it? Yet, he felt, his life hung in the balance, in peril—yes, his very life. So all his obstinacy, his tense determination, the passionate endeavour which had urged him through the jungle had served no other end than this—to bring him up against this obstacle, an immovable stone planted between himself and Siam!


  The more Claude stared at the stone, the more evident it became to him that they could never push through to the Ta-Mean with the carts. And, after all, the Ta-Mean stones could only be the same as these. His ardour to succeed was like hunger or thirst, an overwhelming impulse. It clenched his fingers round the hammer he had just snatched from Perken. In his rage he lashed out at the stone with all his might. Again and again the hammer sprang back with a brittle click that sounded grotesquely futile in the silence. Then the sun glinted on the polished claw-end of the hammer. Pausing, he stared at it for a second. Then, as if afraid that his idea might somehow escape him, he hastily reversed the hammer and began striking again, with all his force, beside the gleaming notch gouged out by Perken’s chisel. A stone splinter several inches long sprang out. Dropping the hammer, he rubbed his eyes. Luckily they had only been struck by flying stone-dust. As soon as his sight came back, he put on his glare-glasses. Then he fell to hammering again. The claw-head was effective. Using it directly, he could strike the stone harder and much oftener than if a chisel were interposed. Each blow dislodged a large flake. In a few hours. . . .


  Meanwhile the cane-brake blocking the ways of access to the shrine had to be cleared away. Perken took a turn with the hammer. Claude went a little distance away with the cartmen to see about clearing a track. As he watched them at work he could hear the brisk clang of the hammer ringing out at rapid intervals above the soft swish of the falling reeds. It reminded him of a Morse telegraphist transmitting. In the vast silence of the forest, in the brooding heat, it had a human, an oddly trivial sound.


  When he returned he found the earth around covered with flakes of stone piled round a cone of dust; the colour of the dust surprised him. It was white, notwithstanding that the sandstone from which it came was purple. When Perken turned towards him, Claude noticed that the groove, like the stone-dust, was a brilliant white, and a wide one, for it was impossible always to strike in the same place.


  He took over. Perken went on with the task of getting a fairway cleared. It would be a difficult business shifting the blocks; the simplest way would be to roll them over like logs, once all the pebbles had been removed from the track. Yard by yard the trail lengthened out along a vista of straight-falling shadows. In the yellowing light, the growing heat, the ever-shorter shadows, one thing alone remained unchanged, the sound of steady hammer-blows. The heat was not merely oppressive, over powering; it worked like a slow poison, turning their muscles to water, sapping their vitality, while the sweat poured down their faces, mingling with the stone-dust below their glasses in long, viscous streaks like blood-streams trickling from gouged-out eyes. Claude hammered away almost mechanically, as a man lost in the desert goes walking on and on. His mind had gone to pieces, fallen in ruins like the temple; all that kept it still alive was the thrill of counting each successive hammer-stroke. That, anyhow, was one more; and that, one more again. The forest, the temple, the universe were in dissolution. He might have been struggling to bore through a prison wall, and the hammer-thuds have been so many thrusts of a file, rasping persistently against the stone.


  Then suddenly there was a blank; everything fell into place, as if his world had caved in over him. He stood motionless, bewildered. Noticing that the sound of hammering had ceased, Perken stepped back a few paces. Then he saw that the two claws of the hammer-head had just broken off.


  He ran up, snatched the hammer from Claude; for a moment he thought of filing the broken end into a new pair of claws, then, seeing how impossible that was, he lashed out blindly at the stone as Claude had done a little while ago. At last he sat down, and forced himself to take stock of the situation. They had several spare hammer-handles with them, but had not thought of buying an extra head.


  Once he was able to shake off his feeling of catastrophe, Claude brought his mind back to the train of thoughts which had preoccupied him before he had conceived the idea of using the claw-hammer direct. That notion had come to him in a flash; might not some other happy inspiration strike him now? But now he was in danger of succumbing to sheer physical exhaustion and a mood of supine hopelessness—the inertia of a worn-out animal. Ah, how good it would be to lie down, to sleep! The very vigour of the effort he had put forth helped the forest now to reassert its prison-like dominion. He felt an impulse to let things take their course, to abrogate his will, even his body. Throb by throb, his blood seemed ebbing away. He pictured himself, his arms hugging his chest, like a man stricken by malaria, his body curled up like a sleeping animal; he would lose consciousness utterly, yielding with sublime relief to the reiterated call of heat and jungle. Then suddenly a surge of terror impelled him to renew the struggle. The stone-dust softly trickling bright and white as salt from the triangular notch cut in the stone was falling like sand in an hour-glass, emphasizing the hugeness of the block. And, as he gazed at it, suddenly the block of stone regained its semblance of a living creature, gigantic, indestructible. It held his gaze imprisoned. His hate linked him to it as to an active enemy who barred his way and mounted guard on him, a monstrous usurper strong with the driving force which for months past had been the mainspring of his life.


  He made an effort to invoke his intellect, enervated though it now was by long days in the jungle. But intellect had ceased to matter in his life; merely to live was all. The opiates of the forest had numbed his brain and it was blind instinct that launched him once more against the stone.


  Gritting his teeth, he took his stand in front of it. Watching the notch out of the corner of his eye, as if it were a beast about to spring, he picked up the hammer and, giving it a full swing round his body, brought it down on the block. The stone-dust began to flow again. He stared with fascinated eyes at the bright stream. His hate grew concentrated on the dust. Keeping his eye on it, he struck ringing blows; his chest and arms seemed welded to the sledge and his whole body swayed to and fro, like a heavy pendulum. All his awareness was centered in his arms and loins. His life, the hopes that had inspired him for the past year, his present sense of failure, all were fused in rage; they existed solely in the frenzied shock which thrilled him from head to foot each time he struck, whose stunning impact freed him from the thraldom of the jungle.


  He paused to take breath. Perken was bending towards a corner of the wall.


  “Wait a bit!” he said. “The stone we’re having all this trouble with is the only one that’s set in the wall. Look at the one below. It loosely laid, like the first stone. Let’s try to get it out first. Once we’ve done that our stone will have no direct support, and as the notch can’t have improved its health . . .”


  Claude called up two Cambodians and, while they pushed, tugged at the nether stone with all his might. It would not budge. The earth and the small plants surrounding it were holding it back. He remembered that Khmer temples have no foundations, and had a trench dug round and underneath the stone, to loosen it. The natives worked quickly and well while they were digging round the stone, but, for the excavation, they took their time; obviously they feared the block might crush their hands. He took their place. When the pit was deep enough he had some tree-trunks cut and put them in as props. The stench of humid soil, of rotting leaves and stones washed by the rains pervaded his soaked drill clothing more potently than ever. At last Perken and he succeeded in dragging out the stone. It toppled over, revealing its underside swarming with grey wood-lice which had taken refuge there during the excavation.


  So now they possessed the dancing-girls’ heads and feet; only the bodies remained on the middle stone, which projected from the wall like an overhanging turret.


  Perken picked up the sledge-hammer and set to striking at the remaining stone. He expected it to give at the first blow; but it did nothing of the kind. He continued raining blows on it, mechanically, a prey once more to furious anger. He saw his men being mowed down for lack of machine-guns, flying in panic before a line of charging elephants. As he went on hammering and his thoughts grew blurred, he was gradually possessed by the sensual thrill which comes of every long-protracted struggle. Once more his blows were uniting him with his enemy, the stone.


  Suddenly he noticed that the blows were sounding differently. He caught his breath, pulled off his glare-glasses. At first he had only a confused impression of a medley of blues and greens; then, as he blinked, one thing alone filled the whole field of his vision. The stone had split! Sunlight sparkled on the break; the sculptured frontage had split off clean and was lying on the ground, like a newly severed head.


  He breathed again, a slow, deep breath. Claude, too, had a feeling of vast relief. Had he been weaker he would have wept. The world flowed back into him as into a man who has just escaped from drowning. The insensate gratitude he had felt on seeing the first sculptured figure welled up in him anew. Thanks to the fallen stone, he was suddenly in harmony with the forest and the temple. He pictured the three stones as they had been, one above the other; the two dancing-girls were some of the purest work he had ever seen. Well, the next thing was to load them on to the carts. . . . But he could not get his thoughts off the stones; had he been asleep he would surely have wakened, did anyone lay hands on them. The natives had begun to roll the three blocks, one after the other, along the track they had cleared. Watching his hard-won prize, and listening to the gentle thudding of the stones as they rolled over and flattened out the cane-stems, Claude caught himself counting the thuds, as a miser counts his gold.


  The natives halted when they reached the great mound of debris by the gate. The oxen were not lowing, but Claude could hear them pawing the ground. Perken had two more tree-trunks cut down; then he slipped ropes round one of the stones and lashed it to the trunk. Six of the natives put their shoulders under it. But the weight proved too much for them. Claude replaced two of them by the boy and himself.


  “Hoist!”


  The six straightened themselves up, all together this time, slowly, in a dead silence.


  Just then there was the crisp sound of a breaking twig, followed by more noises of the same kind; the noises seemed to be approaching. Claude halted and tried to plumb the depths of the forest, but, as usual, he could make out nothing. Perhaps some inquisitive native from the last village was spying on them. Or was it Svay? Claude made a sign to Perken, who came and took his place under the tree-trunk. Drawing his revolver, he went in the direction the sounds had come from. The natives who had heard the noise made by his revolver as he took it from the holster and then, more faintly, the click of the release safety-catch, looked on, puzzled and uneasy. Withdrawing his hands from the trunk, Perken propped it on his shoulder so as to be free to draw his revolver. Meenwhile Claude had gone some way into the jungle, but he could only see a maze of glimmering shadows spangled here and there by spiders’ webs. Anyhow it was ridiculous to think of tracking down a native familiar with the forest. Perken had not moved. Then, a couple of yards over Claude’s head, the branches dipped and swung up again, launching grey balls that shot up through the air, to land on other branches, which sagged beneath their impact. The grey balls were monkeys. Claude turned round, expecting a chorus of laughter. But the natives did not laugh. Claude walked back to them.


  “It’s only monkeys!”


  “Not only monkeys,” Perken replied. “Monkeys don’t make branches break.”


  Claude put his revolver back in the holster; a futile gesture in the vast silence which had resumed its sway over all the teeming life that festered in the foul decomposition of the forest. He went back to his place amongst the natives holding up the tree-trunk. In a few minutes the mound of rubble was surmounted. He told the men to bring their carts as near as possible; they came so close that Perken had to ask them to move back a little so as to give more room for handling the stones. Intent on their little oxen, the cartmen stared at the stones lashed round with ropes, with blank indifference.


  Claude was the last to move. The covered carts plunged leisurely into the leafage, pitching like boats in a rough sea. At each revolution of the wheels the axles creaked, and at regular intervals there came a bump as if each pair of wheels in turn was striking against a concealed root. Claude hardly glanced back at the open trail their passage left behind them in the jungle growth, or at the fallen canes some of which, only half crushed, were slowly swinging up again. Nor did he notice the bright scar on the wall whence they had cut the stone, lit by the ray of sunlight that had flashed on the claw-hammer at the crucial moment. He felt his muscles going limp, and to his fever and the heat was added now a sense of utter physical exhaustion. And yet, he realized, the spell of the forest, of its lianas and the spongy leaves, was weakening; against their sorcery the stones he had secured served as a counter-charm. The forest could no longer dominate his thoughts, which moved lethargically to the slow rhythm of the laden carts forging ahead. The heavy load gave a new stridency to their creaking axles as they lumbered on towards the mountains. Some red ants fell on to his sleeve; he shook them off, leapt on his pony and caught up the carts. As soon as there was room enough to do so he rode past them all, one by one. As usual, he noticed, the cartmen looked half asleep.





  The Lost San Saba Mine


  BY J. FRANK DOBIE


  As I indicated in my introduction, J. Frank Dobie is my personal choice as the best-ever treasure-hunting writer, and this account of the Lost San Saba Mine, which comes from his book Coronado’s Children (1930), is as evocative and romantic as anything he ever wrote. Dobie himself was deeply steeped in the folklore and legends of his native Texas, and had a professional historian’s command of the background of the stories he told. Born on a ranch in Live Oak County in 1888, he worked as a reporter, a schoolteacher, and a ranch manager before becoming an En glish professor at the University of Texas in Austin. Dobie was a crusty and outspoken liberal, which sometimes placed him at odds with the Texas political establishment and eventually led to the loss of his teaching position. But over the years his many articles and books on cowboy life and other aspects of Southwestern culture—including lost mines and treasures—brought him a national reputation. He died in 1964.


 ★ ★ ★ ★ ★


  O brave new world
That has such people in’t!


  The Tempest.


  W hat the Golden Fleece was to the Greeks or what El Dorado—the Gilded Man—has been to South America, the lost mines on the San Saba and Llano rivers in Texas have been to all that part of the United States once owned by Spain. The story of these mines is a cycle made up of a thousand cantos. Housed mechanics, preachers, teachers, doctors, lawyers, earth-treading farmers and home-staying women, as well as roaming cowboys, rangers, outlaws and miners, have told the strange story—and believed it. It is a story of yesterday, as obsolete as the claiming of continents by priority in flag-hoisting; it is a story of today, as realistic as the salt of the earth; it is also a story of tomorrow, as fantastic and romantic as the hopes of man. Through it history walks unabashed and in it fancy sets no limit to extravagance.


  Sometimes the name of the fabled source of wealth is Los Almagres; sometimes, Las Amarillas; again, La Mina de las Iguanas, or Lizard Mine, from the fact that the ore is said to have been found in chunks called iguanas (lizards); oftener the name is simply the Lost San Saba Mine or the Lost Bowie Mine. In seeking it, generations of men have disemboweled mountains, drained lakes, and turned rivers out of their courses. It has been found—and lost—in many places under many conditions. It is here; it is there; it is nowhere. Generally it is silver; sometimes it is gold. Sometimes it is in a cave; sometimes in water; again on top of a mountain. Now it is not a mine at all but an immense storage of bullion. It changes its place like will-o’-the-wisp and it has more shapes than Jupiter assumed in playing lover.


  Only the land that hides it does not change. Except that it is brushier, groomed down in a few places by little fields, and cut across by fences, it is today essentially as the Spaniards found it. A soil that cannot be plowed under keeps its traditions—and its secrets. Wherever the mine may be, however it may appear, it has lured, it lures, and it will lure men on. It is bright Glamour and it is dark and thwarting Fate. It is the Wealth of the Indies; it is the Wealth into which Colonel Mulberry Sellers so gloriously transmuted water and turnips.


  The preface to this cycle of a thousand cantos goes back to a day of the seventeenth century when a Spanish conquistador set out from Nueva Viscaya “to discover a rumored Silver Hill (Cerro de la Plata) somewhere to the north.” At a later date La Salle’s Frenchmen wandering forth from Saint Louis Bay on the Texas coast listened to Indians tell of “rivers where silver mines are found.” Like most great legends, the legend of the San Saba Mine is a magnification of historical fact. The chief fact was Miranda.


  Miranda’s Report


  In February, 1756, Don Bernardo de Miranda, lieutenant-general of the province of Texas, with sixteen soldiers, five citizens, an Indian interpreter, and several peons, rode out from the village of San Fernando (San Antonio) with orders from the governor to investigate thoroughly the mineral riches so long rumored. After traveling eight days towards the northwest, he pitched camp on the Arroyo San Miguel (now called Honey Creek), a southern tributary of the Rio de las Chanas (Llano River). Only one-fourth of a league beyond he reached the Cerro del Almagre (Almagre Hill), so called on account of its color, almagre meaning red hematite, or red ochre. Opening into the hill Miranda found a cave, which he commanded to be called the Cave of Saint Joseph of Alcasar. He prospected both cave and mountain—with results that brought forth the most sanguine and fulsome predictions.


  “The mines which are in the Cerro del Almagre,” he reported, “are so numerous that I guarantee to give to every settler of the province of Texas a full claim. . . . The principal vein is more than two varas in width and in its westward lead appears to be of immeasurable thickness.” Pasturage for stock, wood and water for mining operations, irrigable soil—all the natural requirements for a settlement of workers—were, Miranda added, at hand. The five citizens with him denounced ten mining claims.


  On the way back to San Antonio Miranda met a well-known and trusted Apache Indian, who informed him that “many more and better mines” were at “Los Dos Almagres near the source of the Colorado River.” Here the Apache people were accustomed to get silver for their own use—not ore, but solid silver, “soft like the buckles of shoes.” Miranda offered the bearer of these tidings a red blanket and a butcher knife to lead him to Los Dos Almagres, but the Apache said that the Comanches out there were too numerous and hostile. However, he promised to guide the Spaniards thither later on—mañana.


  After having been away only three weeks, Miranda reentered San Fernando. He at once dispatched to the viceroy in Mexico City a statement of his findings, together with recommendations. He declared that no mining could be carried on at El Almagre unless a presidio of “at least thirty men” were established near by as a protection against hostile Indians. And since “an abundance of silver and gold was the principal foundation upon which the kingdoms of Spain rested,” Miranda urged the establishment of a presidio and the commencement of mining operations.


  As evidence of his rich findings, Miranda turned over three pounds of ore to be assayed. This ran at the rate of about ten ounces of silver to the hundredweight—a good showing. But, as Manuel de Aldaco, a rich mine own er of Mexico, pointed out to the viceroy, three pounds of handpicked ore could not be relied upon to represent any extensive location. Moreover, some silver had been present in the reagent used for assaying the three pounds. Aldaco recommended that before Miranda’s glowing report was acted upon “at least thirty mule loads of the ore” be carried for reduction to Camp Mazapil, seven or eight hundred miles away from the veins collectively called Los Almagres. Ten of the thirty loads were to be from the surface, ten from a depth of one fathom, and ten from a depth of at least two fathoms. “It is not prudent,” concluded Aldaco, “to be exposed to the danger of deception in a matter so grave and important.” Finally, to Aldaco it seemed but fair that Miranda and the citizens who had denounced mining claims should pay the cost of transporting the thirty cargas.


  Miranda had followed his report to Mexico City, where he engaged an attorney to push his enterprise. He strongly objected that the citizens associated with him could not bear the expense of transporting so much ore, for at twenty pesos per carga the total cost would amount to more money than all five of the citizens together possessed. However, Miranda at length agreed to pay the cost himself on condition that he be placed in command of a presidio at Los Almagres; such an office would bring valuable perquisites. He professed to have no doubt that, once the ore was assayed, extensive mining would result and a presidio would be required to protect the miners. The haggling went on. At last, on November 23, 1757—more than twenty months after Miranda had made his “discovery”—the viceroy acceded to his proposition.


  Meantime Captain Miranda had been dispatched on a mission to the eastern part of Texas. And at this point, so far as the mines are concerned, approved history stops short, drops the subject without one word of explanation. Did Miranda or anyone else ever so much as load the thirty cargas of ore on mules to be carried nearly a thousand miles away for assaying? Did Spanish miners then swarm out to the Almagres veins and extract fortunes from the earth? If authenticated documents cannot finish out the half-told story, other kinds of documents, as we shall see, can—and plenty of things have happened in Texas that the records say nothing about.


  In the absence of positive testimony we may be sure that no presidio was established on the Llano for the protection of Almagres silver, but even while Miranda was proposing one, the Spanish government had actually planted a fort called San Luis de las Amarillas on the north bank of the San Saba River sixty miles to the northwest. At the same time a mission, for the conversion of Apaches, had been set up three miles below the fort on the south side of the river. This military establishment on the San Saba, though history may regard it as a buffer against Comanches, was according to tradition designed to protect vast mining operations. Thus hunters for the lost Spanish mine—the lost Almagres Mine, the Lost San Saba Mine, or what ever they happen to call it—look for it oftener on the San Saba than on the Llano. The mountain—of silver—went to Mahomet.


  It is necessary to trace out the fate of the San Saba enterprise. Captain Diego Ortiz de Parrilla was placed in command, and on June 30, 1757—even before the stockade about his quarters was completed—he asked the viceroy to permit him to move his garrison of one hundred men to the Llano River. The Almagres minerals there should, he said, be protected, for, “if worked,” they would be “a great credit to the viceroy and of much benefit to the royal treasury.” The viceroy evidently thought otherwise, for the move was not allowed. In March, 1758, the mission, three miles away from military assistance, was besieged by two thousand Comanche warriors, who so thoroughly burned and killed that it was never reestablished.


  Following this disaster, it was again officially proposed that the presidio be moved south to Los Almagres, “for protection and defense of the work on some rich veins of silver, which it is claimed, have been discovered by intelligent men who know such things.” Nothing came of the proposal. The presidio, always poorly manned and almost constantly terrorized, held out for twelve years and was then (1769) abandoned forever.


  The ruins of San Luis de las Amarillas and of a rock wall enclosing three or four acres of ground are still visible about a mile above the present town of Menard. Various old citizens of the region assert that in early days they saw signs of a smelter just outside the stockade, though these signs have been obliterated. Marvin Hunter remembers that his father, a pioneer editor of West Texas, picked up at the smelter a piece of slag weighing about fifteen pounds and containing silver. For years it was used as a door prop in the office of the Menard Record. The Hunters had eleven silver bullets, too, found in and around the old presidio—but many years ago Marvin shot them at a wild goose on the Llano River. From the smelter, so the oldest old-timers assert, a clear trail led to what is yet called Silver Mine on Silver Creek to the northwest. Of this creek more later.


  In 1847 Doctor Ferdinand Roemer, a German geologist, traveled over Texas gathering material for a book that was printed in Germany two years later. In this book he describes the San Saba ruins and says that, although he looked for a smelter and for slag, he found no sign of either. It is possible that Roemer overlooked the smelter as he most certainly overlooked the old irrigation ditch, remains of which can still be seen. It is also possible that he was too sophisticated to take burnt rocks about an Indian kitchen midden for a smelter—a mistake often made by ranchmen, farmers, and treasure seekers.


  Two or three aged men living in Menard recall that when they were boys swimming in the water hole below the old fort they used to stand on a submerged cannon barrel and stick their toes in the muzzle. In 1927 the town authorities diverted the river through an irrigation ditch and drained the water hole in an attempt to find the cannon. No cannon was revealed. Years before this municipal investigation, W. T. Burnum spent fifteen hundred dollars pumping out a cave on the divide north of the old presidio. Failing to find the mine there, he moved his machinery to a small lake just above Menard and pumped it dry. The Spaniards had, before evacuating the region, created the lake and diverted the river into it, thus most effectually concealing their rich workings.


  Another persistent rumor has it that a great bell to be hung in the mission was cast within sight of it, gold and silver from near-by mines having been molten into the metal to give it tone. On account of the massacre, however, the bell was never hung, and so to this day certain people versed in recondite history disturb the soil about the mission site looking for it.


  The Filibusters


  The first Americans who came to Texas came for adventure: Philip Nolan to catch mustangs, Doctor Long to set up a republic, and at least one man in Magee’s extraordinary expedition to dig a fortune out of the ground. In 1865, more than fifty years after the remnant of Magee’s followers were dispersed, this man, whom history forgets to mention, appeared in the Llano country. He gave his name as Harp Perry, and he told a circumstantial story to explain his presence.


  Following the last battle in which the Magee forces took part, he said, he and a fellow adventurer, together with thirty-five Mexicans, engaged in mining on the Little Llano River. Here they had a rich vein of both gold and silver, a vein that bore evidence of Spanish exploitation. It was their custom to take out enough ore at one time to keep their smelter, or “furnace,” as he called it, busy for a month. It was some distance from the mine, and ore was carried to it in rawhide kiaks loaded on burros. Always, Perry said, after taking out a supply of ore he and his associates concealed the entrance to the mine. At the smelter they had no regular moulds for running the refined metal into but poured it into hollow canes; the bars, or rods, thus moulded were buried.


  The miners had to be constantly on guard against Indians. In the year 1834 a numerous band of Comanches swooped down upon their camp at the smelter, killing everybody but the two Americans and a Mexican girl. The three survivors made their way to Mexico City, where Perry’s partner married the girl. Many things postponed their return to Texas—and to wealth. In 1865, however, Perry, an old man now, was back on the Little Llano. He was not looking for the mine. He was looking for twelve hundred pounds of gold and silver that he had helped mould in hollow canes and bury on a high hill a half mile due north of the smelter.


  He was utterly unable to orient himself. Brush had encroached on the prairies; gullies had cut up the hillsides. A few frontiersmen were out on the Llano daring the Comanches, who still terrorized the country. Perry offered a reward of $500 to any one of them who would lead him to the old furnace, the key landmark. He said that it was near a spring and that seventy-five steps from it, in a direct line towards the storage of gold and silver, a pin oak should be found with a rock driven into a knot-hole on the east side. But no furnace or stone-marked pin oak could be found. Perry then announced that he was going to Saint Louis and attempt to find his old partner, whom he believed to be living there. He left the Llano. It was afterwards learned that he threw in with a trail outfit going north from Williamson County and that while he was mounting his horse one morning his six-shooter went off accidentally, killing him instantly.


  No further attempt was made to locate the furnace until 1878, when a man by the name of Medlin, his ambition having been aroused by Harp Perry’s story, engaged to herd sheep for a ranchman on the Llano. Every day while herding he prosecuted his search, and within the year he found the ruins of the old furnace, the tree with a stone fixed in the knot-hole, and the high hill half a mile due north. Medlin’s excavations were as wide as the Poor Parson’s parish, but the high hill, where Harp Perry had said over and over the sticks of silver and gold were buried, presented such an indefinite kind of mark that the sheep herder did most of his work about the old furnace. Beneath the ruins themselves he unearthed the skeleton of a man, by its side a “miner’s spoon,” which was made of burnt soapstone and which showed plainly that it had been used for stirring quicksilver into other metals. Shortly after this find, without waiting to dig up anything else, Medlin left his sheep and the Llano hills for South America.


  In Galveston, where he had to wait a few days to take ship, a newspaper writer chanced to find him and took down verbatim his story of Harp Perry’s unsuccessful and his own successful search for the furnace. In evidence of his veracity he showed the “miner’s spoon” he had dug up. Thus, with little chance for error or exaggeration, has been preserved a record of probably the first American—Harp Perry of Magee’s expedition—to be lured to Los Almagres.


  Bowie’s Secret


  Flaming above all the other searchers is the figure of James Bowie. It is a great pity that we have no biography of him such as we have of Davy Crockett. This biography would tell—often with only legend for authority—how he rode alligators in Louisiana; how, like Plains Indians chasing the buffalo, he speared wild cattle; how, with the deadly bowie knife, he fought fearful duels in dark rooms; how he trafficked for black ivory with the pirate Laffite on Galveston Island; and then how he came to San Antonio and married the lovely Ursula de Veramendi, daughter of the vice-governor of Texas.


  Bowie was a master of men and a slave to fortune. He was willing to pawn his life for a chance at a chimerical mine, and he asked no odds. Out on the Nueces and Frio rivers, far beyond the last outpost of settlement, he prospected for gold and silver. In his burning quest for the fabled Spanish mines on the San Saba he engaged in one of the most sanguinary and brilliant fights of frontier history. Four years later, at San Antonio, he mistook some bundles of hay loaded on Mexican mules for bags of silver, and led in the so-called Grass Fight. Then on March 6, 1836, leaving not one “messenger of defeat,” he and one hundred eighty-odd other Texans died in the Alamo. Thousands of men have believed and yet believe that he died knowing the location of untold riches. At any rate, dying there in the Alamo he carried with him a secret as potent to keep his memory fresh in the minds of the common people as his brave part in achieving the in de pen dence of Texas. Thenceforth the mine he sought and that many believe he found took his name.


  In the accounts dealing with Bowie’s search history and legend freely mingle. I tell the story as frontiersmen and hunters for the Bowie Mine have handed it down.


  When Bowie came to western Texas, about 1830, a band of Lipan Indians, a branch of the Apaches, were roaming the Llano region. Their chief was named Xolic, and for a long time Xolic had been in the habit of leading his people down to San Antonio once or twice a year to barter. They always brought with them some silver bullion. They did not bring much at a time, however, for their wants were simple. The Spaniards and Mexicans thought that the Lipan ore had been chipped off some rich vein; there was a touch of gold in it. Of course they tried to learn the secret of such wealth, but the Indians had a tribal understanding that if any man of their number revealed the source of the mineral he should be tortured to death. At length the people of San Antonio grew accustomed to the silver-bearing Lipans and ceased to pry into their secret. Then came the curious Americans.


  Bowie laid his plans carefully. He at once began to cultivate the friendship of the Lipans. He sent back east for a fine rifle plated with silver. When it came, he presented it to Chief Xolic. A powwow was held and at San Pedro Springs Bowie was adopted into the tribe. Now followed months of life with the savages. Bowie was expert at shooting the buffalo; he was foremost in fighting against enemies of the Lipans. He became such a good Indian and was so useful a warrior that his adopted brothers finally showed him what he had joined them to see.


  He had expected much, but he had hardly expected to be dazzled by such millions as greeted his eyes. Whether it was natural veins of ore that he beheld or a great storage of smelted bullion, legend has not determined. Anyway, it was “Spanish stuff.” The sight seemed to overthrow all caution and judgment. Almost immediately after learning their secret, Bowie deserted the Lipans and sped to San Antonio to raise a force for seizing the wealth.


  He was between two fires. He did not want too large a body of men to share with; at the same time he must have a considerable number in order to overcome the guarding Indians. It took some time to arrange the campaign. Meanwhile old Chief Xolic died, and a young warrior named Tres Manos (Three Hands) succeeded to his position. Soon after coming to power, Tres Manos visited San Antonio. There he saw Bowie, accused him of treachery, and came near being killed for his effrontery.


  The story of Bowie’s adventures with the Indians thus far has no support from history. What follows is of record. On November 2, 1831, Bowie set out to find the Spanish mine. His brother, Rezin P. Bowie, was in the company and was perhaps the leading spirit. It has been claimed that he had made a previous trip of exploration into the San Saba country. Both of the brothers were remarkable men and both of them left accounts of the expedition. With them were nine other men, the name of one of whom, Cephas (or Caiaphas) K. Ham, will weave into odd patterns through the long Bowie Mine story.


  If James Bowie knew exactly where he was going, he coursed in a strange manner. In fact, he took so much time in “examining the nature of the country,” to use his own words, that three weeks after setting out from San Antonio he had not yet arrived at the abandoned presidio on the San Saba only a hundred and fifty miles away. Yet the San Saba fort was a chief, if not the chief, objective of the expedition, for the Bowies were certain that it had protected the Spaniards “while working the silver mines, which are a mile distant.” Why then did the Bowies not go directly to the fort and the mine? Did Jim Bowie know—from a Lipan’s confidence—of some other place? Where had he spent the three weeks in scouting before he was stopped? Quien sabe?


  On the nineteenth of November a friendly Comanche warned him that hostile Indians were out. Whether Tres Manos was among them is not recorded; they were mostly Caddos, Wacos, and Tehuacanas. About daylight on the twenty-first one hundred and sixty-four hostiles—fifteen against one—swooped down upon the Bowie camp. The Texans were not unready. They had the advantage of a thicket and of being near water in a creek. The fight lasted all day. One man was killed; three others were wounded. The Indians had fifty dead and thirty-five wounded. With a comrade named Buchanan shot so in the leg that he could not ride and with most of their horses killed or crippled, the mine hunters remained in camp for eight days. They were not provided with surgical instruments or with medicines of any kind, “not even a dose of salts.” They “boiled some live oak bark very strong, and thickened it with pounded charcoal and Indian meal, made a poultice of it, and tied it around Buchanan’s leg.” Then they sewed a piece of buffalo skin around the ban dage. The wound healed rapidly.


  While waiting for the disabled to recover sufficiently to travel, some of the Bowie party found a cave near camp. This is a point to remember. Ten days were required for the hobbling journey back to San Antonio.


  It is generally said that the fight was on what is now known as Calf Creek in McCulloch County, twenty-five miles or so east of the San Saba fort. At any rate, the remains of a barricade called Bowie’s Fort are yet visible on Calf Creek, though “the hand of the impious trea sure seeker” long since scattered the stones. Rezin P. Bowie said that the fight took place six miles east of the San Saba fort, and there is good reason for accepting his word. Some six or seven miles east of the old presidio a strip of brush growing on what is known to moderns as Jackson’s Creek, a tributary of the San Saba, hides a collection of rocks that looked to many frontiersmen like a hastily arranged fortification. Not a great distance from this place is a cave. Jackson’s Creek is dry now, but before the country was grazed off it usually furnished water during several months of the year. Thus it affords a site corresponding to Rezin P. Bowie’s description. Exact location of the battle ground would be interesting to some seekers of mine and treasure, for they say that the cave near the Bowie camp held “something.”


  When Doctor Roemer visited the San Saba ruins in 1847, he observed among other carvings on the stone gateposts near the northwest corner of the stockade the name of Bowie and the date 1829. Those gateposts have been shamefully mutilated, but on one of them this legend, neatly carved, is yet visible:


  BOWIE MINE 1832


  Whether James Bowie carved his name with either of those discrepant dates can never be determined.


  Without exception, one might say, the men of that highly individualized class who called themselves Texians knew about the Bowie Mine. Most of them who left any kind of chronicle make mention of it. The unpublished Memoirs of Col o nel “Rip” (John S.) Ford, border ranger, journalist, and a Texian among Texians—aye, a Texican—contains a sequel to the Bowie expedition. This sequel came to “Old Rip” from Cephas K. Ham, who survived “the Calf Creek Fight” for many, many years and became a veritable high priest to the Bowie Mine tradition.


  According to Ham’s story, he (and not Bowie) was adopted by the Indians and was—almost—shown the mine. His warrior brothers were a band of Comanches under the leadership of Chief Incorroy. In 1831 he was wandering around with these Comanches, trading for horses and catching mustangs in order to make up a bunch to drive to Louisiana. One pint of powder, eight balls of lead, one plug of tobacco, one butcher knife, and two brass rings made the price of a good horse. “A certain fat warrior,” Ham narrates, “was frequently my hunting companion. One day he pointed to a hill and said: ‘There is plenty of silver on the other side. We will go out by ourselves, and I will show it to you. If the other Indians find I have done so, they will kill both of us.’” But camp was hurriedly moved next day and the fat warrior never fulfilled his promise.


  Not long afterward Bowie sent a message to Ham advising him that, as the Mexicans were about to make war on the Comanches, he had better cut loose from them. He came into San Antonio, only to find that Bowie’s real motive in sending a warning was to get him to join an expedition in search of the San Saba Mine.


  Rezin P. Bowie, Ham’s story goes on, had already visited the mine. “It was not far from the fort. The shaft was about eight feet deep.” Rezin P. Bowie went down to the bottom of it “by means of steps cut in a live oak log” and hacked off some ore “with his tomahawk.” He carried the ore to New Orleans and had it assayed. “It panned out rich.” He came back to San Antonio. The results of his next move have already been recounted.


  Here Rezin P. Bowie drops out of the story, but Jim Bowie did not give up the quest. Ham and other like authorities agree that he raised a second expedition of thirty men. This time, according to Ham, Bowie reached the San Saba but could not find the shaft, as it had been filled up either by rains or by Indians. Others say that about the time Bowie got ready to exploit the mineral riches he had located, the Texan war for in dependence broke out. Among many Texans the legend is persistent that Bowie’s chief motive in searching for the San Saba treasure was to secure means for financing the Texas army—a view hardly tenable by anyone who knows anything about the real Bowie.


  Thus Bowie’s name lives on. Wes Burton, a lost mine hunter who has been very successful in telling of his hunts, says that the Lipan Indians never showed Bowie a mine but merely five hundred jack loads of pure silver stored in a cave. The Spaniards mined the silver and moulded it into bars faster than they could transport it. Consequently, when the Indians forced them to abandon their workings they
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