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X. Buried Treasure

John Lubken is one who can remember the Lone Pine. 
Seventy years ago he was a youngster almost within 
sight of where it stood. 

John is a cattleman, a county supervisor, a bulwark 
of the community when bulwarking sometimes was 
rough business. His father, a German immigrant, built 
a little brewery at Lone Pine in 1869, when every 
commodity from "the outside" was freighted in by 
wagon two hundred miles from Los Angeles, then a 
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Up in Our Country 

the Valley between the southern outcropping of the 
Alabama Hills and the lower slopes of the Sierra. 

Shadowing the houses are three massive cottonwood 
trees, exactly as old as Mrs. Lubken. For she was born 
in 1876 and the lTee slips were brought that year from 
Missouri when the woman who then owned the ranch 
journeyed back to the Centennial Exposition at PhiJa­
delphia. 

Mrs. Lubken came to Owens Valley as a school­
teacher. Following a standard Western pattern, she 
married a rancher. 

"Only John wasn't ranching then. He was a cattle­
man," she will explain. "I was raised on a ranch and 
hated ranches. I learned to teach school so that I'd 
get clear of 'em." 

She sighed, while her rancher husband regarded her 
with twinkling eyes that looked like lapis-lazuli be­
neath his hat's broad brim. 

"And then John bought this place and here I've 
been ever since. Thirty years ranching!" 

At that, this ranch of theirs seems to be just about 
what such a one should be-if you aren't too set on 
being a teacher. There are alfalfa fields and grazing 
land, orchards, grapes, horses, cattle, sheep, turkeys, 
bees, and, when labor is to be had, a kitchen garden 
and flowers, too. 

Plastered precariously beneath the Lubken roof 
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last visit there seemed to be a variation in the swifts' 
technocracy. The whole group seemed satisfied to 
have simply the single nest. Apparently they'd created 
their own housing shortage, though with laziness as 
the only obvious reason. The nest by the door was the 
only one. Mrs. Lubken said the moment one family 
moved out another lady swift moved in and at once 
laid her eggs. She thought at least six families had 
been served by the single maternity ward, though it 
was hard to see how the reproductive schedules could 
be so cunningly arranged. 

Nature, as well as man, is violent at times in our 
country. There were earthquakes early in 1946; but, 
dwarfing all subsequent cloudbursts, blizzards, and 
winds, the superlative in natural rough stuff was the 
earthquake of 1872. That killed twenty-nine people 
at Lone Pine, opened chasms, changed the course of 
the Owens River, swallowed cattle, and produced 
some cherished stories. 

One classic was about Mrs. George Burkhardt, 
great-grandmother of the same Irv Burkhardt who the 
other day loaned me five gallons of gasoline from his 
oil truck when Petunia inconsiderately went dry right 
in the middle of Main Street. 

It was John Lubken who told me the story, the 
quake having knocked the gable off his father's brew­
ery. It also knocked down the Burkhardt home next 

96 
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up the hill to see us. He was working some claims over 
in the Panamints. When we'd had a bottle of beer on 
the terrace our visitor mentioned he just happened to 
have some samples in his car. Would I like to see 
them? 

They were marvelous bits of rock. Heavy, and 
crusted with yellow gold. Tiny nuggets bugged right 
out of them. The loveliest, richest specimens you could 
imagine. 

Our guest just happened (it's always that way) to 
have an assay report in his wallet. He fished it out. 
It was as amazing as his samples, showing better 
than $70,000 a ton. 

"Picture gold," said John. 
That's what they call those showpieces. 
"Remember how they looked?" 
Peg and I described the two odd-shaped pieces, 

which were quite clear in our minds. We recalled 
how tenderly their owner replaced them in the worn 
doeskin pokes. 

John grinned. "Yeah. I know 'em. They've been 
passed around for twenty years. Wonderful rich bits 
like that turn up once in a while, fused together like 
they've been melted. You find 'em in little fissures 
especially over in that Death Valley country where 
everything' s been churned up." 

I remembered then about the specimens of picture 
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gold that are supposed to be buried beside our own 
house-eight hunks of ore, two of them almost mas­
sive nuggets, the others flecked with raw gold. 

It was Helen Gunn who told us the story. Those 
lures, as she recalled, were used in diverse promo­
tions, and even for the fun of it by Death Valley Scotty 
himself in the days when he was building the story 
of his mysterious desert mine, and making suckers of 
the gullible. 

Some of the picture gold belonged to Helen Gunn 
herself. Any one of the eight pieces, she assured us, 
could have launched a gold rush. 

They were given by Helen and other friends, to 
Father Crowley, the Desert Padre who started what 
became our home after his death in an automobile 
accident in 1939. The Padre planned to use the ore as 
decoration in the walls. While the house was build­
ing the golden rocks lay around, tempting souvenirs 
for the acquisitive. Helen urged the Father to safe­
guard the stuff, and he agreed to hide it. One day he 
told Helen he had done that. 

"I buried it beneath a tree,'' he said. "I'll fix up a 
diagram so we can't lose it." 

A few days later he was dead, with no record left 
of where he cached the small treasure. 

"One day when I hear about you promoting a 
mine," John chuckled, 'TH know you dug under the 
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right tree. It reminds me," he continued, "of Old Man 
Atkins. And Queen Victoria." 

The story started about the turn of the century, 
when Old Man Atkins ranched with a partner south­
easterly from town. They sold a herd of cattle for 
$4,000 in gold. Aftermath of the resulting celebra­
tion, and on a dark night, the $4,000 was buried be­
neath a tree. The tree was near the bridge on the old 
Keeler road, which is quite a piece north of the present 
road. Soon thereafter the partner of Old Man Atkins 
disappeared. Atkins started out to find the buried 
money, but couldn't rightly remember which tree it 
was buried under. 

So he started digging under every tree. It's a con­
siderable job to turn over all the earth beneath a 
grove of good-sized trees. Old Man Atkins kept at it. 
After a bit he never did anything else but dig, every 
day, from daylight to dark. At the end of eleven years 
of digging, they had him committed to the Poor Farm. 

"And what about Queen Victoria?" I asked. 
"Oh, Atkins was Engfish. He wrote a letter to Queen 

Victoria asking her to help him. He got an answer, too, 
though there wasn't much she could do." 

Old Man Atkins died in the Poor House. 
"Eleven years of digging!" said Peg. "Poor man." 
Then John told us the second chapter. 
"That was a long time ago, and I forget their 
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names," John said, "but two Indians had a dream. The 
same night they dreamed the same dream. In the 
dream they saw under just which tree the $4,000 was 
buried. So they went to work After two days' dig­
ging, they were deep down right under the roots of a 
big cottonwood. Then suddenly there was a puff of 
wind, the roots gave way, and the tree fell. It fell right 
on the Indians. One of them was killed. The other 
left the country." 

Later, we heard about the Indian's death from other 
sources, too. That's how it happened. 

"There wasn't any money at all, I suppose," said 
Peg presently. 

"Perhaps Atkin's partner got away with it," I ob­
served. 

"I don't know," said John. "It would have showed 
where he dug. There weren't any signs." 

"How about the Indian who went away?" 
John eyed us speculatively. "I dunno." Then he 

added, "A long time later I heard he'd bought a band 
of horses over in Nevada. And after a bit he got him­
self killed." 

At five o'clock, though there was still much talk 
to be exercised, Mrs. Lubken said they'd better go. 

"It's getting late, John. We ought to be back at the 
ranch." 

John has a rumbling bass voice that starts near 
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that broad belt which clings precariously to his ample 
mid-region, with no help at all from hips slender in 
the architectural fashion of men who ride much. 

John looked at our ship's clock set between walrus 
tusks above the granite fireplace. 

"Sit down," he stated firmly in that booming voice. 
"Sit down. We'll go at six." 

They did. We wished they'd stayed longer. 
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