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INTRODUCTION

Notes from a Treasure Hunter

I’ve been a professional fortune hunter for nearly half a century. I’ve experienced a number of successes and a great many failures searching for lost mines and buried treasure. Regardless of whether or not a treasure was located, the quest was invariably rewarding and fulfilling, and after many years I realized that it was not so much the treasure that lured us, but the quest itself.

Of all of the experiences and adventures I’ve encountered during my lifetime, few compare to the thrill and excitement associated with the search for, and, if lucky, the discovery of some famous lost mine or elusive buried treasure. I’ve earned my living in a variety of ways over the years as a professional fighter, dock worker, lifeguard, musician, college professor, writer, and actor, but none ever offered the excitement and adventure of the hunt for lost treasure.

To my way of thinking, there are many good reasons for being a treasure hunter. My work takes me into the great outdoors, to the mountain ranges of the Rockies, Ozarks, and Appalachians, to the shores of the Gulf of Mexico, the Caribbean, and the Atlantic Ocean, to the deserts of the Southwest, the canyons and forests of Mexico’s Sierra Madres, and to the island of Jamaica. I’ve had jobs where I was scheduled to work in an office all day, but found them stifling and constrictive. These days, my office is the world, and I look forward to going to work every day.

As a professional treasure hunter I am constantly in the position of exploring and discovering. I get to visit places mapped and unmapped—mountain ranges, caverns, remote valleys—and revel in the sensation that few, if any, have been in these places before me. When I relate my experiences about such remote and unknown locations, my office- and classroom-bound friends often express terror at such things, unable to imagine a life away from cell phones and televisions. The ritual and regimentation of the nine-to-five job in the same place every working day suits them just fine. Some people are built for such mundane things and I’m pleased we have them to pursue whatever necessary responsibilities they have. I do not possess the qualifications for such work because I am too accustomed, too addicted, to the adrenaline rush of exploration, discovery, and adventure, and cannot, will not, settle for less.

I regard a day without some kind of adventure as a day wasted. A day where the senses go unstimulated or unchallenged is a day pulling one closer to the grave. It is a portion of a life deprived of important sensations. Except for occasionally being shot at, pursued by bandits, falling off cliffs, evading rattlesnake strikes, and crawling through dangerous caves and mine shafts, I am convinced my lifestyle is a healthier way of living. I may not live as long as some of my friends who lead much safer lives as accountants, teachers, and businessmen, and who consider their sedentary lifestyle a sign of success, but the quality of the life and living I rub shoulders with each day cannot be topped for one who revels in the pursuit of adventure.

Finally, there is the prospect of finding wealth. I have been involved in over two hundred major treasure hunting expeditions and dozens of minor ones. Not every expedition ends with some amazing discovery. A number of my expeditions were successful in terms of finding a treasure, but many were not. On the other hand, even though the goal of locating some lost mine or buried loot may not have been achieved, each expedition was filled with adventure and excitement, which is a kind of special treasure in itself.

During some of the talks I give on treasure hunting around the country, people often ask where I find information and leads pertinent to undertaking a search for some lost or buried treasure. Most of the initial information I find, most of the leads I encounter related to chasing down a lost treasure, are gleaned from researching the legend, the lore, and the written history. I spend hours each month in libraries, among private collections of books, journals, and diaries, and interviewing other treasure hunters.

Some of the most exciting and exhilarating searches have resulted from reading and researching American history that deals with the times of the earliest visits to this hemisphere by the Spanish explorers and conquistadores to the present. Recorded history is rich with clues to lost fortunes, hundreds of them. Additionally, studying the history of the Americas, particularly the United States, fills one with wonder and awe at the many heroes encountered, the obstacles they had to face to accomplish what they did, and the seemingly insurmountable odds confronting the early explorers, traders, settlers, and adventurers. History is itself a great treasure, and if pursued with passion, can lead to any number of great adventures.

Ultimately, in my line of work it becomes not only a quest for the treasure, but for the history as well. In understanding the recorded events surrounding a certain treasure, whether it be some gangster’s buried loot, a pirate stash, hidden coins from a train or bank robbery, or the caching of hundreds of gold ingots from a Spanish pack train, one will be better prepared to undertake the search, the quest, after one undertakes a thorough examination of the historical events surrounding it. Remember, ninety percent of the research and work associated with any given treasure hunting project takes place not in the field, but in libraries. Maybe one will experience success at finding a treasure, maybe not, but one will certainly come away better versed in some segment of history or another. For me, the challenge of learning about the various aspects of American history has been rewarding, enlightening, and helpful to my searches. Furthermore, it has been fun.

Lost Treasures of American History contains some of the most compelling tales of lost mines and buried treasures I’ve ever experienced. Here, the reader can learn about fortunes great and small associated with the Spanish occupation of the New World, particularly in the western part of the country. Much of our heritage, culture, and history was formed during the times of the Spanish exploration of the American West, the establishment of missions, the settling of what have come to be major cities and regions, and the early establishment of farming, ranching, and mining enterprises. The Spanish, as much or more than anyone else, were important contributors to this country’s collection of legend and lore as it relates to lost mines and buried treasures.

Likewise, the colonial period of North America gave rise to a number of fascinating events resulting in lost treasure that is still being searched for today. During this time, wars were fought for the rights and freedom of the new citizens occupying the land, ultimately giving rise to national leaders such as George Washington and other major historic figures like Benedict Arnold and Edward Braddock. This time in the development of the country also gave rise to numerous tales of lost and stolen treasures.

During the Civil War, money, gold and silver, lots of it, was required by both Union and Confederate armies to sustain their efforts. Millions of dollars worth of gold and silver coins and ingots were lost, misplaced, stolen, or hidden during this time, and today most of it remains unclaimed.

Lastly, some of American history’s most recognizable and colorful figures have been outlaws, and many of them have been associated with stolen loot that has been lost or hidden and continues to be the object of many a treasure hunter’s quest for fortune. In the last section of the book, we learn about treasures hidden by famous outlaws such as Belle Starr, Sam Bass, and Henry Plummer, and some lesser known bad men like Tiburcio Vasquez and Blackjack Christian. All made their contribution to this collection of tales.

With each of these stories I have a personal investment of time, energy, and money associated with the quest, with the search for the wealth and riches described herein. All of them continue to offer a lure, a challenge, and they are still on my list of objectives for the future. My list is a long one, and I am currently occupied with several projects that may take years. In the meantime, I present them to you for your enjoyment. And if you are so inclined, perhaps you may find yourself undertaking a search for one or more of the treasures described here. Like others who have pursued lost treasure based on descriptions from my books, I wish you the best of good fortune and pray for your success. May you find riches beyond your wildest dreams. But most of all, may you encounter the adventure of a lifetime.


I

SPANISH
EXPLORATION
AND SETTLEMENT


LOST SPANISH TREASURE SHIP IN THE CALIFORNIA DESERT

In Southern California, a vast, arid region extends from the present channel of the Colorado River at the Arizona boundary westward for one hundred miles and south across the Mexican border. It is called the Colorado Desert and is largely avoided by humans, animals, and vegetation alike. The constantly blowing winds, the extremely high temperatures, the paucity of water, and the ever-shifting sands have historically precluded any significant permanent occupation. Save for an occasional rattlesnake, scorpion, buzzard, or squatter, most of this land is uninhabited and unvisited. Only the most adventurous or savage, the hopelessly lost, or the eternally optimistic prospectors and miners in search of precious metals in exposed granite outcrops wander here.

This spare and sere desert that straddles the national boundary between California and the Mexican state of Baja California Norte has been described as dangerous and forbidding, and hikers and explorers regularly succumb to its heady challenges and lose their lives as a result of dehydration, exposure, or rattlesnake bite.

This harsh land also carries with it an aura of mystery, and one of its most puzzling secrets is that of a centuries-old, treasure-laden Spanish ship believed to be resting among the ever-shifting dunes somewhere near the middle of this treacherous landscape.

During the mid- to late 1800s, thousands of migrants from east of the Mississippi River packed up and traveled west to California. Some journeyed to the gold fields of California and other western states hoping to strike it rich. Others yearning for land and a place to settle and raise their families found opportunities in the fertile river valleys of California. Many of the migrants passed through this barren, treeless, and waterless wasteland in the southern part of the state. Hundreds died along the way, and every now and then the grave of one can be found among the dunes. Most, however, survived, and not a few arrived on the coast with reports of seeing a masted sailing vessel partially buried in the shining sands. It has been told that some, lured by the possibilities of what they might find within the landlocked ship, returned to the area in search of it only to become lost. Anyone fortunate enough to find the ship would have been rewarded with wealth suitable for a thousand kings, for over 250 years earlier, this same vessel was transporting untold millions of dollars worth of exquisite pearls, all stored in large wooden casks strapped down in the hold.

The story of the lost treasure of pearls in the desert of southern California had its origins four centuries ago. In 1610, Philip III, the reigning king of Spain, ordered Captain Alvarez de Cordone to arrange for an expedition along the waters of the western coast of Mexico in search of pearls. Cordone, stationed in Mexico City, was a well-respected officer and known for his staunch loyalty to the crown. King Philip was eager to fill his country’s treasury with some of the great wealth he was certain could be found just off the western shores of this land across the sea. During this time, pearls were considered to be more valuable than gold or silver and were coveted by the Spanish upper class as well as by other members of European royalty.

According to his instructions, Cordone was to oversee the construction of three ships and see to their proper and precise outfitting for the coming expedition. Cordone requested the reassignment of two additional captains, Juan de Iturbe and Pedro de Rosales, and together the three men, accompanied by an armed escort, traveled 250 miles south to the western coastal village of Acapulco. While the three captains supervised the building of the vessels, Cordone was granted the authority to import sixty experienced pearl divers from the east coast of Africa.

In July 1612, the three ships were finally completed, tested for seaworthiness, and declared ready. Cordone led the expedition into the waters of the Pacific Ocean and along a northwesterly course paralleling the Mexico shore.

It was well known among Spanish explorers that the western shore of Mexico was home to a rare large mollusk that produced an exceptional pearl, one that had a dark, shiny, metallic surface. These pearls were prized by wealthy Europeans, and King Philip hoped to be able to supply enough to those who had the money to pay for them.

As the three ships slowly made their way through the placid coastal waters, occasional stops were ordered so the divers could examine and harvest promising oyster beds encountered along the way. While some pearls were found, Cordone knew that the richest beds lay farther north and deeper into the Gulf of California. It was to this area he directed his ships.

Following a few leisurely weeks of sailing, the Spaniards spied a large Indian village near the shore and noted that some of the men appeared to be diving for pearls in the shallow waters. Suspecting he might locate some prize specimens among those accumulated by the Indians, Cordone ordered the anchors dropped. After lowering one of the rowboats, the captain, escorted by a contingent of soldiers and crewmen, put ashore to speak with the village chief.

The Spaniards were the first Europeans the Indians had ever seen. Although Cordone anticipated a hostile reception, he and his men were greeted warmly and invited to share an evening meal. Employing signs and gestures, Cordone and the chief communicated well into the night and much of the next day. Eventually, the captain approached the subject of the pearls being harvested from the sea floor. The chief explained that the oysters were collected primarily for food, but when they found a pearl inside, they stored it with others that were saved for those among the tribe who fashioned necklaces, earrings, and other types of ornamentation from them. When the captain asked if he could see the pearls, the chief obliged. Cordone was surprised and delighted to be shown over two dozen large clay pots filled to the top with the finest stones he had ever seen.

Cordone asked the chief if he would like to trade for the pearls, and offered some clothes such as those worn by the soldiers and sailors. Impressed by the raiment worn by the officers, the chief readily agreed and anticipated garbing himself and some of his tribe in such finery as possessed by these newcomers. Following several minutes of negotiation, an agreement was made and Cordone, along with his escort, returned to the vessel.

The next morning, several neatly tied bundles of clothing were deposited on the shore in exchange for the pots filled with pearls. After the precious stones were placed into rowboats and transported back to the ships, the Indians opened the bundles only to discover a motley collection of rags and discarded garments. They screamed invectives at the departing Spaniards and made angry gestures. Some of the men waded far out into the waters and shot arrows toward the ships. Others piled into log canoes and rowed toward the ships, brandishing bows and arrows and lances.

After loading the pearls into the ship commanded by Iturbe, Cordone ordered the sails hoisted and the vessels under way. As he stood at the rails and watched the angry Indians approaching in canoes, an arrow struck him in the chest, dropping him to the deck. As the ships moved away from the shore, the expedition’s surgeon fussed over Cordone’s serious wound.

The following morning, Cordone was suffering great pain from his wound and had a high fever. The surgeon was convinced the captain had blood poisoning, and he told Cordone it was imperative to return to Acapulco where he could be more adequately treated. Otherwise, insisted the surgeon, the captain would die.

Cordone agreed with the diagnosis and instructed Iturbe and Rosales to continue on up the coast and into the Gulf of California with the other two ships and harvest more pearls. Once in the far reaches of the gulf, he explained, they would be close to a major breeding ground for the pearl-bearing oysters.

A few weeks later, the two ships captained by Iturbe and Rosales arrived in the Gulf of California. As Cordone had predicted, they discovered several rich mollusk beds that yielded great quantities of the dark, gleaming pearls. As the divers harvested the wealth from the floor of the sea, the two captains determined to sail as far north as possible in hope of finding more and larger oyster beds. They believed that if they returned to Acapulco with the ships loaded with a great cargo of pearls they would be rewarded with promotions and important assignments. This ever-growing desire for power and military status was to prove their undoing.

Iturbe was convinced that the richest oyster beds were to be found where the upper part of the gulf constricts near the outflow of the Colorado River, and it was to this location they steered. The ship under the command of Captain Rosales was struggling because it was riding very low in the water from its great weight of pearls. One afternoon as the vessel was gliding northward in the calm waters just off the coast of an island, Isla Angel de Guardia, it struck a reef which tore a large hole in the oaken hull. As the ship slowly settled into the blue waters of the sea, the crewmen worked frantically transferring the cargo of pearls onto the remaining vessel. This done, the lone ship with a cargo hold almost completely filled with casks of pearls now floated dangerously low in the sea. In spite of this, Captains Iturbe and Rosales decided to continue sailing northward in search of more oyster beds and, they hoped, greater wealth for the Spanish crown.

Two weeks later, Iturbe’s ship sailed into the turbid estuarine waters where the Colorado River entered the Gulf of California. During this time, the river carried a much greater flow than it does today. Approximately sixty miles upstream, the river had spilled out of its channel into a basin-like lowland that extended many miles to the west of the main channel, forming a large inland sea. Although the river was shallow, it held just enough water to accommodate the draft of the treasure-laden ship. Into this vast inland sea sailed the Spanish vessel a few days later, the captains and divers constantly on the lookout for more oyster beds.

For two weeks, the Spaniards sailed around this inland sea, only to discover it was little more than a shallow accumulation of overflow from the river and contained no oyster beds. Deciding to return to the gulf, Iturbe navigated the vessel back to the approximate location where it entered this sea, only to discover that a low ridge of land now separated the body of water from the river channel as a result of the dropping water level. The vessel was hopelessly landlocked with no chance of returning to the ocean.

According to geologists, it was not uncommon for the Colorado River to overflow its banks, contributing to the formation of large inland bodies of water such as southern California’s Salton Sea and the one encountered by the Spaniards. The scientists also explain that earthquakes regularly occurred in this region, and still do today. The shifting of the continental plate here created significant changes in the topography then, as now. During one major earthquake that occurred around the time of Iturbe’s visit, the channel of the Colorado River shifted eastward perhaps as much as fifty or more miles to its present location, leaving behind a landlocked body of water. This low desert region of southern California, in fact, straddles the famous San Andreas Fault, one of the most active earthquake regions in North America.

Convinced he could find another route to the gulf, Iturbe sailed around the shallow sea once again only to return to the same location days later. Not only was the ship trapped with no chance of reaching the Gulf of Mexico, the intense evaporation taking place in this extremely arid region was lowering the level of the already shallow inland sea at a rapid rate. A few days later, the ship’s hull came to rest on the sandy bottom of the lake and began listing to one side as the waters continued to recede.

Finally realizing the hopelessness of their situation, the captains, crew, soldiers, and divers gathered up what possessions they could carry, abandoned the stranded ship with its store of precious pearls, and struck out across the sandy plain toward the Gulf of Mexico. Four months later, those who survived starvation, thirst, exposure, snakebite, and Indian attack were pickled up by a Spanish galleon near the present-day city of Guaymas in the Mexican state of Sonora.

As the rescued Spaniards were being transported back to Acapulco, Iturbe’s ship rested firmly at a severe angle on the now dry, windswept desert landscape hundreds of miles to the north. The constant winds rent the canvas sails to mere tatters and caused the drifting, saltating sand to accumulate nearly to the gunwales. Deep within the hold, a fortune in fine pearls reposed in wooden casks and clay pots now lightly covered with a fine dust. For two centuries the treasure-filled vessel lay thus, sometimes hidden by the drifting sands, sometimes partially exposed.

Following the end of the Civil War, thousands of Americans began making their way west, migrating from the battle-scarred grounds of the south and east to a land of economic promise on and near the Pacific coast of California. One of the many routes traveled by these newcomers bisected the Colorado Desert in Southern California. It was a hazardous journey, to be sure, but one that saved many miles and days. On reaching the port and industrial cities in the southern part of the Golden Bear State, some of these travelers reported a most bizarre encounter: the remains of what appeared to be a Spanish sailing vessel resting on the desert floor, at least one of its masts pointing skyward. During the last thirty-five years of the nineteenth century, hundreds of such sightings were recorded.

Time passed, and eventually the real story of the ship in the middle of southern California’s Colorado Desert became known. In search of the rich cargo of pearls, dozens of expeditions ranged into the arid region between the Colorado River and the Vallecito Mountains in search of the vessel. In spite of many quests, several of them well-organized and funded, the ship could not be found. Some claimed it was buried under the desert sands, others insisted it never existed. Some were convinced the ship was haunted and only appeared during certain times of the year.

During the 1880s, more and more prospectors entered the Colorado Desert region of southern California to search for signs of gold and silver in the rock outcrops that dotted the environment. On returning to a town for supplies, a number of these prospectors mentioned spotting the remains of a ship out in the middle of the barren desert. For a variety of reasons, they were unable to investigate it: it was too far away; they were low on water; they weren’t convinced it held any promise.

One old-timer who spent the better part of each year prospecting in the area claimed he camped on the rotted deck of the ship for several days but saw nothing interesting. He was unaware of the cargo of pearls stored in the hold of the vessel, presumably filled with sand by now. Many years later when the old man was informed of the great treasure inside the ship, he returned to the region several times but was unable to relocate the vessel.

[image: image]

Dust devils churn in this mysterious (and probably doctored) photo of the California desert in 1921. Somewhere beneath the sand lies a seventeenth-century Spanish ship loaded with pearls. Library of Congress

In 1892, a party of prospectors traveling near southern California’s Superstition Mountain, located eighteen miles southwest of the southern tip of the Salton Sea, discovered a long pole lying partially buried on the desert floor. One of the members of the party identified the object as a ship’s mast. Another recalled the tale of the lost treasure ship supposedly located in that very desert. For the next two days, the prospectors explored the area in search of the ship but nothing could be found. They finally gave up and assumed the vessel was long buried under one of the many high dunes found there.

In 1915, an elderly Yuma Indian walked into the desert town of Indio and tried to purchase some food with a handful of small round stones. During the transaction, the storekeeper realized the stones were pearls, and exquisite ones at that. He asked where they came from, and in a long and rambling explanation, the Indian spoke of a journey of many days he just completed across the desert from some sixty miles to the southeast. During his travels, he said, he came to a large and strangely built “wooden house” mostly covered by sand. Inside this house, he said, he found many wooden cases, each of which was filled with the small, round, rose- and cream-colored stones.

Within minutes, the Indian’s story was circulating around the town. A group of citizens banded together and offered the old man several hundred dollars if he would lead them to the “wooden house” of which he spoke. The Indian agreed, was paid, and accepted an invitation to sleep that night at the home of one of the investors. By dawn, however, the Indian had vanished and was never seen again.

As recently as 1999, backpackers, hunters, and trail bikers have returned from deep within the Colorado Desert of southern California with stories of finding the exposed bow or stern of an old sailing vessel. None were aware of the story of Iturbe’s lost treasure-filled ship. Some, on learning the tale of the cargo of pearls, attempted to relocate the ship but were never successful.

Someday, the desert winds may again uncover the lost treasure ship of the desert and some fortunate hiker or rock hunter may discover the store of valuable pearls lying within, a fortune that today would equal the wealth of several countries.


LOST SPANISH GOLD MINE ON THE COSSATOT RIVER

The annals of American history are filled with references to early Spanish settlement, missionary activity, agricultural development, and mining. Farms, ranches, and mines developed and worked by Spanish newcomers to the American South, Southwest, and West were in full and productive operation two centuries before westward expansion offered opportunities for tens of thousands of Americans. As a result of a number of factors—drought, Indian uprisings, shortage of manpower, political decisions—the Spanish gradually retreated from the American landscape and were forced to abandon productive fields and mines. In many cases, the mining of gold, silver, and other precious metals was documented, but now and then one encounters evidence of the Spanish quest for mineral riches in places shrouded in mystery. One such puzzle exists in southwestern Arkansas along the floodplain of the Cossatot River. From this part of the country comes a perplexing tale related to what was apparently a very productive gold mine that has been lost and found several times, and one that continues to baffle hopeful treasure hunters to this day.

In southwestern Arkansas, the Cossatot River flows out of the Ouachita Mountains and onto a fairly level plain where it eventually confluences with the Little River. Along its route, the Cossatot ranges from dangerous cascades and rapids to smooth, gentle flow. This river has been described in the literature as moody, and the name comes from an Indian word that translates to “skull-crusher.” Today, the Cossatot affords a serious challenge to brave kayakers and canoeists who attempt its rapids and cascades in search of adventure.

In making its way downslope, the Cossatot River, for hundreds of thousands of years, has carved relentlessly through the soft sandstone layers that make up the bulk of the Ouachita Mountains. Here and there along the way, the river erosion has exposed the underlying igneous intrusive rock, remnants of eons-old volcanic activity that once dominated this region. During one of these ancient volcanic episodes, seams of gold formed in the cracks and fissures of the newly formed granite deep below the surface. During the millennia that followed, sea waters intruded into the area, covering the volcanic landscapes and depositing layer upon layer of sedimentary rock atop them. With the passage of time, the sea retreated and the layers of sandstone were squeezed and folded upward to altitudes that some geologists claim rivaled those found today in the Rocky Mountains. During this tectonic activity, the granite with its seams of gold was pushed closer to the surface.

Several streams such as the Cossatot flowed from the higher elevations toward the Gulf of Mexico some four hundred miles away, and in doing so effectively cut through the thick deposits of sandstone, exposing both granite and gold. In Sevier County, Arkansas, the Cossatot River incised deep into the sandstone layers and exposed sections of granite in which the Spanish explorers under the command of DeSoto discovered gold. Archaeological evidence reveals that the Spanish conducted mining activities throughout much of this area as well as in portions of the Ozark Mountains to the north. Both mining and expeditionary artifacts from that period are still found today. Although documentation is sketchy to nonexistent, many believe that the gold taken from this region was smelted, formed into ingots, and shipped back to Spain to be deposited in the treasury.

Although apparently productive, the gold mine adjacent to the Cossatot River was eventually abandoned by the Spaniards, who left behind a mystery that lives on today in both fact and legend.

Just prior to the Civil War, Dr. Ferdinand Smith brought his family to Sevier County, Arkansas, from Frankford, Missouri. The Smith family settled along the rugged forested bottoms of the Cossatot River where they cleared some land and planted crops. The reasons for Dr. Smith’s move to Arkansas have been debated, but some suggest he was forced to depart Missouri because of the unexplained deaths of several of his patients. Because the few residents of Sevier County had no physician, Dr. Smith was welcomed and no questions were asked. Dr. Smith proved to be popular among the residents, making himself available to treat the sick and injured. More often than not he was paid with eggs, chickens, hams, and garden produce.

Dr. Smith possessed a keen interest in history and he found the local residents happy to talk with him about what they knew of the region’s past. In this manner, he learned a fascinating tale about a rich lost gold mine located some distance upstream along the Cossatot River. This mine was also linked to the occasional appearance of a mysterious, blonde, Spanish-speaking woman who traveled in the company of Indians.

A few decades prior to the arrival of the Choctaw Indians in southwestern Arkansas, a trading post had been established at a location now known as Lockesburg. The post stocked a supply of clothing, tools, and food that was sold or traded for furs. The post served mostly the hunters and trappers who frequented the region, and later the few farmers who moved into the area.

According to the legend, approximately once every month a tall, blonde, fair-skinned woman accompanied by several young Choctaw Indians arrived at the trading post. According to those who saw her, she was dressed in leather garments and adorned with gold jewelry of rustic design and manufacture. She always rode to the trading post on a white horse, the Indians following behind on foot. It was apparent to all that the Indians were subservient to her and responded to her commands without hesitation. During her visits, the blonde woman would purchase essential foodstuffs and occasionally mining tools such as picks and shovels. She invariably paid with pieces of gold of the purest grade. On the rare occasions when the woman spoke, the language was Spanish laden with a heavy Castilian dialect. When she was asked where she obtained her gold she remained mute. Her Indian companions also refused to respond to similar questions. When her business at the trading post was completed, she mounted her horse and rode away, followed by the Indians who carried her purchases. Several attempts were made to follow the mysterious blonde woman, but she always managed to elude her trackers.

Now and then, someone would meet the strange woman and her escort returning from the trading post along a trail that eventually became a portion of the Fort Towson Road. On the few occasions when she was followed, she was observed entering Pig Pen Bottoms, a snake-infested, briar-matted section of the floodplain lying west of the Cossatot River. One observer told some men gathered at the trading post what he had seen, and before long a small expedition was formed to go in search of what they believed was a lost gold mine somewhere in the bottoms. The group was unable to locate an entrance into the dense, forbidding area, so they forced their way through underbrush and creepers. Once inside, however, they became disoriented and wandered for hours before finding a way out. They were all scratched and bleeding from the briars and covered with ticks. One member was bitten by a snake and suffered from delirium and swelling. Two hours past midnight, the party returned to the trading post where they reported the failure of their mission. The incident apparently made the blonde woman cautious, for neither she nor her Indian escorts were ever seen again. In recent years, Dr. Smith learned, local residents had reported spotting the ghostlike figure of a woman astride a white horse riding along the Cossatot River bottoms.

Fascinated with the possibility of locating the legendary lost mine associated with the blonde woman, Dr. Smith purchased a large parcel of land south of Rolling Shoals Ford on the Cossatot River. Pig Pen Bottoms was located between the ford and Smith’s farm, and a large, dense thicket of briars, brush, and trees extended from the bottoms onto his property. Somewhere inside the thicket, Smith reasoned, would be found the lost gold mine.

Smith employed several men to clear brush so that this part of the bottoms could be placed into production. When the last of the huge expanse of vegetation was removed, a very old mine shaft was discovered in an outcrop of granite barely exposed above the silty deposition of the floodplain. The shaft was nearly vertical and, judging from several large piles of talus lying near the entrance, had been extensively excavated. Peering down into the shaft, Smith could see a number of very old and rotting timber supports. When he had one of his laborers lowered into the mine, he found that it was filled with water to within thirty feet of the surface.

For several years the lower section of the shaft remained inaccessible to those who were curious about what might be found there, who longed to explore its extent in search of the vein of gold and resume mining it. Then, during the mid-1920s, a severe drought struck
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