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A Mountain Mystery
by

William Marion Bristol
from

"The House That B--- Built"

When I was talking some years ago with Engineer
Sourwine about the proposed new road to Bear Valley
-- at that time designated as the Deep Creek cut-off —
he told me of an elevated valley which, he predicted,
would some day be converted into a charming moun-
tain ranch and summer home.  Every Californian dreams
of the time when he will have a picturesque bungalow
amid the primeval pines or in a grove of green and
stately sycamores, with a trout stream winding through
shady nooks and falling noisily over granite boulders;
and the naturalized Californian is even more of a
dreamer along this line than is the native son.

When the monarch of day swung across the equator a
few days ago and sent the snow retreating up all the
southern slopes I recalled what my friend, the engineer,
had told me about the wide but mountain-walled
pocket; and one bright morning last week found me
headed, with light hiking equipment, for this gem of the
eternal hills.

My route was up City Creek Canyon, via the road I
had helped to lay out thirty years before.  I found Dutch
John already at his mountain home for the summer; and
a hundred yards away the county prison camp was
being made ready for those misdemeanants whom the
authorities teach to mend their own ways and those of
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the traveling public at the same
time.

At the prison camp, the present
head of navigation for all wheeled
vehicles, I struck out afoot and
alone for Deep Creek, still fol-
lowing the old lumber road to its
connection with the Crest high-
way.  Swinging over the summit
of the range I found the road still covered with snow,
which made travel slow and difficult.  On reaching the
canyon leading to the valley of promise, however, I
found the snow melted from its northern side by the
direct rays of the sun and, although there was neither
road nor trail, was able to pick my way over the rocks
and around several small waterfalls.  Surely there were
no indications here of the engineer’s valley, for the
canyon was rapidly narrowing to a gorge and I stood
at last at the foot of a seemingly insurmountable
precipice.  This height was finally mastered, however,
by going back down the gorge a short distance and
zigzagging up its side to the ridge above.  A half mile
more along this ridge and 1 looked down into this
promised valley of delight, its low southern wall letting
in the rays of the low swinging sun and its high northern
rampart standing guard against the blasts of the desert

For a long time I stood analyzing the scene below me.
Nowhere have I seen so many varieties of the trees
indigenous to California in such a small area — alders
along the creek, sycamores flanking them, with live
oaks and deciduous oaks scattered over the slopes
intervening between them and the pines and cedars
above.
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From a study of the trees I turned to the geological
formation; for I wondered at this gently sloping valley
resting peacefully amid such precipitous surroundings.
With my vision following contours here and ridges
there I soon found the explanation I sought.  Although
at an elevation of 2,000 feet less than Bear Valley, this
little pocket was formed in the same way; that is, it was
one of those areas which, in the great convulsion that
lifted up the mountain heights, happened to be left in a
horizontal position -- and its watershed was not great
enough to cause extensive erosion.

After viewing long and thoughtfully the remarkable
scene before me I made my way again into the canyon
and found myself above the precipice I had been
unable to scale.  Although still narrow here, the grade
of the canyon was light and the crystal stream flowed
in wide stretches over its gravelly bed; and I saw in the
transparent water those swift gray flashes which, to the
experienced eye, spell t-r-o-u-t! But I had neither rod
nor fly.  Then, too, it was not the open season —
although it may be that the game laws do not apply in
this unnamed valley.

Proceeding upstream along the creek I soon reached
the point where the canyon widened abruptly into the
valley I had seen from the ridge above; but here, marvel
and mystery, I found myself face to face with a strong
and high woven,wire fence.  Instantly the question
came to me, “How, without road or trail, did it get
here?” And this query was at once followed by the
others, “Who, why and when? Next came the thought
that I was not likely to locate my mountain air-castle
bungalow in the pocket pictured by the engineer.

Recovering somewhat from my surprise, I observed
that a fair trail ran along the fence on its outer side —
a pathway made partly, perhaps, by the animals that
were shut out; and, quite naturally, I started along this
path.  Curiosity spurred my pace, for I argued that
every fence must have a gate and every gate must have
a road or a path leading to and from it; and this
particular gate and path which I sought must needs
solve this particular mystery.  And so I sped along the
southern side of the unbroken barrier.  A quarter-mile
from where I encountered it the fence swung north-

ward — and I followed its swing.  Plainly it enclosed the
whole smooth portion of the little valley — a surmise
that was proven half an hour later when I found myself
at the point where I had first encountered it.  But I had
seen no gate and no entering pathway.  Not one of the
questions that flashed across my mind had been an-
swered and I stood dumbfounded — for I knew that
all the fencing I had encompassed had not been
transported thither by an airplane.

A second time I started around the enclosure, deter-
mined to look closer for a hidden gate and for signs of
life as  well.  As I swung around the east end and came
again to the northern aide I caught sight of a small red
animal darting swiftly into a clump of scrub oak and at
the same instant I heard the tinkle of a bell.  Stopping
short in my eager pace I heard myself ask audibly the
question, “What?”

As I waited for the answer to develop I scanned the
landscape within the enclosure — for I was fascinated
by the mystery.  At this point it was 300 yards from
fence to fence; and as I looked through an open space
between the trees, I discerned what seemed to be a
wooden door set in the face of a little hill just inside the
southern fence.  Did the hermit of the unnamed valley
dwell in a dugout? Determined that if he did, he should
hear me and come out I called with the “Who,Who” of
the owl in the tone of the trumpet.  The outcry brought
instant results; for the small red animal I had frightened
into the brush now darted out of it — and with it there
went half a hundred more, each one apparently wear-
ing a bell.  Seven bob-tailed bay horses strung with
sleigh-bells and all stampeding at once could not have
drowned the noise made by the scampering bunch of
— what? As for myself, I was dumb, but, spellbound,
I watched the fleeing phantoms and listened in awe to
their weird music.

As they emerged from the oak thicket they spread out
like a fan; but I quickly saw that, as they ran, they were
converging toward the mysterious door in the hill.  And
presently the door opened, swinging inward, while a
man stepped quickly out and to one side.  Hardly was
he out of the way when the whole red herd, flock, band
-- whatever you choose — swept through the open
doorway, looking, in the distance, more like a torrent
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of blood than like any living creatures.

Immediately after the tinkling bells were hushed a voice
came floating across the enclosure and I distinguished
the words, “Are you there?” Not knowing exactly what
I had done or what the outcome might be my first
impulse was to answer in the negative by saying nothing
at all.

Then I remembered how eager I had been to solve this
mountain mystery, and I reflected that the voice from
across the little valley did not sound like that of a
monster who ground human bones to make his bread.
In fact his query was the phrase used by the Englishman
when he answers the telephone.  Hesitating then no
longer, I who-whoed again, this time with an answering
inflection; and the hermit of the hills, by sign and by
word, bade me come around to the southern fence.

Arriving at the point indicated I was not greatly sur-
prised to find the Briton I had found some years before
in Highlo Valley, a little nook in the upper watershed of
Plunge Creek.  J.W. Hopper was the name he then
gave me — and I contributed to The Times at that time
a sketch of his mountain retreat, which I alone had
discovered.  With a ladder which he had brought from
somewhere he now bade me scale the high fence and
join him on the inside.

“But this is not Highlo Valley,” I remarked as soon as
I was within the enclosure, to which he laconically
replied, “Come with me.” As the children of Hamelin
followed the Pied Piper into the hole in the mountain,
even so I now followed the Englishman through the
mysterious doorway and found myself in a rock-walled
tunnel.  The door dosed behind us; but, as it did so,
there was visible in the distance before us a patch of
day-
light — and I guessed the riddle.  Emerging from the
gloom I found myself looking down into another valley
not unlike the one we had just left— and my compan-
ion, with a sweep of the hand, uttered the single word,
“Highlo!’

As my former narrative, “A Briton in the Hills,” told of
the deer paddocks, the quail pens and the varied
zoological collection of this wealthy and cultured En-

glish hermit, I shall not again describe them.  As we
descended the winding trail leading down from the
tunnel I pleaded with my host to declare unto me the
mystery of the small red animals I had seen in the
unnamed valley above and which had fled so hurriedly
through the tunnel.

“Ah, yes, my bantam cattle,” he replied.

“Bantam cattle! For the love of Mike,” I ejaculated.
Thus did the language of the ~reet involuntarily voice
my surprise in this quiet valley of the hills.

“Yes, bantam cattle,” he replied~ “But come into the
lodge and dine.”

With the lingering memory of the venison roast I had
helped him eat there three years before I needed not a
second bidding.  Entering the rambling but ornate
bungalow my host seated me at once at the dining table
and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.  Pres-
ently he returned with a huge tray bearing the whole
carcase of a small animal.  “Bantam cattle,” I exclaimed
agar.  “Bantam cattle.,” came the answering echo.

When the beast had been duly carved and we had
begun its consumption my host’s speech became more
fluent.  “The Englishman,” he said, “loves beef.  When
I was in Africa many years ago I discovered, in a
mountian valley not unlike this one, a kind of diminutive
cattle.  These little creatures were the property of the
native tribes and I learned that, by a long process of
selection, they had reduced their size to the present
small proportions.  I do not know their purpose; but
neither do I know why the Japanese delight in dwarfing
fruit and forest trees.  After settling in Highlo I tired of
trout and venison and found myself longing for the
delightful beef of the African bantam cattle.  Through a
friend who remained in the dark continent I secured a
trio of them and the herd you saw today is the increase
thereof.”

After finishing our repast we went out to inspect the
curious little creatures at close range.  We found them
lying quietly in their own special corral, chewing their
cuds with all the seriousness of dignified Holsteins.  My
host called attention to the desirability, for isolated
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farms, of a beef so small that one could be slaughtered
whenever a family needed fresh meat.  The little cows,
seldom weighing more than fifty pounds at maturity,
usually give birth to twins, which means that a herd in.
creases at a rapid rate.  As milk producers they rank
with the goat.

I asked my host why his herd wore bells.  “Just for the
music,” he replied, although he thought the jingle might
discourage the mountain lions from scaling the fence.
Like the goat they live largely on the mountain shrubs
and grasses and are exceedingly hardy.  Would he sell
any of them for breeding purposes? Not at present, was
the answer.  Would he sell me the upper and unnamed

valley? Not until the road was built through it to Bear
Valley — and then its quiet charm would be dispelled by
the speeding mob, and, he suggested, I would not want
it.

I agreed with the recluse that the charm of the hills is in
inverse ratio to their human population.  Although I
knew that this was not a hint that it was time for me to
be going, I presently thanked my host for his hospitality
and, with a lingering longing for a Highlo Valley with a
herd of bantam cattle, I took the blind trail for the
populous orange-clad valley below.

April 1, 1918.

Explanation

This a departure from the Wrightwood Roots' policy of
"local history only."  It was a real experience I shall
never forget!

My April Fool’s Day Memories

Early in 1940 my Grandmother Ora Freeman’s home
in Pentwater, Michigan was about to be foreclosed for
non-payment of back taxes.  She offered to any of her
children, the house and property, if one of them would
pay the back taxes.  She only wanted a place to live until
she died.  My parents took on the task.  We moved
from Seattle, Washington to Pentwater, Michigan in
April of that year.

A year later, on April 1, 1941, we were eating lunch
when Vern, the next door neighbor to the south rushed
toward the house, shouting, “Fire, Fire!”  Opening the

The Freeman House "before the fire" The Freeman House "after  the fire"

door of the stairwell disclosed billowing smoke.
Someone called the Fire Department (we had no
phone) and apparently told them the fire was “at the
Freeman’s.“  The local volunteer Fire Department
went to Noel Freeman’s home (My uncle living at the
east end of town, we at the north) only to find no fire.
Of course, the fire was getting bigger.  By the time the
Fire Department finally got to Ora Freeman’s, the
upstairs, where we had all our belongings, was fully
engulfed in flame. What the flames did not destroy, the
flame retardants sprayed by the fire Department did.
My mother had only the clothes she was wearing.  My
childhood memory recalls watching as workers shoveled
burned remnants out the window into a truck bed
below, including my prized electric train.

My parents took the fire insurance money and rebuilt
the upstairs with dormer windows and a front porch
roof overhang.


