
M a r y  A u s t i n

The story of Southern California has always been a story of land and
water: the conflict between the drive to develop a desert terrain and the
need to conserve diminishing water resources. In “The Land,” originally
published as the first story in her collection Lost Borders (1909), Mary
Austin (1868– 1934) captures the unforgiving nature of the physical land-
scape upon which the elaborately enticing superstructures of California
are built. Austin drew on firsthand experience. Raised in Illinois, she
moved west at the age of twenty, homesteaded near Fort Tejon, and settled
for a time in the Owens Valley, some 250 miles northeast of Los Angeles;
later, she opposed the notorious scheme by which the city diverted water
from the valley, a process that led to the destruction of many farming com-
munities. Her 1917 novel The Ford dramatizes the valley’s fate, although
oddly Austin changed the setting to Northern California. Austin’s prolific
literary output encompassed novels, memoirs, poetry, and religious writ-
ings, and she maintained an energetic correspondence with figures as
varied as Sinclair Lewis, Isadora Duncan, H. G. Wells, Theodore Roo-
sevelt, and Marianne Moore.

T H E  L A N D

When the Paiute nations broke westward through the Sierra
wall they cut off a remnant of the Shoshones, and forced

them south as far as Death Valley and the borders of the Mojaves,
they penned the Washoes in and around Tahoe, and passing
between these two, established themselves along the snow-fed
Sierra creeks. And this it was proper they should do, for the root of
their name-word is Pah, meaning water, to distinguish them from
their brothers the Utes of the Great Basin.

In time they passed quite through the saw-cut cañons by Kern
and Kings rivers and possessed all the east slope of the San
Joaquin, but chiefly they settled by small clans and family groups
where the pines leave off and the sage begins and the desert abuts
on the great Sierra fault. On the northeast they touched the extreme
flanks of the Utes, and with them and the southerly tribes swept a
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wide arc about that region of mysterious desertness of which you
shall presently hear more particularly.

The boundaries between the tribes and between the clans within
the tribe were plainly established by natural landmarks—peaks, hill-
crests, creeks, and chains of water-holes—beginning at the foot of
the Sierra and continuing eastward past the limit of endurable exis-
tence. Out there, a week’s journey from everywhere, the land was
not worth parcelling off, and the boundaries which should logically
have been continued until they met the cañon of the Colorado ran
out in foolish wastes of sand and inextricable disordered ranges.
Here you have the significance of the Indian name for that country—
Lost Borders. And you can always trust Indian names to express to
you the largest truth about any district in the shortest phrases.

But there is more in the name than that. For law runs with the
boundary, not beyond it; it is as fast to the given landmarks as a
limpet to its scar on the rock. I am convinced most men make law
for the comfortable feel of it, defining them to themselves; they
shoulder along like blindworms, rearing against restrictions, turn-
ing thereward for security as climbing plants to the warmth of a
nearing wall. They pinch themselves with regulations to make sure
of being sentient, and organize within organizations.

Out there, then, where the law and the landmarks fail together,
the souls of little men fade out at the edges, leak from them as water
from wooden pails warped asunder.

Out there where the borders of conscience break down, where
there is no convention, and behavior is of little account except as it
gets you your desire, almost anything might happen; does happen,
in fact, though I shall have trouble making you believe it. Out there
where the boundary of soul and sense is as faint as a trail in a sand-
storm, I have seen things happen that I do not believe myself. That
is what you are to expect in a country where the names mean some-
thing. Ubehebe, Pharanagat, Resting Springs, Dead Man’s Gulch,
Funeral Mountains—these beckon and allure. There is always a
tang of reality about them like the smart of wood smoke to the eyes,
that warns of neighboring fires.

Riding throughby theknown trails, the senses are obsessedby the
coil of a huge and senselessmonotony; straight,white, blinding, alkali
flats, forsaken mesas; skimpy shrubs growing little and less, starved
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knees of hills sticking out above them; black clots of pines high upon
rubbishymountain-heads—days and days of this, as ifNature herself
had obscured themedium to escape you in her secret operations.

One might travel weeks on end and not come on any place or
occasion whereby men may live, and drop suddenly into close hives
of them digging, jostling, drinking, lusting, and rejoicing. Every
story of that country is colored by the fashion of the life there, break-
ing up in swift, passionate intervals between long, dun stretches, like
the land that out of hot sinks of desolation heaves up great bulks of
granite ranges with opal shadows playing in their shining, snow-
piled curves. Out there beyond the borders are the Shivering
Dunes, heaps upon heaps of blinding sand all acrawl in the wind,
drifting and reforming with a faint, stridulent rustle, and black, wall-
sided box-cañons that give the stars at midday, scored over with pic-
ture-writings of a forgotten race. There are lakes there of a pellucid
clearness like ice, closed over with man-deep crystals of pure salt.
Long Tom Bassit told me a story of one of these which he had from a
man who saw it. It was of an emigrant train all out of its reckoning,
laboring in a long, hollow trough of desolation between waterless
high ranges, arriving at such a closed salt-pit, too much spent to go
around it and trusting the salt crust to hold under their racked wag-
ons and starveling teams. But when they had come near the middle
of the lake, the salt thinned out abruptly, and, the forward rank of
the party breaking through, the bodies were caught under the saline
slabs and not all of them recovered. There was a woman among
them, and the Man-who-saw had cared—cared enough to go back
years afterward, when, after successive oven-blast summers, the salt
held solidly over all the lake, and he told Tom Bassit how, long
before he reached the point, he saw the gleam of red in the woman’s
dress, and found her at last, lying on her side, sealed in the crystal,
rising as ice rises to the surface of choked streams. Long Tomwished
me to make a story of it. I did once at a dinner, but I never got
through with it. There, about the time the candles began to burn
their shades and red track of the light on the wine-glasses barred the
cloth, with the white, disdainful shoulders and politely incredulous
faces leaning through the smoke of cigarettes, it had a garish sound.
Afterward I came across the proof of the affair in the records of the
emigrant party, but I never tried telling it again.
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That is why in all that follows I have set down what the Border-
ers thought and felt; for that you have a touchstone in your own
heart, but I should get no credit with you if I were to tell what really
became of Loring, and what happened to the man who went down
into the moaning pit of Sand Mountain.

Curiously, in that country, you can get anybody to believe any
sort of a tale that has gold in it, like the Lost Mine of Fisherman’s
Peak and the Duke o’ Wild Rose. Young Woodin brought me a pot-
sherd once from a kitchen-midden in Shoshone Land. It might have
been, for antiquity, one of those Job scraped himself withal, but it
was dotted all over with colors and specks of pure gold from the
river bed from which the sand and clay were scooped. Said he:

“You ought to find a story about this somewhere.”
I was sore then about not getting myself believed in some ele-

mentary matters, such as that horned toads are not poisonous, and
that Indians really have the bowels of compassion. Said I:

“I will do better than that, I will make a story.”
We sat out a whole afternoon under the mulberry-tree, with the

landscape disappearing in shimmering heat-waves around us, test-
ing our story for likelihood and proving it. There was an Indian
woman in the tale, not pretty, for they are mostly not that in life, and
the earthenware pot, of course, and a lost river bedded with pre-
cious sand. Afterward my friend went to hold down some claims in
the Coso country, and I north to the lake region where the red firs
are, and we told the pot-of-gold story as often as we were permitted.
One night when I had done with it, a stranger by our camp-fire said
the thing was well known in his country. I said, “Where was that?”

“Coso,” said he, and that was the first I had heard of my friend.
Next winter, at Lone Pine, a prospector from Panamint-way

wanted to know if I had ever heard of the Indian-pot Mine which
was lost out toward Pharump. I said I had a piece of the pot, which
I showed him. Then I wrote the tale for a magazine of the sort that
gets taken in camps and at miners’ boarding-houses, and several
men were at great pains to explain to me where my version varied
from the accepted one of the hills. By this time, you understand, I
had begun to believe the story myself. I had a spasm of conscience,
though, when Tennessee told me that he thought he knew the very
squaw of the story, and when the back of the winter was broken 
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he meant to make a little “pasear” in search of the lost river. But
Tennessee died before spring, and spared my confessing. Now it
only needs that some one should find another sherd of the gold-
besprinkled pot to fix the tale in the body of desert myths. Well—it
had as much fact behind it as the Gunsight, and is more interesting
than the Bryfogle, which began with the finding of a dead man,
clothless as the desert dead mostly are, with a bag of nuggets
clutched in his mummied hands.

First and last, accept no man’s statement that he knows this
Country of Lost Borders well. A great number having lost their
lives in the process of proving where it is not safe to go, it is now
possible to pass through much of the district by guide-posts and
well-known water-holes, but the best part of it remains locked, in-
violate, or at best known only to some far-straying Indian, sheep-
herder, or pocket hunter, whose account of it does not get into the
reports of the Geological Survey. But a boast of knowledge is likely
to prove as hollow as the little yellow gourds called apples of Death
Valley.

Pure desertness clings along the pits of the long valleys and the
formless beds of vanished lakes. Every hill that lifts as high as the
cloud-line has some trees upon it, and deer and bighorn to feed on
the tall, tufted, bunch grass between the boulders. In the year when
Tonopah, turning upon itself like a swarm, trickled prospectors 
all over that country from Hot Creek to the Armagosa, Indians
brought me word that the men had camped so close about the
water-holes that the bighorn died of thirst on the headlands, turned
always in the last agony toward the man-infested springs.

That is as good a pointer as any if you go waterless in the coun-
try of Lost Borders: where you find cattle dropped, skeleton or skin
dried, the heads almost invariably will be turned toward the places
where water-holes should be. But no such reminders will fend men
from its trails. This is chiefly, I am persuaded, because there is
something incomprehensible to the man-mind in the concurrence of
death and beauty. Shall the tender opal mist betray you? the airy
depth of mountain blueness, the blazonry of painted wind-scoured
buttes, the far peaks molten with the alpen glow, cooled by the ris-
ing of the velvet violet twilight tide, and the leagues and leagues of
stars? As easy for a man to believe that a beautiful woman can be
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cruel. Mind you, it is men who go mostly into the desert, who love 
it past all reasonableness, slack their ambitions, cast off old usages,
neglect their families because of the pulse and beat of a life laid bare
to its thews and sinews. Their women hate with implicitness the 
life like the land, stretching interminably whity-brown, dim and
shadowy blue hills that hem it, glimmering pale waters of mirage
that creep and crawl about its edges. There was a woman once at
Agua Hedionda—but you wouldn’t believe that either.

If the desert were a woman, I know well what like she would 
be: deep-breasted, broad in the hips, tawny, with tawny hair, great
masses of it lying smooth along her perfect curves, full lipped like a
sphinx, but not heavy-lidded like one, eyes sane and steady as the
polished jewel of her skies, such a countenance as should make men
serve without desiring her, such a largeness to her mind as should
make their sins of no account, passionate, but not necessitous,
patient—and you could not move her, no, not if you had all the 
earth to give, so much as one tawny hair’s-breadth beyond her own
desires. If you cut very deeply into any soul that has the mark of the
land upon it, you find such qualities as these—as I shall presently
prove to you.
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