
 
  CHAPTER 1 Into the Basin


  DURING THE LAST WEEK OF OCTOBER 1937, A CURIOUS AND VOLATILE man named Milton Ernest Noss, known as “Doc” to his acquaintances, began formulating plans for a deer hunt into a remote section of the San Andres Mountains seventy-five miles from his home in Hatch, New Mexico. Along with his wife, Ova, he assembled a party of five additional men, all of whom responded positively to the idea of a hunt and a few days of camping in the range. (Years later, Ova related that the party consisted of her and Doc and two other couples.)


  On November 6 the group, led by Noss, departed Hatch and drove on poorly maintained ranch roads to Hembrillo Pass, a straight cut through the mountain range. Here, the journey became tricky, even hazardous. The road into and through the basin was rocky and difficult. Hulks of rusting automobiles and pickup trucks along the route provided testament of those that didn’t make it. Luck was with the Noss party, however, for following hours of slow and careful driving, they arrived in Hembrillo Basin and proceeded to set up camp near a small spring located on the southeastern side at the base of Victorio Peak, the mountain that dominated this shallow, bowl-shaped environment. They planned on spending several days and nights in the area.


  The location was in Doña Ana County, Section 19, Township 16S, Range 3E. Though remote, this site would soon be known to thousands and would be the setting for a deep and complex mystery, violence, military and political intrigue and deceit, and tragedy. Only five decades earlier, the setting was a preferred campsite for a band of Apaches led by the notorious war chief Victorio, for whom the peak was named.


  Hembrillo Basin seemed an odd choice for a deer hunt. While the San Andres Mountains offered a variety of game to be found throughout its many canyons, Hembrillo Basin, strangely, was normally devoid of animal life save for rattlesnakes and the occasional passage of a small herd of deer that seemed to be in a hurry to be somewhere else. Those experienced in hunting in the San Andres Mountains selected from several other sections of the range, but rarely Hembrillo Canyon.


  Some attributed the absence of game in the basin to the notion that it was haunted, though specifics are hard to come by. A few insisted that the spirits of those who were slain in the canyon over the generations—Spaniards, Indians, US Cavalry, and others—roamed the region, casting a negative energy throughout. Others invoked a curse they said had long been associated with Victorio Peak, one that spelled trouble, perhaps disaster, to any and all who would violate its exquisite and pervading solitude.


  During the evening meal prepared over a campfire, Doc Noss assigned members of the group different portions of the basin to hunt when they set out in the morning. Ova was to remain in camp. While everyone understood their assignments, it remained unclear where Noss would go. For as long as the participants lived, they never quite figured out why Noss undertook to hunt where he did.


  Following the washing of dishes along with a few preparations for the morning hunt, the group sat around the evening campfire talking. At one point a bottle of whiskey was brought forth and passed around. At the fourth pass, Noss said he needed to take a leak. He got up from his perch on a flat rock and walked several yards from the campsite.


  When he finished his business, he stood rooted to the ground, washed in the light of the partial moon, and stared up at Victorio Peak which loomed above him, its base only a few dozen yards away. For several minutes Noss regarded the mountain as if it were somehow destined to fit into some plan. Finally, he turned and rejoined those at the fire.


  At night as the temperature dropped, the contracting rock of the adjacent mountain issued loud, cracking noises that sounded like gunshots. The peak, known to only a few dozen people at most, was only a few years away from becoming a major character in the growing, expanding drama of the greatest treasure discovery in history.


  Victorio Peak dominated that portion of the basin. It would come to dominate the lives of Doc and Ova Noss.



 
  CHAPTER 2 The Peak


  THE CAMPERS ROSE BEFORE DAWN ON NOVEMBER 7, PREPARED AND ATE a quick breakfast, then made ready to set out on the hunt. The morning was cool, jackets were donned, and a few stole some bit of warmth from the dwindling campfire. As the hopeful hunters moved away to their designated sites, Noss stated he was going to climb Victorio Peak to get an overview of the area, perhaps locate a deer herd or two. As the others departed the campsite and as Ova busied herself with the dishes, Noss headed for the peak.


  If the quest for the treasure believed to lie within Victorio Peak were a saga, the mountain itself would have a starring role. It was, and is, a mountain of mystery and intrigue—one that, according to Indians and Mexicans, carries a curse, and one that represents not only hope but also obstacle and challenge. Mountains were featured heavily in the Bible; they appear more often than not in tales of adventure and lost treasure and have long lured the daring and strong of heart, inviting any and all to try to conquer them.


  In the context of the San Andres Mountains, Victorio Peak is one such featured landform. Though its 480-foot height from the basin floor falls far short of rivaling the Everests, the Rainiers, and the Matterhorns, she nevertheless calls out to the explorer, the risk-taker, the treasure hunter. Victorio Peak is a siren, and a slayer.


  Because of its premier role in one of America’s greatest treasure mysteries, it is important to understand its characteristics. Victorio Peak rises above the desert floor of Hembrillo Basin in the San Andres Mountain range of New Mexico. It was once described by a writer as “sombrero shaped,” though a fertile imagination is required to perceive such a form. Its elevation is listed as 5,525 feet above sea level. The ridges surrounding the basin stretch nearly 6,000 feet in elevation.
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  The San Andres range is long and relatively narrow, running north–south for seventy-five miles and averaging ten miles for its east–west width. Hembrillo Basin is approximately in the middle of the range. The peak is five miles east of the western boundary of White Sands Missile Range and almost directly west of the White Sands Space Harbor. The Spanish named it Soledad Peak; soledad means “solitude” and “loneliness,” and the nearby Mexican residents generally referred to Soledad Peak as the “lonely place.” Early visitors to this part of the mountain range called it enchanted.


  Until around the 1960s, the mountain had been known to most as Victoria Peak, not Victorio. The US Army originally, and mistakenly, spelled it this way. Embarrassingly, a number of New Mexico historians who should have known better spelled it the same way, with an a. All assumed, illogically, that the peak had been named after Queen Victoria. It took Howard Bryan, a feature writer for the Albuquerque Tribune, to straighten out the mistake. The peak was named after Apache chief Victorio (see chapter 10 for details).


  Hembrillo Basin is also misnamed. There is no such word as hembrillo in the Spanish language, and some believe it is a corruption of membrillo, a term used for the quince, a tree with a small berry that is found in the area.


  Historically, Hembrillo Basin remained a remote location and was somewhat difficult to get into. Before roads were carved onto the landscape, one had to cross rugged and forbidding terrain to reach it, and once there had to deal with the Apaches who inhabited the area.


  Immediately to the west lies the vast Jornada del Muerto, the Spanish term for the “Journey of the Dead” or the “Dead Man’s Route.” The Jornada runs about ninety miles long from north to south and is about forty-five miles wide. It has been characterized as waterless, barren, and dangerous. During the early settlement phases of this part of New Mexico, few traveled the Jornada by design. Other than the Apaches, it was generally avoided. From the 1600s through the 1800s, trading caravans, mail wagons, and travelers snaked their way across the rough, arid, and forbidding expanse. Knowledgeable travelers made arrangements for an armed escort. Those who didn’t often paid the penalty by falling prey to Victorio and others. To the east of the San Andres Mountains lies an almost equally barren landscape dominated by aridity and difficult terrain.


  Through a portion of the arid waste of the Jornada ran El Camino Real, the old Spanish caravan route. Despite the aridity-related hazards, as well as the potential Apache depredation, it was chosen for travel because the Jornada’s relatively hard substrate of gravel and caliche provided better support for the heavily loaded wagons than did the softer ground of the Rio Grande valley. Surprisingly, the principal hazards associated with the Jornada del Muerto, other than Indians, were not related to aridity but rather flash floods.


  The San Andres Mountains, though a harsh environment, offered a bit of respite from the surrounding desert, and Hembrillo Basin was considerably less rugged than much of the rest of the range. A handful of springs could be found throughout the basin, and vegetation such as yucca, ocotillo, mesquite, creosote bush, jimsonweed, grama grass, prickly pear, and century plant were common. Piñon trees were encountered. Animal life throughout the San Andres Mountains included deer, antelope, coyotes, bobcats, badgers, skunks, porcupines, kangaroo rats, cottontails, jack-rabbits, coatis, rattlesnakes, lizards, hawks, mockingbirds, sparrows, and doves. Animal life in the Hembrillo Basin was, and is, nowhere near as plentiful as throughout the rest of the range. Some claim this is because the basin is haunted.
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  Regarding the notion that Victorio Peak and Hembrillo Basin are inhabited by spirits, an Apache legend relates that on occasion strange lights are seen dancing along the rim of the basin at night. In spite of such tales, this area has been occupied from time to time by goat and cattle ranchers whose livestock seemed to thrive on the various grasses found in the region.


  During the summer, the desert heat can be oppressive in Hembrillo Basin. During the winter, harsh freezing winds from the west and northwest become constricted and more intense on entering the basin, a condition called the Venturi effect. The cold, whistling wind caused anyone inhabiting or traveling through the basin to take shelter.


  Victorio Peak, along with the immediate area, was allegedly sacred to Comanches, Apaches, and some say Yaquis. Though Yaquis are associated primarily with Mexico, some researchers have suggested that they once occupied southern Arizona. The border between Arizona and New Mexico lies a bit over one hundred miles west of Victorio Peak. Hembrillo Basin often served as a campground and apparently at least a temporary home to earlier, primitive Indians not yet precisely identified. A somewhat tenuous association with the peak and the Aztecs has been made by some. The homeland for the Aztecs ranges from central to southern Mexico, but it has been documented that they made occasional journeys into the American Southwest to harvest semiprecious stones such as turquoise and garnet.


  During the mid to late 1800s, the San Andres Mountains were the occasional home to members of the Mescalero Apache. The Ninth Cavalry of the United States Army applied the current and most often used appellation to the peak after being defeated by Apache war chief Victorio in a battle that took place at the base of the mountain over a two-day period. Though known primarily as guerrilla fighters, the Apaches constructed rock fortifications that assisted them in standing off the repeated cavalry attacks. Remains of these fortifications can still be seen today.
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  Less than a mile from Victorio Peak is a rock that has scratched upon its surface what some experts believe is Ogham script. Ogham is an early medieval alphabet related to an ancient Irish language. Its presence in New Mexico suggests pre-Columbian visitation by Europeans. Once a theory, this notion has been gaining some acceptance as more and more evidence for such comes to the fore. Similar sites have been found in other areas of this mountain range. It is believed that the site near Victorio Peak, as well as at least one other, has a Celtic name on it in the Gaelic language. It has been established that the writing occurred between AD 600 and 800. One translation has the writings claiming the land for its metallic ore.


  Pictographs identified as having a Spanish origin have been found in the region and dated to the mid-1700s, a time of Spanish exploration in the American Southwest. In 1994 members of an organization called the Ova Noss Family Partnership (ONFP) found Spanish pictograph maps 180 feet inside the peak. These have also been dated to the early to mid-1700s. This gives rise to the notion that the Spanish may have conducted some mining activities at or near the peak. It has also been suggested that any gold or other precious ore found here was originally mined elsewhere by Spaniards and moved to this location. More about this later.


  A word about geology. The San Andres Mountains, of which Hembrillo Basin and Victorio Peak are part, are composed of sedimentary strata running north and south between the Tularosa Basin on the east and the Jornada del Muerto on the west.


  The Hembrillo Basin is primarily made up of Paleozoic sedimentary rock estimated to be 290 million years old. This includes shales, sandstones, limestones, and reef material. Back then this area was under a shallow sea known as the Virgilian Basin. It was a swampy tropical lowland with shallow, brackish water. During a period when the sea rose, a reef grew in certain areas. Reef material, in fact, caps Victorio Peak as a result of the previous overburden and surrounding material being eroded away over the millennia. Because the sea was so shallow, both marine and terrestrial and plant fossils have been found on the peak.


  A thick series of what has been identified as Pennsylvanian-aged formations were uplifted by regional faulting, forming the Tularosa Valley and the steep escarpments of the facing range. The Pennsylvanian age ranged from roughly 300 to 323 million years ago. The western slopes of the range dip away in a pattern of gentle cuesta slopes. Hembrillo Canyon, now located within the boundaries of White Sands Missile Range, bisects the San Andres Mountains in an east–west direction. Victorio Peak is in the intermontane drainage basin of this canyon.


  The upper massif of Victorio Peak is a remnant bioherm reef island of dolomitic limestone 170 feet thick. A bioherm is a reef built from a variety of marine invertebrates including corals, mollusks, and echinoderms. The reef cap is filled with numerous fissures and cracks. The largest east–west fissure (called the Noss fissure) is adjacent to a fault-emplaced diorite dike. A bed of water-soluble limestone contains small solution cavities and cave coral typical of surficial limestone formations. The soluble limestone bed and the permeable sandstone and shale beneath it, which dip ten to twenty degrees to the west, accumulate rainwater which feeds nearby springs such as Upper Hembrillo Spring located at the southeastern base of the peak.


  The principal structural feature of Victorio Peak that attracts geological interest is the east–west oriented diorite dike which essentially divides the mountain in half. Diorite is a type of rock formed from cooled magma. A dike is a landform generated by liquid magma being forced under pressure into a crack or fissure in the earth’s crust. The magma eventually cools, and what is left is a vertical sheet of rock that can be many miles long and several feet thick.


  The intrusion of the dike resulted in deep block-faulting and the numerous fissures in the capping dolomitic limestone. The dike is six to ten feet wide in most places and as much as twenty-five feet wide in others, nearly vertical, and has been described as being composed of a hornblende-andesite. It is the only volcanic-related rock in the immediate vicinity.


  Trace quantities of gold have been found in the sandstones of Victorio Peak. Studies have suggested that it is unlikely that the legendary gold found at the peak was mined and smelted from ores within the mountain or anywhere in Hembrillo Basin.


  While the area around Victorio Peak does not, in the minds of many geologists, appear to yield great amounts of gold, this precious metal has been found in impressive quantities at locations nearby. Six of the richest gold mines in the history of New Mexico, in fact, are located within seventy-five miles of Victorio Peak: the Organ Mountains, the Jicarilla Mountains, Nogal, White Oaks, Hillsboro, and Rosedale.


  In addition to the passageway down which Doc Noss climbed, which was formed as a result of a fault, there were at least five other alleged entrances, perhaps six, according to Noss, all located at or near the base of the peak. Legend claims there were a total of seven. These were seemingly all-natural cave entrances, not excavated mine shafts, and the consensus is that they were covered over or otherwise obscured on purpose to prevent entrance to the main cavern inside the peak.


  It has been documented that when Spanish miners were forced to abandon an area for a period of time, they concealed the entrances to their mines by generating small landslides. Visitors to Hembrillo Basin and Victorio Peak during the 1920s and 1930s claimed that there were ancient trails leading up to the presumed cave entrances from the surrounding countryside. Noss said that from inside the cavern he located natural lateral passageways that apparently led to the outside, but that they were blocked with huge logs. He once took a winch into the cave in a futile effort to dislodge some of the logs.


  Caves that are visible in the mountains adjacent to Victorio Peak tend to be small and insignificant. According to Doc Noss, however, the cavern inside Victorio Peak was large. Geophysicist Lambert Dolphin explained that Victorio Peak is quite different from others nearby because of the bisecting diorite dike running through the mountain.


  The sedimentary beds of limestone, sandstone, and shale extend only partway up the mountain. The top is crowned with a massive bed of dolomitic limestone measuring 175 feet thick near what has been termed the “Upper Noss Shaft.”


  The San Andres Mountains, of which Victorio Peak is a part, were uplifted and tilted in ancient times. The mountains dip ten to fifteen degrees to the west. The underlying sedimentary beds were once part of a level inland seafloor. Later, sudden floods added sands and muds to the total deposits, more than six thousand feet deep in places. More time passed, a shallow sea returned, and the climate evolved into a warmer epoch favorable for the growing of coral reefs. The area of Victorio Peak gradually acquired a capping limestone reef as a result of the deposit of countless corals and other marine organisms.


  The inland sea eventually dried up entirely, leaving only beds of mineral salts such as the famous, and unique, White Sands National Monument, an expanse of gypsum sands located twenty-two miles to the southeast of Hembrillo Basin. Later, a movement along a large fault separated Victorio Peak from what is now Geronimo Peak. Today, the two mountains are more than one thousand feet apart.


  A handful of skeptics, as well as spokesmen for the United States Army, insist that Doc Noss made up the story of encountering a cave inside Victorio Peak, that it did not exist. Ground radar results from a 1990 expedition, however, revealed the existence of a large cavern inside the mountain, at or near the base and beginning some 350 to 400 feet from the summit. Newer radar equipment that was constructed for the ONFP search project in 1990 allowed investigators to see the cave system from dozens of locations all across the peak. As a result, it was discovered that, though the cavern was not as deep as previously suspected, it did exist. According to the radar survey, it apparently lies 150 feet beneath the surface in the northwest quadrant of the peak.


  Investigators pointed out that the underlying beds of Victorio Peak, while dipping generally toward the west, form a syncline under the northwest quadrant below the pinnacle reef limestone. This means that rain and melted snow infiltration and percolation related to the dissolution of the soluble limestone could indeed carve out a cavern under the reef in this basin. Evidence also shows that the northwest quadrant of Victorio Peak had collapsed in the past, fracturing the pinnacle reef with long, narrow cracks and crevices. These passageways show up on ground-penetrating radar, and many believe some of them may allow access to the cavern. It was through one of these fractures that Doc Noss entered the cavern from the top of the peak.


  The 1990 ONFP ground radar survey initially yielded a database of nearly five hundred individual radar returns, all of which were manually scaled from oscilloscope Polaroid photographs. This information led to sketches of the location of the main cavern.


  At first glance, Victorio Peak appears to be just another elevation in a range containing dozens of pinnacles. On deep inspection, however, this mountain reveals a unique complexity and personality. It is a mountain with numerous openings, most of which lead to a large and curious cavern deep inside, a cavern that may well have contained a treasure greater than the wealth of some countries.


  Over the years, Victorio Peak also assumed an identity as a mountain associated with a number of mysteries. A few of these mysteries have been solved, but the answers to many others have thus far eluded the best of investigators. Elusive though they are, the mysteries, and the mountain, continue to tempt.



 
  CHAPTER 3 Doc Noss


  DOC NOSS TOLD HIS HUNTING COMPANIONS THAT HE WAS GOING TO climb Victorio Peak to get a higher-altitude look at the nearby spring and see if there were any deer nearby. The spring was a short, easy walk from the campsite and ascending the peak seemed unnecessary, not to mention a wasted expenditure of energy. To a veteran deer hunter, this would seem an odd choice to make. Few would be willing to climb a steep 480-foot mountain just to get a view of something that could be obtained by a simple walk partway around the base of the mountain.


  Doc Noss likely had another reason to scale Victorio Peak. It was learned decades later that he carried a map on his hike, and once near the top, referred to it from time to time as though searching for something.


  Carrying his rifle and accompanied by his dog, Noss undertook the climb. The spring Noss wanted to observe could have been viewed from several vantage points along the slope of the peak without going all the way to the top, but it was to the summit that Noss made his way. As he neared the apex, a light rain began to fall, and his thoughts were on something other than deer.


  Not only is it important to understand the characteristics, geology, and history of Victorio Peak to better appreciate its role in one of the greatest treasure mysteries ever, but it is likewise important, even fundamental, to comprehend and appreciate the character, personality, and role of Doc Noss, the man credited by many with finding what was likely the largest treasure cache in North America.


  According to his wife, Ova, Milton Ernest “Doc” Noss was born in Taloga, Oklahoma. She claimed he was three-eighths Cheyenne, the other five-eighths reputedly German. Doc himself alluded to the notion that he was two-thirds Cheyenne, yet occasionally told others he was three-quarters. Still others insisted Noss was part Cherokee. On several occasions, Doc claimed that his real father was Tom Starr, the noted Oklahoma outlaw. Starr was a Cherokee. Among the things Doc was known for all of his life, lying ranked near the top.


  Doc Noss’s birth date has been listed as July 3, 1905. It is known that his father spelled the surname Knauss, but for reasons unknown, Doc always used the Noss spelling, although at times he employed Nos and Moss. Doc and Ova moved to New Mexico in the 1930s following a brief stay in Wellington, Texas.


  Doc Noss was regarded by most as a handsome man. He was described as tall and stood ramrod straight, and had bronze skin and “alert blue eyes.” Author Henry James wrote that Doc could “charm a bird out of a bush.” It was said he spoke a passable Spanish. Doc’s acquaintances stated that he claimed he could speak five languages. It was also stated that he disliked white people and that he seldom, if ever, trusted anyone, not even his wife. Months later when he recovered some gold ingots and re-cached them, he never revealed any of the locations, not even to Ova.
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  It was said that Noss did not possess much education. On occasion, Ova denied these reports and claimed that he was not only well educated but licensed as a chiropodist, a person professionally qualified to treat minor disorders of the feet. On other occasions, she was quoted as saying Doc did not have much education at all.


  Others identified Doc Noss as a podiatrist. The New Lexicon Webster’s Dictionary describes chiropodist and podiatrist as essentially the same thing. When asked where Doc went to school to obtain his chiropodist education and license, Ova replied that she did not know. As though such a question was of little importance to her, she added that even Doc himself did not know where he was educated. This is indeed unusual and curious and provides a bit of insight into these two odd people.


  The notion has been advanced, and most believe, that Noss purchased a mail-order degree, if that. Regardless of his qualifications, formally or informally or none at all, he practiced chiropody in a number of towns in Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico. He rarely treated anything more serious than sprained ankles and ingrown toenails.


  Mining engineer Gordon Herkenhoff described Noss as being “swarthy, well-built . . . standing about five feet, ten inches tall, and very friendly.” Those who knew and remembered Noss offered a variety of opinions. According to Howard Bryan, a feature writer for the Albuquerque Tribune, some referred to Noss as a gentle, honest man who loved the outdoors and hunted and fished at every opportunity. Others remembered him chiefly as a liar and a drunk who spent much of his time drinking and engaging in barroom brawls. Evidence that has accumulated over the years lends considerable support to the latter description.


  Noss was, in fact, well known as a heavy drinker and prone to getting drunk often. According to attorney Phil Koury, he often “tested the patience of law enforcement officers” in the New Mexico towns of Las Cruces, Hot Springs, and Hatch. Noss often instigated barroom fights, and on occasion waved a handgun in the faces of imagined adversaries. He was arrested numerous times for drunk and disorderly behavior and received a handful of convictions.


  Noss also had a reputation of being untrustworthy. Many who knew him insisted that he dreamed up the entire story of a treasure cache in a New Mexico bar one night as a scheme to sell phony gold bricks to unsuspecting victims and to get people to invest in his treasure “discovery.”


  It was generally agreed that Doc Noss possessed a mercurial personality in the sense that he could be witty and charming one moment and enraged and threatening the next.


  A Federal Bureau of Investigation report states that while Doc Noss was living in Wellington, Texas, with Ova and her children from a previous marriage, he was arrested on June 2, 1934, on charges of theft and practicing medicine without a license. He jumped bail and fled to New Mexico.


  On arriving at the town of Hot Springs (now Truth or Consequences), New Mexico, Noss, according to Ova, got a job as a “bone setter” at Carrie Tingley Hospital. She said he also practiced chiropody in a private office on Foch Street. Hot Springs was not populated with people who had much money, and more often than not, Noss bartered his services for garden vegetables, wild game, and eggs.


  In 1935 Noss served a short sentence in a New Mexico penitentiary as a result of his guilty plea to a charge of “insulting while armed.” District Judge James B. McGhee sentenced him to a six-to-nine-month term. He was released after four months by Governor Clyde Tingley in response to a parole application. In his statement, Noss explained the circumstances of his conviction. He said that he had gone to Roswell on a fishing trip vacation and had stopped at a beer parlor on July 11 operated by a “Mrs. Joe Ann.” Noss said he drank four glasses of wine and was under the influence when the crime occurred.


  Noss wrote, “I do not remember what I said to Mrs. Joe Ann after I drunken the wine in her beer garden. The weapon I had on myself at the time I had for my personal protection. I also had in my pocket a deputy sheriff commission issued to me from Sheriff Lopez of Santa Fe County, New Mexico.” In response to other questions on his parole application, Noss wrote that he was a chiropodist, had a tenth-grade education, and had never been convicted of a crime before or had served a jail sentence. Asked if he was, or ever had been, addicted to the use of liquor, he replied, “Yes.” Noss was released on the condition that he leave New Mexico. He traveled to Pecos, Texas, where he claimed he practiced as a foot doctor.


  Noss’s FBI report records a series of minor offenses from 1933 to 1945. The reports consist mostly of drunk driving and disorderly arrests in the New Mexico towns of Hot Springs, Las Cruces, Alamogordo, and Hobbs, as well as El Paso, Texas. In 1939 Noss was living with common-law wife Ova and two stepchildren on North Eighth Street in Albuquerque.


  In 1944 Noss was fined fifty dollars by US Judge Colin Nesbitt on his plea of guilty to a charge of impersonating a federal officer or employee, and falsely detaining A. K. Baracat of Amarillo, Texas.


  The FBI report on file at the state prison bears the notation that Noss was suspected of “operating a confidence racket in connection with the old Gold Brick and Gold Mine Swindle and Buried Treasure Scheme.” Noss, however, was never charged with this offense. The suspicions were apparently aroused in connection with his activity at Victorio Peak.


  In many ways, the colorful Doc Noss was a contradiction, a conundrum. On the one hand, he was, from all available evidence, in possession of a fortune in gold ingots and artifacts, goods that he was forced to peddle on the black market for pennies on the dollar because of the Gold Reserve Act of 1934, which made private ownership of gold a crime. On the other hand, he was soliciting donations and investments to finance additional diggings into Victorio Peak.



 
  CHAPTER 4 The Opening


  SLIGHTLY WINDED AND SOMEWHAT EXHAUSTED FROM THE CLIMB, AND somewhat sluggish from the bout of drinking the previous night, Doc Noss finally reached the top of Victorio Peak. What happened next comes primarily from accounts related by Ova Noss.


  On completing his climb, Noss sat down to rest and looked around the area. He was seated near a volcanic dike formation that bisected the peak, one that could be seen for miles cutting across the basin toward the east. After a few moments, the rain increased in intensity, and Noss looked around for a place of shelter. He made his way over to a large rock, under which he planned to wait out the storm.


  According to a version of the story related years later by his wife, Noss had settled into a comfortable position beneath an overhang when he noticed a nearby opening in the rock. On inspection, he saw that it was an entrance to a vertical passageway that appeared to lead straight down into the mountain. A different version of this discovery, also related by Ova, had Doc noticing a large rock that appeared to have been placed where it was to cover an opening. With difficulty, Doc rolled the rock aside and spotted the portal to a passageway that appeared to extend deep into the mountain.


  One of Noss’s hunting partners was a man named R. K. Coker. Coker was seventeen years old at the time of the trip to Hembrillo Canyon. Years later when he was interviewed at his home in Rosemoor, California, Coker stated that “Doc knew where the spring was and he knew the deer would come down to the water, so he was sitting at the top of the peak and waiting for the deer.” According to Coker’s recollection, Noss told him that while he was waiting at the top of the peak, he felt a breeze come up and fan his pant leg. The breeze, it was explained, was coming out from under a rock. Noss moved the rock and discovered the opening to the passageway that led down into the interior of the peak.


  Unmindful of the rain, Noss walked over and peered into the opening. It was a natural crevice, a large crack in the mountain as a result of a fault. In truth, the fault ran from the top of the peak to the bottom. Noss saw that a portion of the fault had been partially excavated by human hands some time in the past, probably to allow for easier passage, and that the excavation appeared to be very old. Deeper into the hole almost at the limit of the available light, he spotted a wooden pole with hand- and footholds carved into it. The fault ranged from fourteen inches to five feet wide.


  Some who claimed to have known Doc Noss well insist that, prior to this visit to Victorio Peak, he was in possession of some information pertaining to a potential treasure hidden inside the mountain, and that his purpose for being there was not to hunt deer at all but to act on that information. Others have stated that Noss had been to the peak on at least one previous occasion in the company of a Yaqui, later identified as a man named Leno Carriego.


  Regardless of his reasons for being at the top of Victorio Peak or how the opening was discovered, the supposedly curious Noss leaned his rifle against a nearby rock and lowered himself through the opening into the passageway, his feet searching for and finding small indentations in the uneven wall. After proceeding some twenty feet from the opening, he entered a “room-like chamber.” He spotted signs that suggested it had been used in the past as a shelter. At his feet he spotted a two-by-three-and-a-half-foot, two-to-three-inch-thick flat stone that appeared to have been set in place for a purpose. After brushing away some of the rock debris and dirt from its perimeter, he gripped the edge of the stone and lifted it. Beneath it, the passageway continued deeper into the mountain. From below came a gentle current of musty, cool air, suggesting to Noss that a cavern might exist.


  Noss examined this new passageway and noted that, though rugged, its walls proved to have natural foot- and handholds that could allow descent. As tempted as he was to explore further, he decided to return to the surface. He had no source of light to accompany his descent into the passageway, and he also considered ropes might be necessary to make further progress. Back out of the crevice and at the top of the peak, Noss noted that the rain had stopped. Retrieving his rifle, he picked his slow way down the mountain and back to the campsite.


  That evening after dinner, Noss suggested to his wife that they go for a walk, that he had something important to tell her. When they were a significant distance from the others, Noss told Ova what he had found near the top of the peak and instructed her to refrain from telling the others. He told her he wanted to return to the peak and investigate further but didn’t want anyone else to know. Together, the two made plans for a return trip in order to examine and explore the mysterious opening in the mountain.



 

  CHAPTER 5 Ova Noss


  SECOND ONLY TO DOC NOSS IN THE CONSTANTLY CHANGING, EVOLVING, and always dramatic cast of characters associated with the mysterious treasure of Victorio Peak, but no less important in the long run, was his wife, Ova.


  She was born Ova Coltrup in 1895 in the tiny community of Saffordville, Kansas, not far from the town of Great Bend. She was the second youngest of seven children and one of two girls. Ova stated her father, John Coltrup, was a lawyer and for a time was a state judge, but no records have ever been located to substantiate her claim. Ova was described by an acquaintance as “tough as a steer’s horn and durable as a cactus.” Others, attempting a kinder description, said she was a bit “rough around the edges.” One writer described Ova Noss as having “an intemperate and precarious disposition” and “was not easy to be around.” For the sake of balance, however, it is a truth that others have found Ova to be “charming” in an unrefined sort of way.


  In 1918 Ova married Roy Beckwith. She was twenty-three. Beckwith held a job as a “railroad freighthouse worker.” The two met while she was playing piano for dances throughout Oklahoma. Beckwith courted her and she finally agreed to marry him. Together they had four children—Letha, Dorothy, Marvin, and Harold. Ova and Roy spent most of their eleven years of married life in Tonkawa, Oklahoma. In 1929, they divorced.


  Following the split from Roy Beckwith, Ova moved with her children to Oklahoma City, where she met Doc Noss. Noss was earning his living there as a foot doctor, though no record exists indicating he possessed any legitimate credentials for a medical practice. Ova arrived at his office one day for treatment of a foot infection. They dated for a time before Noss proposed marriage. According to Ova, the two were wed in Sayre, Oklahoma, in 1931, though this marriage has never been verified. Some who knew Ova said she and Noss were never formally married and that she was Noss’s wife by common law. Regardless, Ova claimed she and Doc Noss “had a wonderful life . . . he treated me good.” Ova was ten years older than Doc.
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  Ova denied that Doc ever went on drunken sprees, as had often been described to her by friends. Making excuses for him, she claimed that from time to time Doc became frustrated when he was having difficulty bringing up the treasure and would “stay on a drunk for days . . . just mad at the world.”


  Because of the inconsistencies relative to Ova’s story of the marriage to Doc, as well as other topics, friends often stated that she was prone to exaggerate. Some thought she had mental problems. Terry Delonas, Ova’s grandson, was quoted in the Alamogordo Daily News as saying, “We never thought she was crazy. She told these stories [about Victorio Peak and the treasure] so many times and in such detail. I believe she had almost total recall.”


  Ova’s tales of the treasure being brought out of the cavern at Victorio Peak have, in fact, been verified on a number of occasions. As youngsters, two of her children—Letha and Marvin Beckwith—stated that they waited with Ova at the top of the peak while Doc brought out gold ingots.


  Ova went by the nickname “Babe.” She claimed to have been educated, but never explained to what degree or where, even when asked. It appears unlikely that she ever received more than a high school education, if that. Many admired her devotion to her cause and her unwillingness to back down. Others found her unrefined and possessing few social graces. An examination of letters written by Ova indicates a poor command of the English language. In filmed interviews, she manifested poor grammar and the occasional incorrect use of a word.


  Regardless of Ova Noss’s somewhat unrefined manner, she remained committed to the notion of the existence of the Victorio Peak treasure and dedicated much of her life trying to recover it. In time, Ova gained international fame and was widely recognized in the limited world of lost treasure devotees, all of it related to Victorio Peak. Her identity became tied to the mountain.



 
  CHAPTER 6 The Treasure Cavern


  TWO WEEKS AFTER DOC NOSS LOCATED THE OPENING TO A FISSURE AT the top of Victorio Peak, he and Ova returned to the same campsite. With what little money he possessed, Noss purchased a flashlight, some rope, and an over-the-shoulder canvas bag. After setting up camp, the two made their way up to the top of the peak. Doc relocated the opening, then tied the rope off to a nearby boulder, offered a parting word to Ova, and lowered himself into the dark passageway. He carried a single flashlight.


  The descent was slow and dangerous. After an hour of making his way down the steep and sometimes rather narrow passageway, Noss grew exhausted and stopped often to rest. He had not reached bottom and was unable to determine how far he had to go to do so. He pushed on. After negotiating sixty feet of what he described as particularly difficult descent, Noss came to what he later referred to as a “large room.” With his flash-light he scanned the wall and found a number of what he described as “Indian drawings,” some of which were carved into the rock and others which were painted.


  According to Ova, she and Doc returned to Victorio Peak a number of times over the next several weeks. With each visit, Doc descended ever deeper into the passageway, attempting only a few yards at a time. His return to the top, she said, was always exhausting and dangerous. Nearly six months passed before Doc was able to descend the entire length of the fissure, finally arriving in what he also referred to as a “large room” in March or April 1938.


  From the large room, the passageway continued downward at a steep angle for another 125 feet, where it leveled out. After what seemed like more than two hours of crawling, sliding, and scrambling, all with a great expenditure of effort, Noss paused to rest for a few minutes. Somewhat refreshed, he followed this passageway and eventually arrived at a large natural cavern deep inside the limestone portion of the mountain. Noss described it as large enough “to run a freight train into” and noted that it had several smaller “rooms” along one side of it. He also stated that an ice-cold underground stream wound its way across the floor of the cavern.
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  After a few paces into this dark cavern, Noss stumbled over something. When he focused his flashlight on the object, he was stunned to discover it was a skeleton. On closer inspection, he saw that the wrists had been bound behind its back. Before leaving this chamber, Noss claimed he encountered a total of twenty-seven skeletons, all bound, and most of them secured to stakes that had been driven into the floor of the cave. (Years later, Ova revised this description, stating that Doc told her the bones were scattered across the floor of the cavern and the only way that he could determine the number was by counting the skulls.)


  In one of the smaller rooms, Noss claimed he found an old Wells, Fargo chest and a stack of items including muskets, swords and scabbards (one dated 1798), a silver knife (dated 1579), other knives, coins, and jewels. Here he also found a box that contained a number of letters, the most recent dated 1880. Next to the stack of letters was a large pile of rotted leather packs, each of which contained gold nuggets. Noss later commented that it would take sixty mules to transport all of the gold in the packs.


  Noss stuffed several of the gold coins and some of the jewels into his pockets. As he further explored the cavern, Ova related that Doc told her he chanced upon what he thought were bars of pig iron “stacked like cordwood.” Pig iron is impure iron usually obtained directly from a blast furnace. He counted 1,600 of them. Somewhere nearby he heard the sound of a trickling stream.


  During this trip into the cavern, as well as subsequent ones, Noss said he found silver ingots, the skeleton of a red-haired priest seated in a wooden chair, wooden crates filled with clothing including items of fine silk, two ancient bull-hide bellows, and several forges. The latter two items were found near a small smelter, along with some ingot molds and a stack of firewood, presumably used as fuel for the smelter. He saw large kettles which he assumed were used for smelting the ore.


  Noss also found caskets, stone jars
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