
MAHI AUSTIN AS NATURE ESSAYIST 

by 

LENA W. WATERS^ B.A., M.A. 

A DISSERTATION 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 
Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

Approved 

December, 197^ 



^0/ 
T3 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The writer wishes to acknowledge the considerable 

debt to several people who were most generous with their 

time and talents in the preparation of this dissertation: 

to Professor Everett A. Gillis, director of the study, 

for the reading of early drafts and for many editorial 

suggestions, which were incorporated into this study; to 

Professors J. T. McCullen and Wilkes Berry, who served as 

committee members with readings of early drafts and with 

helpful suggestions for changes; to Professor Dahlia 

Terrell for early help upon the committee and for much 

encouragement. 

11 

/ \ 



J 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ii 

PREFACE V 

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION 1 

1. The Nature Essay in America 2 

2. The Southwest Scene: Mary Austin 15 

PART TWO: FOCUS, STRUCTURE, SUBJECT 32 

3. The Authorial Focus 53 

4. Structure 43 

5. Subject: The Land 69 

PART THREE: STYLE 88 

6. Language 89 

7. Rhetorical Ordering 99 

8. Point of View 110 

PART FOUR: CONCLUSION 115 

9. Critical Evaluation 116 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 120 
128 

NOTES 

111 



PREFACE 



J 
According to Mabel Major and T. M. Pearce in the 

introduction of their anthology Southwest Heritage, one 

of the most important forms of writing in the Southwest 

during the last several decades has been the "historical-

descriptive" essay written "by sensitive men and women who 

seek to record their personal impressions of the land, the 

peoples on it, its history." Such writing, they continue, 

"comes most often from New Mexico and Arizona, which have 

in late years captured the imagination of many artists, 

from Mary Austin to J. B. Priestly, and compelled them, as 
2 it were to pay tribute to the land." In form such essays 

most often reflect the characteristic qualities of the 

personal or informal essay: i.e., informality of subject 

and vividness of style.'̂  In subject matter they often 

stress "the pageant of the past, especially of the primi

tive dwellers; the customs of the present dwellers; or 

the land, beautiful, and harsh, and its power over those 

who dwell on it." In its special emphasis upon the land 

or natural setting as an all-encompassing force which 

conditions all life whether flora or fauna or those human 

beingG who dare to dwell within its harsh confines, the 

Southwestern interpretive essay is part of a legacy in

herited from the main stream of American nature writers as 

reflected in the work of Thoreau, Burroughs, Muir, Seton, 

and a multitude of lesser nature writers, who explored the 



vast natural environment of the American continent, re

cording their impressions of its sights and sounds and the 

effects of its power upon their intellects and souls. 

Mary Austin published three collections of nature 

essays: The Land of Little Rain, (1903);^ The Flock, 

(1906);^ and Lost Borders, (1909).*̂  A fourth collection. 

The Land of Journeys' Ending, (1924),® though similar in 

style and subject matter, is more strictly a handbook and 

guide to the region than a series of essays, will also be 

considered in the present study, as a supplemental source. 

The present study is divided into four major sections, 

Part One offers a brief history of the nature essay in 

America and a biographical sketch of Mary Austin's life 

and literary career. Parts Two and Three discuss Mrs. 

Austin's work with regard, respectively, to authorial 

focus, structure, and subject, and point of view. Part 

Four provides a critical evaluation of her particular role 

as a nature essayist in her adopted region or interpreter 

and recorder of its harsh and beautiful environment of 

deserts, mountains, and plains. 

VI 



PART ONE: INTRODUCTION 



J 
1. The Nature Essay in America 

Nature—the vast natural setting of forest, rivers, 

mountains, and plains that characterizes the American 

continent—has, according to Norman Foerster, dominated 

the American literary tradition. With only one or two ex

ceptions, he maintains, all of the major American writers 

have worked within what he terms the naturistic movement: 

a movement characterized by a deep curiosity about the ex

ternal world, accompanied by a desire to know and depict 

it accurately and by an "ardent emotional devotion" to it 

because of its "beauty or divinity." 

The preceding observations are particularly true of 

the personal essay devoted to a transcription and celebra

tion of rature, which in American literary history had its 

2 

rise primarily in the early nineteenth century and its 

focus in a group of writers whom Henry Chester Tracy calls 

the "American naturists,"-̂  who were dominated by a feeling 

for nature, especially the physical grandeur of the 
4 

American scene. Chief of these authors are Henry David 

Thoreau, John Burroughs, John Muir, and Ernest Thompson 

Seton. 

The first of the American nature essayists, Henry 

David Thoreau (1817-1862) was born in Concord, Massa

chusetts. During most of his lifetime he was closely 

associated with Emerson under whom he studied while in 
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Harvard. There Thoreau had his initiation into the doc

trines of Transcendentalism. Emerson further inculcated 

his teachings in his disciple both through his close 

friendship with Thoreau and by his introduction of Thoreau 

to the Transcendentalist group.^ 

Nature provided Thoreau the opportunity to escape 

from the world and into the mystical experience which 

Transcendentalism taught. Writing in The Variorum Walden, 

Walter Harding states that "one of the most vivid de-

scriptions in our literature of the mystical experience is 

that recorded by Thoreau in the second paragraph of his 

chapter on 'Sounds.'" Thoreau once referred to himself 

as "chief explorer of Concord, Massachusetts," "inspector 

of snow storms," and spent a lifetime seeking to learn of 

Nature and to communicate not what he had learned but his 

understanding of what he had learned. The record of 

Thoreau's search for the perception of Natxire's true 

meaning lies chiefly in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack 

Rivers (1849) and Walden (1854), and especially in the 

latter. 

Following Thoreau in influence as well as in time are 

two other nature essayists: John Burroughs and John Muir. 

They are even yet being joined by a host of others. The 

outward manifestations of nature as well as the experi

encing of it occupied them both. 

Thoreau made the first entry in his famous Journal in 

Z' 
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October, 1857- John Burroughs (1837-1921) was born in 

April of that year. The men had many background condi

tions in common; they had as many conditions which they 

did not share. Burroughs was born in an unpainted, 

weather-worn farmhouse in the western Catskills in New 

York State. He came from a family which read nothing, and 

he was the only man of letters among his unlettered farm 

kin. He left the rural life for a time but soon returned 

to it. His mother never read any of his essays or books 

although some of them had been published before her death. 

How, then, could such a man as Burroughs rise from the 

stultifying level of the farm-mind? Three circumstances 

produced this man: a teacher's job (which can be more 

informing than a student's),'^ his use of books, and his 

close identification with The Atlantic Monthly. This 

periodical, edited by James Russell Lowell, was of out

standing quality. Burroughs was a subscriber from the 

first number, and The Atlantic accepted his first contri

bution. 

During his lifetime John Burroughs produced twenty-

five volumes of writings and forty bound voliimes of 

journals, records of his observations, journeyings, and 

his thought. As jo\irnal-keepers Burroughs and Thoreau 

were closely akin. John Burroughs first began to find 

himself in "From the Back Country," a series of unfinished 

but fresh articles in the New York Leader (1861); and, 
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twenty years later, in Pepacton (1881), displayed mastery 

of the new literary genre, the nature essay. The many 

volumes he produced then were widely read, but are little 

read now. The discussion of the contributions made by 

these early nature writers which will make up the latter 

part of this section seeks to analyze the reasons behind 

this decline of interest. 

In 1911 John Burroughs and a friend and companion 

from other expeditions rambled together in the California 

mountains. This man was John Muir (1838-1914). Both men 

were veteran naturists over seventy years of age, and both 
Q 

were known throughout the United States. Muir compiled 

sixty volumes of journals, yet did not find time to 

publish his first book until he was fifty-six years old. 

John Muir's life divides into periods which are reflected 

by his work. His boyhood and youth, a period of seed

time and prospects in which he siiggests the first indica

tions of his choice of nature against civilization, are 

reflected in The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (1913). 

The first fruits of that decision, to "consider the 

lilies, how they grow," were related in a journal kept of 

A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf (1916), one of the 

posthumous works edited from his journal. This work re

veals much of his Transcendental introspection as well as 

his powers of natural observation. 

The third period of Muir's life contains the discovery 



J 
6 

of California or, more particularly, the Sierra. This 

period lasted some twenty years and yielded the edited 

edition of Muir's joxirnals, John of the Moiintains (1938). 

Also Muir revised early journals to produce My First 

Summer in the Sierra (1911) and The Mountains of California 

(1894). 

During the fourth period of Muir's life, his ex

plorations and his writings were directed toward conserva

tion. He saw the need for action, for saving national 

forests and parks. Our National Parks (1901) and 

Yosemite (1912) are representative of this vast expendi

ture of energy and concern. The final period of his life 

was devoted to worldwide travels and writing. 

Of the naturists discussed here as the founders of 

the tradition to which Mary Austin as essayist belongs, 

two walked the trails she walked. Her desert and high 
« 

grazing lands, her land of little rain, bordered John 

Muir's mountains. She chose as the land of her journeys' 

ending Santa Fe. So also did a related figure in the 

naturist world: Ernest Thompson Seton. 

Ernest Thompson Seton was an artist, naturalist, 

author, architect, unexcelled teller of stories, student 

of Indian life, and scientist of world renown. He was 

born of Scottish parentage in England in 1860. He died in 

Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 1946. Many guideposts directed 

young Seton toward the natural-history field. A youth 
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spent on the Canadian frontier placed the fascinating 

animals and birds before him. As well as having a way 

with them, he also had artistic ability. Returning to 

London to study art, Seton also read deeply in the writings 

of American naturalists in the Natural History Library of 

the British Museum. The reading of Audubon, Wilson, 

Brewster, Ridgeway, Burroughs, and Thoreau no doubt fur

nished great inspiration toward the field of natural 

history. A great "urge," which Seton was to refer to as 

"the Buffalo Wind" all of his life, sent him back to the 

prairies of Canada to observe, sketch, and record natural-

history data. 

Ernest Thompson Seton is included in this study of 

interpretive essayists who are also naturists because he 

felt, lived, reacted as they did to nature; but the result 

for him was the animal story. The central figure of this 

study, Mary Austin also wrote animal stories. Seton is 

also a link in the tradition because he sought the life of 

the wilderness, the company of the wild, felt born again 

in the Canadian prairie country, and poured wisdom learned 

on many trails into his stories. A study of Mary Austin's 

animal tales that relate them to those of Seton, Joel 

Chandler Harris, and Rudyard Kipling offers a rewarding 

future project. 

In 1881 Seton began keeping journals of his western 

travels and observations, which were going to yield him 

X 
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over fifty leather-clad volumes, most of them overfat, and 

some forty books. Those which brought him quick fame and 

fortune were his animal stories, of which Wild Airimals I 

Have Known (1898) was his first. The volume ran through 

ten editions the first year. This success was followed by 

a prolific flow of books about nature, particularly about 

animal nature, at the rate of more than one book a year 

through the first quarter of the twentieth century. 

The basic contributions of these first writers in the 

field of the American essay fall under two areas: their 

particular concepts of and attitudes toward nature and the 

individual quality of their work. Probably, one is safe 

in saying that Thoreau is the only one read to any degree 

today; however, the names of two more, Muir and Seton, are 

familiar to readers. Only John Burroughs has sunk into 

obscurity. 

The difference between the quality of the writing of 

Thoreau and that of John Burroughs may well lie in the way 

in which each saw nature. John Burroughs, himself, con

sidered this quality in Thoreau for much of his life 

before he chose to make a comparison between himself and 

Thoreau. He gave this statement to Clara Barrus in 1918: 

I have a greater diversity of talent 
than Thoreau. I cover more ground. I have 
more of the reflective, speculative, top-head, 
which is a drag on the creative artistic 
faculties. Thoreau's thoughts are nearer to 
acts than mine. Yet I am more than his equal 
in powers of observation. I think I look more 



intently and lovingly upon the wild life about 
me than he did. I do not try so hard to read 
it as symbol as fact . . . But Thoreau's 
'morale' is much superior to mine. He has the 
heroic strain . . . He loved to go against the 
current . . . I cannot turn my back upon my 
fellows as he did. I am a 'solitaire,' but 
not a hermit.8 

Thoreau had a vision of the universal in all that he 

saw. He saw more than the fact, and always sought to 

"say the iinsayable." This vision of the natural world 

distinguished Thoreau and raised him to the rank of phi

losopher even as he wrote of his tedious daily observa

tions. Burroughs saw the fact and always found it good. 

Nature was his interest and he wanted all people to know 

nature with him; and his nature was one that all people 

could knowI 

As mentioned earlier two of these first nature es

sayists were close friends: John Burroughs and John Muir. 

They were not, however, similar in outlook. Burroughs was 

a man of placid daily life among the meadow and woods; 

Muir was a mystic who always had to climb the next moun

tain. Burroughs could not conceive of keeping the obser

vations he made to himself; Muir was always too busy to 

write them for others. John M\iir was truly in direct 

descent from the Transcendentalists—indeed, Muir first 

turned to writing after a visit with Emerson in Yosemite. 

The concept that Muir held of natiire was that of the 

Sierra. In the Sierra he found that wild nature was most 
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completely identified with the mountains. Sounding the 

Transcendentalist canon, he felt that here the greatest 

unity could be found through contemplation and absorption 

of the greatest diversity. He also felt that there was 

something essentially holy and awe-inspiring in the sub

limity of mountains. For him mountain-tramping always 

brought the mystic experience. 

This mystic experience was at the heart of all of 

M\iir's perception and writing. He sought it by long 

climbs to the heights which exhausted his body and thus 

freed his soul to absorb the beauties around him. Through 

the exhausting of his physical self Muir emulated Thoreau 

in "lessening the denominator" of his existence. For 

Muir, the climbing of mountains in the Sierra became what 

Walden Pond was for Thoreau. Thoreau believed, "If you 

are acquainted with the principle, what do you care for a 

myriad instances and applications?" (Walden, p. 65). This 

mountain climbing experience became essential for Muir, 

so much so that he could not live long without the moun

tains. In his perceptive section in his volume on Muir on 

the conflict between nature and culture in Americaji liter

ary history since Bnerson and Thoreau, Herbert F. Smith 

observes that Muir's chief virtue as a writer is "that in 

all his writings this same opposition may be observed most 

clearly and nakedly. Nature, totally accepted by him with 

no apologies for its red teeth and claws, beckons him; 
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«9 culture holds him back. 

Although the bulk of Ernest Seton's writings, as has 

already been shown, deals with nature in much the same 

manner as those of the authors just discussed, his genre 

is primarily that of fiction, and hence lies outside the 

direct development of the nature essay proper. 

In turning to an examination of the style of the 

American Transcendalist writers, one discovers a widely-

held misconception with respect to their journal and 

public writings. According to Herbert F. Smith, it is an 

error to suggest that they found writing for the public so 

difficult that they preferred confiding their observations 

to their private journals only. For Emerson, Thoreau, and 

Muir, writing was not merely a spare-time avocation, but a 

serious business: all three being, in fact, accomplished 

stylists, devoting much time and effort to their creations 

A close scrutiny of Walden shows a meticulous skill in 

handling of subject matter, a careful balancing of 

chapters. There is, for example, an artistic balance 

achieved between the mundane and the spiritual: "Brute 

Neighbors" follows "Higher Laws." The practical "Economy" 

balances the philosophical "Where I Lived and What I 

Lived For." The human, "Winter Visitors," has its op

posite in the animal, "Winter Animals." Thoreau also ties 

adjacent chapters together by contrast: "Solitude" and 

"Visitors." Chronology links "The Pond in Winter" and 



7 
12 

"Spring." Carefully worded phrases connect other essays. 

The three major expository chapters ("Economy," "Higher 

Law," and "Conclusion") are placed strategically at the 

beginning, middle, and end of the book. 

This stylistic use of subject matter continues into 

the individual chapters. The carefulness of construction 

does not end with the chapters. The paragraphs can stand 

alone. The sentences are also painstakingly structured. 

But the interest of the reader in Walden does not stem 

only from its structure or its words carefully chosen 

though they be, but rather from the rich facts and thought 

on its pages. As the observant naturalist Thoreau re

creates a world long gone, yet much longed for. Henry 

Tracy in American Naturists tells of a friend of Thoreau's 

who said, "Henry talks about Natiire just as if she' s been 

born and broiight up in Concord" (p. 67). Thoreau tells of 

service-berries, poke-weed, and juniper—giving not the 

botanical name but the essence of the plant. He discusses 

in detail the harvesting of crops until the progress of 

his bean field comes to order the rhythm of the entire 

book» The natuirist quality of Thoreau is that he sees 

everything as part of an ordered and perfect whole. 

Burroughs was interested in seeing the whole, but in 

quite a different way from Thoreau. He sought to develop 

a distinctive literary species, the nature essay. Bur

roughs looked around and celebrated what he saw as good. 
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Always he had a fresh delight in what he saw whether it be 

a robin, winter s\mshine, locusts, fresh fields, leaves, 

or apples. All outdoor existence and all outdoor phe

nomena were deeply interesting to him. Scarcely any form 

of outdoor life, landscape, or natural occurrence char

acteristic of the Eastern States has not appeared on his 

page. Burroughs wrote for his time, and to it he was 

wholly intelligible. He cannot be blamed if another time 

cares nothing for his tranquil world. 

Within the earth so beloved by these writers there is 

a force that pushes and works against a level surface: 

the "something there is that doesn't like a wall" of 

Frost. This natural phenomenon is paralleled by a similar 

force in life which is psychological and philosophical. 

Burroughs, devoted to seeing things in wholes and not in 

fragments, in long sun-lit meadows, felt the presence of 

such a force in his own life span. As mentioned earlier in 

this section he told Clara Barrus that he felt the swell, 

the movement which was to thrust Thoreau up and him down. 

In another point of difference, Burroughs contains no 

hint of the conflict between culture seen in the v/ritings 

of all of the Transcendentalists. Herbert F. Smith points 

out in John Muir that this group felt that commodity was 

worshiped to a damaging extent in America. Emerson 

wrote, '̂ Things are in the saddle, and ride mankind"; 

Thoreau'stated that '*to get his shoestrings, /the farme^Z 
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speculates in herds of cattle." Muir goes farther. He 

feels that all of culture is, to him, a refinement of the 

basic process of eating; to this end have all of the 

mental powers of America been dedicated. Through the ap

plication of this culture man seems to be working for the 

destruction of all vestiges of the beautiful in the name 

of culture. In "Wild Wool" Muir makes his most explicit 

statement of the 'opposition of nature and culture. 

Another wilderness walker, Mary Austin, was to see 

this same opposition and to write about it in several of 

her essays produced about the same time. Alike in many 

ways, these two were ardent lovers and observers of the 

life out-of-doors, wholly and somewhat naively responsive 

to its lures, and unhappy if long deprived of its contact. 



2. The Southwest Scene: Mary Austin 

According to Vernon A. Young the nature essay in the 

Southwest is primarily a twentieth century phenomenon. 

Writing in The Arizona Quarterly in 1947, he declares: 

"The Southwest has so far eluded, smothered, or corrupted 

the western literary imagination; it yet awaits its 

Doughty, its Thoreau, its T. W. Lawrence.""^ The earliest 

major recorder of the Southwest scene was an Easterner 

who adopted the region as his home around the turn of the 

century, Charles F. Lummis. After graduating from Harvard 

in 1881 Lummis made a walking tour across the country, 

ending up in Los Angeles, where he began work as a re

porter on the Los Angeles Times. During the next forty 

years he explored every nook and cranny of his adopted 

region, often living off the land or with the Indians: 

the result of this interest was a number of essay collec

tions, including The Land of Poco Tiempo (1893) and Mesa, 

Canyon, and Pueblo (1925). 

Although often journalistic in quality, such volumes 

record with vivid detail the sights and sounds of the 

mountains over which Lummis climbed, the deserts through 

which he walked, the ruins he unearthed, and the Indians 

he photographed. In addition to publicizing the area 

through his writings Liimmis was also successful in 

helping to preserve the early California missions and to 

15 
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participate in various anthropological projects pledged to 

the preservation of the culture of Southwest Indian life. 

Two of his monuments in this respect are the Museum of New 

Mexico in Santa Fe and the Southwest Museum in Los 

Angeles. 

The best-known of Lummis' books is Mesa, Canyon, and 

Pueblo, which Young contends contains more information 

about the Southwest of the past and present than any other 
p 

single book in its field. Although organized poorly, 

this material reflects the point of view of a white man 

possessed of deep sympathy, scientific curiosity, cul

tural nostalgia, and sociological passion. Chapters 

include treatment of Pueblo Indian customs and folklore. 

Death Valley, Navajo blankets, cliff dwellings, the 

Perltentes, the La Brea tar pits, ice caves, natural 

bridges, petrified trees, ruined monasteries, and El 

Morro. The value of Lummis' books lies mainly in their 

pioneer effort to make known, to preserve, and to revive 

the values of a way of life, the pueblo Indian way. Be

fore Lummis wrote, little was known of the life beyond the 

dusty boundaries of the Indian dwellings; he awakened a 

country to a rapidly disappearing portion of its heritage, 

thus helping to preserve and restore much of a heritage 

that might otherwise have been lost. 

More recent interpreters of the colorful geography 

and history of the Southwest follow very much in Lummis' 
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footsteps, though each after his own individual sense of 

the land's meaning. Ross Calvin, for example, in Sky 

Determines (1934) examines the dependence of the Southwest 

upon rain and the kind of landscape which had been formed 

by the variation of the rain. Against this ecological 

background Calvin treats of the influence of the re

ligious, artistic, and agricultxiral life of the Indians, 

the intensely ethnic and underdeveloped culture of the 

Mexican, and the present-day uses of the country by 

artists and visitors alike. In this work he sees the land 

as the most powerful influence in the Southwest: as a 

beautiful, harsh, inescapable force. The introduction 

states his concept: "In New Mexico whatever is both old 

and peculiar appears upon examination to have a connection 

with the arid climate. Peculiarities range from the 

striking adaptations of the flora onward to those of the 

fauna, and on up to those of the human animal. Sky de

termines. And the writer once having picked up the trail 

followed it with certainty, and indeed almost inevitably, 

as it led from ecology to anthropology and economics."^ 

A common denominator in much Southwestern descriptive 

writing is a mystic sensitivity to the impact of the land 

upon the human spirit: a sense of a brooding mystic 

spirit permeating all things. Thus Laura Adams Armer 

writes in Southwest (1935): "The earth in process becomes 

a symbol of mutability in the Southwest, understandable 
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and obvious. . . . The earth in process challenges ideas 

of stability, forcing men to invent harbors of thought. 

. . . " D. H. Lawrence, who lived for a while in New 

Mexico, describes the natiiral world surrounding Santa Fe in 

his essay "New Mexico" (1929): "the moment I saw the 

brilliant, proud morning shine high up over the deserts of 

Santa Fe, something stood still in my soul, and I started 

to attend. . . . In the magnificent fierce morning of New 

Mexico one sprang awake, a new part of the soul woke up 

suddenly, and the old world gave way to the new."^ 

In contrast to this point of view, other interpreters 

of the region found themselves much less in rapport with 

the land. D. J. Hall in Enchanted Sand (1933) and Erna 

Fergusson in Dancing Gods (1931) both find the land to be 

alien to the white men and women who might attempt to 

become one with it. As Mrs. Fergusson remarks: "the 

white man is alien to the land and the Indian world, for 

the Indian religion is of the earth and the things of the 

earth . . . and they pray for real things; for sun and 
ft 

rain and corn. For growth. For life." The fullest 

statement of this point of view occurs, perhaps, in Frank 

Waters' The Colorado (1946). Waters begins his book as a 

history of the Colorado River but ends with an interpreta

tion of all the country through which the river and its 

tributaries flow. In reviewing the histories of those 

groups of inhabitants of the area, the explorers, the 
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priests, and the pioneers. Waters expresses the notion 

that, in its deepest impact, the Southwestern environment 

is alien, if not actively hostile, to the white mind, and 

that only the Indian understands and responds to the West. 

Indian life, then, like the mountains, 
expressed itself as an undifferentiated human 
mass (sic) whose evolution corresponded with 
the same laws of nature. One day a strange man 
arrived—the white man. Individualistic as the 
Indian was communal, he confronted a psycho
logical nightmare. There were these wild over
powering mountain masses terrifying in their 
vast anonymity. And there were these people 
just as incomprehensible and frightening with 
their vast impersonality. . . . The white went 
berserk in his fright, maddened by his need to 
express himself, with a will to dominate, he 
fell prey to his own greed and cruelty. From 
his onslaught the life of both land and people 
subtly withdrew. And the Indian, almost ex
terminated, was left as he is today—hopelessly 
secretive and withdrawn into himself, the ghost 
of a collective personality hemmed in without 
meaiis of full expression.7 

Waters sees support for his theory in the failiire of 

the Spanish to take true possession of the Southwest, in 

the domination of the savage mountain men by the environ

ment, in Mormon fanaticism, and in the personal accounts 

of many men who struggled against the Indian in one form 

or another or against the natural atmosphere of the South

west. He sees the New Mexican Penitente and the aggres

sive , gun-happy frontiersman as other forms of this 

aberration. The feeling that there is something in the 

air that attracts the frenetic and the deviated is to be 

confirmed by a glance at the contemporary scene in Santa 



/ 

20 

Fe or Taos with its latest wave of inhabitants, the 

hippies and the Flower Children and the religious com-
Q 

munes. 

Like other interpreters of the Southwest scene Mary 

Hunter Austin was not native born to the region but ar

rived there after she was a mature woman, at the age of 

twenty. The third child of Captain George Hunter and 

Susanna Savilla Graham Hunter was born on the stroke of 

midnight September 9, 1868, in Carlinville, Illinois. 

George Hunter, newly come from England in 1851, was of 

good yoeman stock. He was ambitious, literary, and 

public-minded; the law was his chosen avenue of success. 

Mary had an affinity which he shared. There was a subtle 

affectionate adjustment to each other's slightest emo

tions. Such rapport she never achieved with her Calvin-

istic, Midwestern mother. Yet Mary felt a deep 

identification with her mother's side of the family, 

especially with her maternal great grandmother, Polly 

McAdams. Book One of Mary Austin's autobiography. Earth 

Horizon, indeed, is entitled "The Saga of Polly McAdams." 

In seeking to explain herself in the autobiography 

Mary Austin harks back to the experience of her great 

grandmother who moved into Illinois in the eighteen-

twenties: 

There is something in Mary which comes out of 
the land; something in its rhythms, its living 
compulsions, which dominates over her French, 
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Scotch, Irish, Dutch, English, even the far-
off traditional aboriginal strain, governing 
her own progressions, coloring her most intimate 
expression. It is the source of that roving 
mind's eye that includes for her, in its impli
cations , the whole American continent, and at 
the same time, in its rejection of the male 
ritual of rationalization in favor of a more 
direct intuitional attack, providing the key 
to her approach (p. 15)• 

Such feelings, she felt, came to her as a direct inheri

tance from Polly McAdams, who had come from better things 

to the "country of the 'Eellanoy' sitting on a bundle of 

pieced quilts and blankets of her own spinning, on the 

tail of an oxcart, and with an unrelinquished claim on all 

the sanctions of civilization and the preciousness of 

womanhood in her heart" (p. 15)-

The facts of Mary Austin's life explain much of her 

orientation toward nature as the governing principle. 

Mary spent her childhood in a home known as the Plum 

Street Place near Rinaker's Hill. This spot was to afford 

Mary the daily opportunity of communion with the out-of-

doors. This out-of-doors was to become the wonderland to 

which Mary Austin escaped throughout her life. There, at 

the age of five while contemplating a tall walnut tree 

silhouetted against a very blue sky, she had a psychic 

realization of God. She writes, "To this day I can recall 

the swift inclusive awareness of each for the whole—I in 

them and they in me and all of us enclosed in a warm, 

lucent bubble of livingness. I remember the child looking 
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everywhere for the sources of this happy wonder, and at 

last she questioned—'God?'—because it was the only 

awesome word she knew. Deep inside, like the murmurous 

swinging of a bell, she heard the answer, 'God, God?' 

. . . " (Earth Horizon, p. 351). 

Throughout her life Mary Austin was to feel that 

this experience was her one abiding reality, a happening 

"unalterable except in the abounding fullness and fre

quency of its occurrence." She came to see it as a source 

of energy and power. During the many years of her writing 

career Mary Austin was to call this "Voice" or "Presence" 

by many other names: the Soul-maker, the Friend, the 

Friend of the Soul of Many, Everyman's Genius, the Sacred 

Middle. Each of these epithets shows another facet of her 

understanding of her experience. She always considered 

and proclaimed herself as a channel. Through her, this 

Voice spoke for all of the vastness of America, for the 

far reaches of the mountains and the desert, for the plants 

and animals, and for the people who lived therein, for the 

earth, air, sky and water of her elemental world. 

When Mary was ten years old, she lost her father and 

her sister, both of whom were very close to her. Shortness 

of family funds caused the Hunters to move from the farm 

back into town. Mary went on to finish public school, and 

to graduate from Blackburn College in Carlinville in 1888. 

That same year she, her mother, and her brother 
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migrated to California to take up homesteads on government 

land. This move was to enlarge Mary's world. The spirit 

of the pioneering ancestress Polly McAdams moved with 

them; Susanna Hunter was forty-five years old when she 

settled in the non-productive range-land of Tejon Pass 

beside the Mojave Desert. One does not know for sure 

whether the pioneer impulse still survived in Susanna. 

One does know for sure that it survived in her daughter. 

Although the homesteading venture was an economic 

disaster, it was, for Mary, a maturing experience in her 

life; for she acquired two important sources of knowledge: 

the desert which pulled her into the open world with the 

anticipation of something expected, something known; and 

the friendship of a neighbor. General Edward Fitzgerald 

Beale, who owned the Ranch Tejon. Both experiences taught 

her much. 

In 1891 Mary married Stafford Austin, a gentleman-

farmer-speculator turned vineyardist. He lived in the 

Owens River Valley near the settlement called Lone Pine. 

^ Lost Borders Mary Austin was to write that "All the 

trails in this book begin at Lone Pine, winding east by 

south and east again, though you will look long without 

finding the places where things happened in them. . . . " 

(p. 12). Austin was seeking to promote an irrigation 

project in the San Fernando Valley. The funds could not 

be found for the project. 
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After the failure of the irrigation project, Wallace 

Austin tiirned to teaching at Lone Pine. In 1892 a 

daughter, Ruth, was born. The Austins' joy was to be 

short-lived, for the baby had inherited from her father's 

side of the family a mental retardation which would soon 

send her to an institution. Mary herself taught in the 

Owens River area for several years, during which she con

tinued her explorations of the desert areas and recorded 

the ballads and songs of the mining camps. In 1899 she 

went to Los Angeles to teach at the Normal School. 

In Los Angeles Mary Austin met Charles Fletcher 

Lummis, who by this time had published nearly a dozen 

books and was the editor of Out West, a magazine. Lummis 

offered her an important outlet through his magazine for 

her own early writings and, in addition, introduced her to 

the local artists and writers of the Los Angeles group, 

the best known of which were Sharlott Hall and Edwin 

Markham; the anthropologist and historian, Frederick Webb 

Hodge; the reformer, poet and lecturer, Charlotte Perkins 

Stetson (later Gilman), grandniece of Harriet Beecher 

Stowe; Grace Ellery Channing; the artist Charles Walter 

Stetson; David Starr Jordan, first president of Stanford 

University. It may have been his special scientific 

interest in the geographic distribution of animals and 

plants in relation to their environment that influenced 

some of Mary's own convictions of how nature shapes human 
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societies from this association. 

Mary Austin enjoyed early literary success. Her 

first published short story, "The Mother of Felipe," ap

peared in The Overland Monthly in 1892.^ Other of her 

stories also appeared in The Overland Monthly, and in 

Out West edited by Lummis, The Atlantic Monthly, Cosmo

politan, and St. Nicholas. 

In 1900 Mary Austin returned to Independence in Inyo 

County, where she built "the brown house under the willow 

tree." In I903 she published her first full-scale col

lection of essays, The Land of Little Rain. The immediate 

success of this work made it possible for Mary Austin to 

build a house at Carmel on the coast below Monterey. 

Carmel had become a colony for the literary of the area, 

which included among its important members Jack London, 

George Sterling, Harry Leon Wilson, Charles Warren 

Stoddard, Ambrose Bierce, John Muir, Edwin Markham, 

Michael Williams, and James M. Hopper. The atmosphere of 

this colony was one which Robinson Jeffers was to call in 

later years one of "great friendship and early fame." 

Although these wero years of productivity for Mary 

Austin, they were also years of widening separation from 

her husband and all that he was interested in, the cul

mination of which occurred primarily in 1906. The year 

19O6 was, indeed, to be one of endings. The first ending 

was that of a dream, the dream the Austins had had of 
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turning the Owens River Valley into an irrigated paradise. 

The city of Los Angeles was able to use influence to have 

all of the water of the Owens River led 275 miles into its 

urban water system. This action turned the potentially 

fruitful valley into desolate desert. The Austins were 

profoundly affected by this outcome. Wallace became 

broken and disheartened and had little initiative left. 

The other endings in 1906 for Mary Austin were those 

of her marriage to Stafford Austin, although they were not 

divorced until 1914, and of her stay in California. De

pressed and disillusioned by the Owens River destruction, 

Mary Austin resolved to leave southern California forever. 

Yet southern California was destined to live in The Land 

of Little Rain and The Flock; in the settings and char

acters of her first two novels, Isidro and Santa Lucia, 

both of southern California; and in the desert vignettes 

making up the contents of Lost Borders. 

Following her departure from California, Mary Austin 

first went to Italy, which trip yielded the backgroiind 

for Christ in Italy (not published until 1911) and The 

Green Bough., a Tale of the Resi^rrection (1913)- She 

had been deeply impressed by Christian art and the long 

traditional pre-Christian era which she saw there. Her 

journey ended in England, where she joined Mr. and Mrs. 

Herbert Hoover and met H. G. Wells, Hilaire Belloc, 

Bernard Shaw, Henry James, William Butler Yeats, and 
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Joseph Conrad. Her stay in England ended when she re

ceived a cable asking her to return to New York to produce 

her play about Indian life. The Arrow Maker (1911). 

"Chisera," the Paiute Medicine Woman in the play who was 

rejected by her tribe and who then brought disaster upon 

it by the failure of her power, spoke for Mary herself, 

just as Seyavi, the Basketmaker in The Land of Little 

Rain, had, and as the Walking Woman of Lost Borders had. 

This experience led her to write her second play about 

Indian life which is called Fire (1913). The play was 

produced in the Forest Theater, Carmel, which still pro

duces both experimental and professional plays. As Mary 

Austin once wrote, there were "beauty and strangeness to 

the life at Carmel; beauty of a Greek quality, but not 

too Greek; 'Green fires and billows tremulous with light'*' 

(Earth Horizon, p. 321). 

The years 1912-1924, which Mary Austin passed in New 

York, were one of her most productive periods. She wrote 

four novels, A Woman of Genius, The Lovely Lady, The Ford, 

and No. 26 Jayne Street; a play. The Nan Who Didn't 

Be 1 ieve in ChristTnas, which was produced in the Cohan and 

Harris Theatre in 1916; Love and the Soulmaker, an attempt 

in essay form to analyze true love as a creative force; 

The Man Jesus, first entitled A Small Town Man, and re

issued under the original title in 1927; a collection 

of animal stories. The Trail Book; and a collection of 

/ 
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American Indian songs, which appeared in The Forum maga

zine and later in book form. 

In 1924 Mary Austin felt once again the time had come 

to move, to return to an environment fresher, more open, 

and, for her, more interesting. She felt that the New 

Yorkers were far removed from the basics of life: from 

its roots. She naturally turned westward again, this time 

to Santa Fe, where she built her final home. La Casa 

Q^erida. 

Life in La Casa Querida was to be very productive. 

Daring the ten years she lived in Santa Fe, Mary Austin 

produced eight new books and republished two older books. 

The new works were The American Rhythm, The Land of 

Journeys' Ending, The Children Sing in the Far West, 

Starry Adventure, Experiences Facing Death, Earth Horizon, 

One Smoke Stories, and Can Prayer Be Answered? Reissued 

were Lands of the Sun and The Man Jesus. Only one of 

these works. Starry Adventure, was a novel. 

The first of the books that form the basis of this 

study is The Land of Little Rain, published in 1903* In 

this, her first book-length publication, Mrs. Austin re

peats many of the same types of "adventures of the wild" 

which she experienced early in her life while growing up 

in the Midwestern outdoors, and which she was also to 

chronicle in the much-later The Land of Journeys' Ending. 

Mary Austin comments that she wrote as practice the 
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mystical style peculiarly her own. The volume also reveals 

the same mystical style first practiced by her during her 

Blackburn College days, where she first wrote "poetry, and 

something unrhymed, the first tentative cast" toward that 

mode of expression which was to bring her immediate suc

cess. The second of the books of this study is The 

Flock, published in 1906. This work, like The Land of 

Little Rain, is filled with the images and people of 

"twice seven" years of walking the California trails. 

There are some structural changes and some stylistic 

variances in the new book, but basically it is still the 

utterance of the Walking Woman enthrallingly moving in 

response to the unfolding earth. Mrs. Austin gives credit 

for this volume to the association with her neighbor in 

the Tejon Valley, General Edward Fitzgerald Beale, owner 

of the Rancho Tejon. Describing their friendship in 

Earth Horizon, she says that he "\inlocked . • . the long 

trail of 'The Flock.'" The General she declares, 

took her to the Indian village and site of 
that medicine-making described in 'The Flock,' 
probably the only official rain-making in which 
our Government was ever involved. . . . He had 
in Pete Miller, the modest, inarticulate, blue-
eyed official bear-killer of El Tejon. Later 
there was Jerke Johnson, who elucidated the 
true story of Monarch, the San Francisco 
'Examiner* Grizzly, and the prototype of Ernest 
Seton's bear of Tallac, as Mary has told in her 
'One Smoke Stories.' He did better than that 
by Mary: he put her in the way of getting 
Government documents, old reports of military 
eacplorations, agricultural reports. He secured 
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for her geological and botanical surveys. 
There was at that time very little available 
in print of the early history of California, 
and there was nothing of which General Beale 
had not some personal knowledge, of which 
Mary, through that contact, was made free. 
. . . Her health improved rapidly. She was out 
every day and sometimes all day on her horse— 
noting how the spring came on sparsely that 
dry season, making contact with sheepherders, 
Indians, and tall Spanish-speaking vaqueros. 
She attended round-ups, brandings, shearings, 
shearing "bailes" . . . you can read of these 
in 'The Flock' (p. 197). 

The Flock, in some critics' estimation was so definitive 

and detailed that, after its publication. President . 

Theodore Roosevelt sent a forestry expert to interview 

her as an authority upon sheepherding in California. 

Some justification for including the third volume of 

the study. Lost Borders, published in 1909? must be made. 

Certainly only the first chapter of the book, "The Land,'* 

would be classified as an essay in the strictest sense of 

the word; whereas, the remaining sections are narrative 

sketches or "vignettes," as T. M. Pearce calls them. But 

in each instance scene dominates: and each sketch is 

simply a representation of a personal adjustment of the 

characters involved to the vast panorama of the land. As 

T. M. Pearce suggests regarding this point: "The stories 

are linked by their environment and by the circumstance 

with which each one ends so that at closing the book we 

have experienced not only a climactic moment in the lives 

of these people . . . but also the mystic reassurance that 
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life somehow is right despite the barren surface it may 

12 
wear." Another critic, Henry Smith, also supports this 

contention that the sketches are less controlled by a 

narrative technique than by a feeling for the land: 

If I may make use of one of her own dis
tinctions, Mary Austin has talent for writing 
fiction, but her genius tends in another di
rection. She is too much interested in ideas 
to be able to give herself up to the almost 
amoral mirror-passion of the great dramatist 
or novelist—the instinctive love of the 
fleeting moment for itself alone, the delight 
in presenting a vision of life unqualified by 
the opinion and the thought of the artist. In • 
Lost Borders . . . , for instance, while there 
are at least two stories ("The Pocket-Hunter's 
Story" and "The House of Offence") of superla
tive merit as stories, the main impulse is always 
dual: characters plus environment, men and 
women plus the desert; and the study of the 
influence of the desert, as might be expected 
in a book by the author of The Land of Little 
Rain, is the dominant themeTTJ 

The last of the four works of Mary Austin considered 

in this study, The Land of Journeys' Ending, published in 

1924 will be used for comparative purposes almost alto

gether, though it should be pointed out that within its 

pages may be discovered numerous bits and pieces of great 

value as relative to the natural world of Mrs. Austin's 

adopted region: insights into the lives lived there and 

the songs sung there; the sounds and the silence; the 

exultation and the agony; the movement and the stillness. 
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"It was clear that I would write imaginatively, not 

only of people, but of the scene, the totality which is 

called Nature, and that I would give myself intransigently 

to the quality of experience called Folk, and to the frame 

of behavior known as Mystical." Looking back on her own 

life, Mary Austin wrote thus of her writing career, in the 

introduction to Earth Horizon, her autobiography, pub

lished two years before her death in 1934. This pattern, 

she further wrote, was clearly realized before she had 

lived the first third of her life. Dudley Wynn credits 

the awareness of such a pattern as being the source of the 

remarkable unity of Mary Austin's life: she knew so 

clearly what she had to do, and wanted to do so little 

else, that she went unhurriedly and reflectively about the 

business of producing thirty-two books and over two hun

dred articles. This she did despite the intense and 

passionate involvement in life, which carried her from 

birth in the Midwest to homesteading in the Tejon district 

at the south end of Joaquin Valley, California; from the 

mountain-girt Owens Valley to the artists' village of 

Carmel; and, finally, respectively to a lonely convent in 

Italy, to New York City, and to her house, Casa Q^erida, 

in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

It was when Mary Austin wrote of the "totality" of 

33 
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people and of scene "which is called Nature" that she 

reached the height of her gift, a gift labeled talent by 

some and genius by others. Thus, Robert Glass Cleland, 

writing in From Wilderness to Empire: a History of 

California, declares that "when she wrote of nature, Mary 

Austin . . . employed a keen faculty of observation and a 

spiritual perception which placed her in the tradition of 

Thoreau and Muir."* Cleland also quotes Edwin Markham's 

evaluation of Mary Austin. Markham saw her as "the ex

quisite interpreter of the desert and the Indian. Without 

glorification, with frugal epithet, she makes her shep

herd, her prospector, her derelict men and women stand out 

sharply individualized, human, important. Her own poetry 

of desert and mesa and her transcription of Indian 

poetry, are also of the spirit and substance of far 

places." To J. Frank Dobie, the nature which Mary Austin 

interprets included, for her, naturally-placed human 

beings as well as naturally-placed antelopes and cacti.^ 

Within this concept, called by Dobie that of the 

"natiirally-placed human being," Mary Austin realized much 

of her effectiveness as a waiter. She sensed what people 

gained from a complete adjustment to the land they lived 

upon. Jo Lyday saw a Paiute poem, "A Song in Time of 

Depression," referred to by Mary Austin in The American 

Rhythm, as a song echoing a strain peculiar to Mary 

Austin's own character. The desire of both the Paiute 
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song and Mary Austin, Lyday feels, was to obtain harmony 

with nature, this desire being even greater than the need 

to achieve harmony with himan kind. The very title 

Earth Horizon, given by Mrs. Austin to her autobiography, 

comes from the Indian's own seeking to thread all elements 

of his life into a comprehensible whole: 

In the Rain Song of the Zia, Earth Horizon 
is the incalculable blue ring of sky meeting 
earth, which is the source of experience. It is 
pictured as felt, rays of earth energy running 
together from the horizon to the middle place 
where the heart of man, the recipient of ex
perience, is established, and there treasured. 
By whatever road it reaches him, by the four-
flowing ways of the earth, by the zenith or the 
nadir, experience is always significant and 
mysterious, most potent when least understood, 
exciting in the heart that subtle sense of re
lationship to the earth horizon which is the 
nature of the spiritual life (p. 3)» 

Writing for The New Mexico Quarterly, Henry Smith supports 

the presence of such a concept in Mrs. Austin's work. He 

sees her two major characteristics in writing about the 

American continent as largeness of scale and inwardness of 
7 

intuition.^ 

Mary Austin herself speaks of her deep sense of the 

influence of nature upon her as that of an "unfolding." 

And each of her major collections of essays devoted to 

nature has as its central focus the Southwestern environ

ment, the Land with its mysterious, inescapable influence 

upon everything that lives upon it whether plant, animal, 

or man. In man's adaptation, his adjustment of his life 
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to the environment, lies the only wise pattern. Thus Mary 

Austin's desert Indians and sheepherders in the high pas-

tiires move as a part of the land and its processes. An 

outstanding example of such an adjustment is that of 

Seyavi, the Basket Maker in The Land of Little Rain; to 

know Seyavi, one must Imow the land in which her life is 

lived and "the procession of the year." 

Literary historians have not found a satisfactory 

name for this type of writing represented in Mary Austin's 
« 

four volumes. In American Naturists Henry Chester Tracy 

proposes the term "nature literature," despite the obvious 

difficulties with the meanings which general usage of the 

word "nature" suggests. Though generally in the tradition 

of American nature essayists, Mary Austin has to some 

degree extended the scope of such writing. Henry Nash 

Smith suggests that the focus which for Thoreau was a 

pond, for Burroughs a farm, and for Muir, the mountains 

became for Mary Austin, the western part of a continent.'̂  

Thus when she looks into nature it is with a larger vista: 
the march of the tall trees is with the wind 
along the trend of the tall mountains striking 
diagonally across from the turn of the Rio 
Grande to the Grand Canon, with scattered 
patches wherever the cumbres are high enough 
to drag down the clouds as snow, and hold it 
as a mulch for the pines. 

A little to the west of the continental 
divide, from the Fort Apache Reservation to 
the coimtry of the Hualapai along the Colorado, 
the land drops off in broken ranges, along the 
Rim of the Mogollon Mesa. North of the Rim it 
lifts in alternate patches of grassland and 



37 
forest which exhibit the wide spacing and 
monotony characteristic of arid regions. Both 
the grass and the trees woo. with the wind in 
patterns that on a European map would measure 
states and empires, reduced by the whole scale 
of the country to intimacy. Once you accepted 
the scale, it is as easy to be familiar with 
a grass-plot the size of Rhode Island or a 
plantation of yellow pines half as big as 
Belgium, as with the posy-plots of your garden 
(The Land of Journeys' Endinf;;, p. 54). 

Yet despite the vastness of the scene, Mrs. Austin brings 

to each detail the clear eyes of the immediate observer: 

first one and then another (of the junipers) 
pricks itself on your attention. As if all 
the vitality of the tree which during the 
winter had been withdrawn to the seat of the 
life processes underground, had run up and 
shouted, "Here I am." Not one of all the ways 
by which a tree strikes freshly on your obser
vation,—with a greener flush, with stiffened 
needles, or slight alterations of the axis of 
the growing shoots, accounts for this flash of 
mutual awareness. You walk a stranger in a 
vegetating world; then with an inward click 
the shutter of some profounder level of con
sciousness uncloses and admits you to sentience 
of the moiinting sap (The Land of Journeys' 
Ending, pp. 39-40). 

Such passionate realization of the vastness and the 

freshness of the environment and the need for adaptation 

to it may also be observed in Mrs. Austin's fiction. 

Writing in her novel of a representative Anglo community 

on the California frontier, Santa Lucia, she contrasts two 

characters. Her heroine, Serena Lindly, feels a disasso-

ciation from life and a sense of rootlessness. On the 

other hand. Dr. Caldwell has foiind real meaning to his 

life in an old, much-lived-in house. From his prospective 
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son-in-law he requires a promise that life will continue 

in the old house. He states, " . . . it is my belief that 

here in the West, perhaps in all America, we do not take 

enough accoimt of the power of our inanimate surroundings 

to take on the spiritual quality of the life that is 

lived in them, and give it off again like an exhalation, 

and not pains enough when we have made such a place, to 

preserve it for those who come after from generation to 

generation . . . " (p. 241). 

Several critics find unity in the apparently hetero

geneous series of personal studies engaged in by Mary 

Austin. Smith states that her total view encompasses "the 

wholeness and the harmony of human life, now, hour by 

hour . . . as the resource and the activity of the moment, 

the day, the year." He sees that she is interested in a 

multiplicity of studies; "but all because, and to the 

extent that, she is impelled toward the integration of the 

human personality as it actually exists, everywhere in 

some specific environment, and particularly in America in 

the environment which has seemed to her, after long ex

perience of many others, most fundamentally American, the 
Q 

West, ultimately the Southwest." 

In Earth Horizon Mary Austin speaks of the influ

ence upon her of the very first book she ever bought 

for herself. This much treasiired volume was Hugh 

Miller's Old Red Sandstone, a geological history of his 
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native Cromarty. As pointed out by one critic, this 

volume should be included in the roster of essential 

American influences. She analyzes its influence per

ceptively: 

To touch upon, even as marginalia, the 
points of illumination and stimulus it /"Old 
Red Sandstone 7 offered in this country f'or" 
forty or fifty years of the last century would 
be to write an essential passage in the history 
of the American mind. The Scots mason-geologist 
created a sense of the ancient earth and its 
grandeur with a conviction of immensity, a 
pattern, something no American writer was able 
to give, not Thoreau nor Audubon with all his 
exploratory genius—a sense and a conviction 
that seemed to meet a need for synthesis and 
scale among Americans caiight in the breathless 
experience of possessing new country.9 

There is no doubt that Hugh Miller, at least, transformed 

Mary Austin's sense of earth. She writes in her auto

biography of reading Miller's book that "the earth became 

transparent, molten, glowing," and she remembers "the feel 

of the author behind the book." This is not to say that 

the influence of Miller's book was massive or that there 

were no other influences. Rather, the position taken 

by this writer is that Mary Austin's originality was to 

translate Miller's basic tenets into her own distinctive 

credo. A direction was all that she needed. A few years 

later when the family was to go to California to take up 

land in the Tejon, she "was consumed with interest as with 

enchantment." There was much for her to learn, the names 

of the plants and animals of this alien land; there was 
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much for her to see, the comings and going of the Indians 

and the sheepherders. As already noted, her fortunate 

friendship with General Beale helped her to find the paths 

to the knowledge she had thirsted for. She watched, 

visited, listened, and learned. Her dozen years in the 

desert gave her rootage in a colorful past, in a regional 

soil, among men and women of another race. Her "un

folding earth" held riches as tangible and valuable as 

those gold deposits much sought after by the pocket hunter 

of The Land of Little Rain. The parallel can be made that 

just as the pocket hunter, successful at prospecting 

solitarily, might go so far away as London on the pro

ceeds only to come back to the land to hunt again, so Mary 

Austin might go to the city only to ret\irn to the land. 

She wrote, "No man is stronger than his destiny" (p. 80). 

Nor is any woman, for that matter. 

Mary Austin's destiny was to lie in the approach to 

life and experience which her development in the desert 

lands bred in her. This approach, as earlier noted, she 

called "The frame of behavior known as Mystical" and "the 

quality of experience called Folk"—althoijigh these con

cepts are difficult to separate in her work. From her 

childhood, she had been a rebel and a radical; the only 

path which held validity for her was to look inside 

herself and to discover that which seemed most right and 

life-giving. This truth was then to be tested against the 
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pattern of primitive people who were well adapted to the 

land. Wynn feels that this habit of "looking deeply 

within and observantly around . . . is why her ideas 

seemed, to her, so original, and still seem, to her 

devoted readers, so powerful.""̂ ^ 

The lack of that which is "mystical" and "folk" in 

the American society of her day had led, Mary Austin felt, 

to a rootlessness. Only a renewed folk-lore adaptation to 

this new land could dispel the rampant observable quality 

of dreary discontent. She saw that the essential quality 

of life visualized by the word "folk" is the life that is 

shaped in mind and social reaction, and even in character 

and expression, by one given environment. 

Mary Austin defined mystical knowledge as that 

"knowledge which arrives at the threshold of consciousness 

by processes recognizably different from the familiar 

sense perceptions" (Everyman's Genius , p. 151) • Mrs. 

Austin believed very strongly that there is a spiritual 

"continuum" back of the universe and that man can come to 

have knowledge through many channels. The sum total of 

the effect of the accumulation of such knowledge is that 

it captures and expresses what she called the "rhythm" of 

a region. The "rhythm" of a region is not revealed to an 

observer by the senses, but acquired by the extrasensory 

perceptiveness of the individual. In her revelation of 

the regional "rhythm" Mrs. Austin is in her own sense of 
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the word a prophet. As she points out in the preface to 

The Land of Journeys' Ending;: "The function of all pro

phecy is to discern truth and declare it, and the only 

restriction of the prophet is that his means shall be 

at all points capable of sustaining what he discovers" 

(p. vii). In such a concept there must be inevitably some 

form of mysterious foreknowledge revealed through the 

prophet's mystic rapport with the universal power of life. 

As prophet Mrs. Austin felt that she had an insight of 

importance for her countrymen which she must communicate 

to them; and the prophecy which she presented throiogh her 

books was her concept of the environment as the formative 

factor in the life of any generation. 



4. Structure 

The essence of Mary Austin's nature writings has been 

described as elusive as the land boundaries of the land 

about which she writes, which she described as "East away 

from the Sierras, south from Panamint and Amargosa, east 

and south many an uncounted mile," whose borders are lost; 

and as fluid as the drifting flocks on the shifting slopes, 

However, the structure of her works is not this vague; 

indeed, it is very exact. In The Land of Little Rain, The 

Flock, and Lost Borders there is an exactly structiired 

element, which is pattern; and an expository, or interpre

tive, quality, which is movement. 

In 1924 when she decided to leave New York and move 

to Santa Fe, Mary Austin herself described her mind as 

"pattern-hungry." She had come to feel that the East 

lacked freshness and air and light and, especially, 

pattern. She liked "the feel of roots, of ordered growth 

and progression, continuity" (Earth Horizon, p. 349)-

This feeling she believed existed in the culture of the 

Southwest with its close link to land. 

The evidence of this search for pattern can also be 

seen in her works. As a person, wherever she went, she 

always sought the fundamental patterns in human relation

ships. As a writer, whenever she wrote, she soiight to 

interpret these patterns which she had found. T. M. 

43 
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Pearce, personal friend and long time student of Mrs. 

Austin's works, believes that each book could be called 

"A Group of Characters in Search of a Pattern. ""'• He goes 

on to trace the patterns of several of her works. The 

Land of Little Rain he suggests, first shows the effects 

of the aridity of the region upon plant and animal life 

and then proceeds to demonstrate the adaptation to the 

land of such inhabitants as the pocket hunter, who de

veloped a "weather shell," which remained on his body 

\mtil death. The pattern she reveals in The Flock is what 

she calls "flock-mindedness," the instinct by which the 

sheep group themselves as "leaders, middlers and tailors, 

each in a settled place for the order of going. The 

trusted bellwethers, rams or ewes wearing a bell, mix and 

intermingle with the herd while shepherds and dogs co

ordinate to guide the flock through a coiinting gate or 

away from a precipice" (The Flock, p. 2). 

The pattern in Lost Borders is the environment pro

vided by that dim, hot valley where the borders of life 

are so vague that the grip of the law is relaxed in more 

v,'ays than one. The thin line existing betv/een civiliza

tion and nature is always present here; life is lived at 

its most elemental level. All objects, especially trees, 

in the valley have symbolic value. The lone pine of the 

valley, like the walnut tree of her childhood described in 

Earth Horizon, is the most obvious symbol. Thus, she 

file:///mtil
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declares in the introduction to Lost Borders: "All the 

trails in this book begin at Lone Pine, winding east by 

south and east again, though you will look long without 

finding the places where things happened to them unless 

you are susceptible to those influences that contribute 

to the fixed belief of mining countries that the hot 

essences of greed and hate and lust are absorbed, as it 

were, by the means that provoke them and inhere in houses, 

lands, or stones, to work mischief to the possessor" 

(p. 12). 

The larger structural imity of Mrs. Austin's three 

volumes is also reinforced by smaller patterning devices. 

Thus, in The Land of Little Rain, Mrs. Austin offers 

four unified subgroupings: (l) the effects of the arid 

environment upon flora and fauna, and upon its human 

dwellers, and their essential adaptation to its harsh 

demands; (2) the examination of an extension of the first 

concept which breeds in men and plants in the arid area a 

self-sufficiency; (3) the discovery of the very soul of 

the land itself; (4) a concluding essay. 

The first of these four subgroups consists of four 

essays, "The Land of Little Rain," "Water Trails of the 

Ceriso," "The Scavengers," and "The Pocket Hunter." As 

Mrs. Austin points out in "The Land of Little Rain," 

this desert is never desert in the sense of "deserted": 

"Void of life it never is, however dry the air and 
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villainous the soil" (p. 3). "Go as far as you dare in 

the heart of a lonely land," she counsels, "you cannot go 

so far that life and death are not before you" (p. 13). 

The life that is there is that of the desert flora which 

cheerfully adapt to the seasonal limitations placed upon 

it: it is recorded that during one year of ab\indant rain

fall a specimen of Amaranthus grew ten feet high; a year 

later the same species in the same place matured in the 

drought at four inches. The land thus forces new habits 

upon its animal inhabitants as well, both four-footed and 

two-footed. Meadowlarks brood above a treasured egg in 

a nest in the blazing sun, making a covering shadow 

seeking to protect this guarantee of further life for the 

desert; sparrows and hawks alike seek the thin shade of 

fence posts in the white truce of noon on the desert. 

Seeking to explain why there are so many inhabitants in so 

inhospitable a land, Mary Austin turns to her theory of 

the environment that pulls and shapes: 

If one is inclined to wonder at first 
how so many dwellers came to be in the lone
liest land that ever came out of God's hands 
. . . None other than this long brown land 
lays such a hold on the affections. The rain
bow hills, the tender bluish mists, the 
liominous radiance of the spring, have the lotus 
charm. They trick the sense of time, so that 
once inhabiting there you always mean to go 
away without quite realizing that you have not 
done it. Men who have lived there, miners and 
cattle-men, will tell you this, not so fluently 
but emphatically, cursing the land and going 
back to it (p. 16). 
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The pattern of adaptation to the land occurs at both 

the animal level and upon the human level. "Water Trails 

of the Ceriso," for instance, examines both the lesser ways 

of animals seeking water in the wastelands and the larger 

ways of the Indians seeking the same, and leaving markers, 

visible, even to later generations when they search for 

it. In "The Scavengers," birds and animals are discussed 

in terms of observable characteristics and methods of 

operation—from the rank buzzard, which is frankly satis

fied with his offensiveness, to the "least objectionable" 

raven. Mrs. Austin also discusses a recurring attitude 

of admiration which the coyote arouses in her because of 

his intelligence and sagacity. The ultimate theme of this 

essay is that the scavengers all have a place in the 

economy of nature in which the cunningest hunter is hunted 

in turn; and what such hunters leave of their kill is meat 

for some other. This scale of interrelationship includes 

all hunters except man, who does not fit into the plan 

at all. She notes, "There is no scavenger that eats tin 

cans, and no wild thing leaves a like disfigurement on the 

forest floor" (p. 60). The "Pocket Hunter" demonstrates 

the power of this land over those who venture upon it for 

the purpose of finding gold, expecting then to return to 

their former lives; for the pocket hunter, though he has 

"struck it big," cannot stay away. And altho\igh the land 

is indifferent to him—it had not minded him when he was 

^ \ 
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there nor does it miss him when he is not—his destiny 

lies within it, and no man can be stronger than his des

tiny. 

The second subgroup in The Land of Little Rain con

sists of four essays: "Shoshone Land," "Jimville," "My 

Neighbor's Field," and "The Basket Maker."^ These are 

built around a pattern which is, to a certain extent, an 

extension of the concept of the first group, the feeling 

that the "solitariness of the life breeds in the men, as 

in the plants, a certain well-roundedness and sufficiency 

to its own ends" (p. 89). In "Shoshone Land" the suf

ficient characters are the Shoshone themselves, who have 

learned from the desert hills that there exist room enough 

and time enough for all life, because the manner of the 

coimtry makes the usage of life that is there, and the 

land will not be lived in except in its own fashion 

(p. 88). In "Jimville" Mrs. Austin describes a western 

town which she calls a Bret Harte town, because it contains 

early California characters, much like those in Harte's 

stories, who are untouched by progress. There is the same 

repose of the perfectly accepted instinct, which includes 

passion and death as its perquisites. The effect in this 

region of the life on the people and the language has been 

the same: only that which is worthwhile is left; all else 

has been sheared off. A similar approach may be seen in 

"My Neighbor's Field," an essay about the field next to 
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Mrs. Austin's home. Left to itself, the field goes through 

the cycle of the seasons, is productive, lies fallow. No 

matter what will happen to it in the future, Mrs. Austin 

feels the field will certainly not be happier. 

"The Basket Maker" tells of the most "well-rounded 

and sufficient" woman in Mary Austin's essays—Seyavi, the 

basket maker, who speaks for herself about life, and for 

Mary Austin as well. The eighth of the essays, "The Mesa 

Trail," goes with a later grouping. 

"The Basket Maker" is the first of the essays in Mrs. 

Austin's volume to be developed according to the classic 

structure of the essay, with a quotation as beginning, a 

supporting number of illustrations and stories, and a re

statement as conclusion. "A man must have a woman, but a 

woman who has a child will do very well." Thus speaks 

Seyavi, a young Paiute woman left widowed with a son when 

her husband was killed in the dying struggle of his race. 

Seyavi was an authentic figure, whom Mary Austin met many 

years after the Indian woman had learned the sufficiency 

of mother wit in a high inhospitable valley in the 

Sierras of the Snows, There, preyed upon by the ele

ments , hunger, animals, and the white conquerors, never

theless, she survived and reared a son. She was to 

be known among her people, and others, as that Seyavi 

"who reared a man by her own hand, her own wit, and none 

other" (p. 167). How Mary Austin, Woman Alone, must have 
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identified with her I This period lasted long enough for 

Seyavi to evolve her philosophy of life for she had gone 

beyond learning merely to do for her son, to learn to 

believe the task worthwhile (p. 167). A pattern emerges 

here also seen in "Jimville," whose people sheared off 

everything not elemental, essential, worthwhile. 

Seyavi's other source of pride lay in the baskets 

she made. "In the society of the white man when a woman 

ceases to curl her hair, one may safely assume that she 

has passed the crisis of her experience. If she goes on 

crimping and uncrimping the curlers with the changing 

mode, it is safe to suppose she has never come up against 

anything too big for her" (p. 167). The Indian woman 

achieved nearly the same personal note in the pattern of 

her baskets. Seyavi made "baskets for love and sold them 

for money at a time when people preferred iron pots." Her 

baskets always had on them the design of the plumed crests 

of the valley quail, which was the pattern she had used in 

"the golden spring of her wedding year." Always she cut 

the willows for her baskets at "a golden time, and the 

soul of the weather went into the wood" (p. 171). Seyavi 

made baskets for the satisfaction of desire; she danced 

and dressed her hair; for the making of baskets is 

indelibly bound up for the Indian woman in the mating 

process. 

But other patterns which Seyavi knew belonged to the 
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heritage of her race which the much-possessioned white man 

might not see. The Indian had walls and furnishings: the 

shape of the mountains about the valley where he was bom 

and the clouds and the wild almond bloom on the mesa. Not 

the wattled hut, but the land, the winds, the hill front, 

the stream were his home. Thus for the Paiute the home

sickness often unto death existed; for an alien land might 

not give him a hint of his own. Another possession of 

absolute necessity to him was his blanket. No other 
• 

privacy was possible in the camp. All the processes of 

life were carried on out-of-doors or behind the thin, 

twig-woven walls of the wickiup, and laughter was the only 

corrective for behavior. Very early the Indian learned to 

be impassive, to cover his head with his blanket. For the 

Paiute, something to wrap atout him was as necessary as a 

closet to pray in is to contemporary man (p. 178). Time 

and again, when Mary Austin came to talk to Seyavi, she 

observed the basket maker wrapped in her blanket, enduring 

the blindness which seemed to come to aged Indian women. 

Mrs. Austin's view of the basket maker as the "well-

roiinded" and "sufficient" person v;ho has adapted to, and 

learned from, the environment is perhaps best explained in 

the last paragraph of the essay: "in her blanket Seyavi, 

sometime basket maker, sits by the unlit hearths of her 

tribe and digests her life, nourishing her spirit against 

the time of the spirit's need, for she knows in fact quite 
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as much of these matters as you who have a larger hope, 

though she has none but the certainty that having borne 

herself courageously to this end she will not be reborn 

a coyote" (p. 179). 

The third subgroup in The Land of Little Rain has as 

its central pattern the discovery of the very soul of the 

land itself. The titles themselves lead us up and out, 

away from the camp: "The Mesa Trail,"^ "The Streets of 

the Mountains," "Water Borders," "Other Water Borders," 

and "Nurslings of the Sky." In each of these essays Mrs. 

Austin lays her unforgettable spell upon her readers. 

"The Mesa Trail" tells of the trail which winds from her 

neighbor's field to the Shoshone Land at the end of the 

mesa with the concept stated and restated that man has a 

season as well as the plants and animals which are com

mented upon on the trail. The movement is from below to 

above, from the civilized town to the end of the mesa. 

"The Streets of the Mountains" are the valleys and canons 

stretching upward from the ploughed lands to the mountain 

citadels. Streams thread the columbine-covered streets; 

and pines, tall priests praying for rain, march up them. 

In these two essays about these streams Mrs. Austin re

veals her mystical concept of water. "Water Borders", 

examines the sources of the mountain streams describing 

the passage of the water from the snow to the valleys with 

detailed picturing of the vegetation growing along the 
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borders of the streams. The streams are portrayed as 

knowing their purpose and reflecting the sky. In "Other 

Water Borders" Mrs. Austin writes of the water in the 

streams and irrigation ditches as having "the repose of 

the completely accepted instinct" (p. 229). The personi

fication of the water is echoed in the personification of 

the plants in the borders, which are named in great de

tail , as the very plants which grow in the water borders, 

according to Mrs. Austin, avoid by premeditation the cul-

tivated tracts. The nurslings of the sky identified in 

the essay by that name are the storms, which, for Mrs. 

Austin, are the manifestation of the Spirit. The business 

of the hill country storms is to scoop water courses, 

manure the pines, twist the pines to a finer fibre, and to 

fit the firs to be mast and spars. 

The last essay in Mary Austin's book, "The Little 

Town of the Grape Vines," although it does not fall under 

any special pattern, offers an appropriate conclusion to 

those that precede it. It is not about the Land specif

ically so much as Mrs. Austin's general reaction to its 

special qualities. As she suggests there are still some 

places of such wise dispensation in the west that even the 

quail cry "cuidado" and all of the speech is soft and 

the manners are gentle. Here all of the dishes taste of 

"chile," and the Sixteenth of September has more impor

tance than the Fourth of July. Where such places are she 
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will not tell, for she will not show the heron's nest in 

the reeds. The l\ire of the town is that of the lotus, 

mentioned as the languorous quality of all of her desert. 

Her cry to the outsider is "Come away, you who are ob

sessed with your own importance in the scheme of things, 

and have got nothing you did not sweat for, come away by 

the brown valleys and full-bosomed hills to the even-

breathing days, to the kindliness, earthiness, ease of 

El Pueblo de Las Uvas" (p. 281). 

The Flock contains thirteen chapters which divide 

into five subgroups: Chapters I-III, Chapter V; Chapter 

IV, Chapters VI-VIII, Chapter X; Chapters IX and XI; 

Chapter XII; and Chapter XIII. The first essay in the 

first subgroup, "The Coming of the Flocks," recounts the 

historical circumstances of the importation of the first 

flock in 1770. This essay explains the historical 

presence of the sheep and the physical presence of Mary 

Austin in the sheep country and relates she grew knowl

edgeable of the sheep industry by means of "two years of 

homesteading on the borders of Tejon, by fifteen beside 

the Long Trail where it spindles out through Inyo, by all 

the errands of necessity and desire that made me to know 

its moods and the calendar of its shrubs and skies, by the 

chances of Sierra holidays where there were always bells 

jangling behind us in the pines or flocks blethering be

fore us in the meadows, by the riot of shearings, by the 
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faint winy smell in the streets of certain of the towns of 

the San Joaquin that apprises of the yearly interning of 

the wandering shepherds" (p. 12). 

The second and third chapters, "The Sun in Aries" and 

"A Shearing," and the fifth, "The Long Trail," show the 

continuity of the life of the flock; for these recount the 

basic activities of any flock anywhere: lambing, shearing, 

and the move to summer pastures sind back. During the 

1860's the myriad flocks of the San Joaquin Valley 

gathered in the southern part once in the year in March 

for the birth of the lambs and remained there until after 

the sheep were sheared and the lambs weaned—a period 

usually of some hundred days. The ancient rites followed 

carefully prescribed rules for making the younger sheep 

flockwise before beginning the Long Trail. 

On what Mary Austin calls "the most notable of sheep-

walks," in Chapter V, "The Long Trail," there is an in

evitable rhythm that has existed here since the days of 

the first flocks. The necessity for pasture draws the 

flocks north up the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevadas as 

far as Lake Tahoe, in the summer; then the coming of 

winter there forces the sheep back south for pasture, 

water, and warmth for the lambing. The pattern forms, 

breaks, forms, and breaks in a balanced continuity con

forming to the seasons. 

The second subgroup in The Flock, "The Hireling 

/ 
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Shepherd," "The Open Range," "The Flock," "The Go-

Betweens," and "The Liers-in-Wait," centers around the 

description of the component parts of the process, al

though the fourth chapter, "The Hireling Shepherd," is 

digressive, being devoted chiefly to descriptions of 

shepherd life in Europe. The sixth chapter, "The Open 

Range," recounts the beauty and freedom of the big, wild 

country where the summer pastures are: 

full of laughing waters, with pines marching 
up alongside them circling the glassy colored 
lakes, full of noble windy slopes and high 
grassy valleys barred by the sharp, straight 
shadows of new mountains. All the cliffs of 
that country have fresh edges, and the light 
that cuts between them from the westering sun 
lies yellowly along the sod. All the winds 
of its open places smell of sage and all its 
young rivers are swift » , » By their changes 
the herder camped a hundred miles from his 
sumiier pastures knows what goes forwaird in 
them . . . No more delighted sense of compe
tency and power goes to the man who from his 
wire web controls the movement of money and 
wheat, than to the shepherd who by the passage 
of birds, by the stream tones, by the drift of 
pine pollen on the eddies of slack water, 
keeps tally of the pastures (p. 92). 

The seventh chapter, "The Flock," deals with the process 

of the individual sheep's learning to be part of the 

flock. It must put aside certain qualities, instinct, and 

competencies which it has alone for what Mary Austin calls 

"the flock-mind," which must guide him in the man-herded 

flocks. This nebulous state of mind, Mrs. Austin suggests, 

is difficult to define and has nothing to do with a number 

of sheep together. Rather, it is a consciously acquired 
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adjustment; it is less than the sum of all of their in

telligences. Once each has foiind its place as a Leader, 

Middler, or Tailer, each will go in no other order. Such 

rigid role assumption is the flock-mind. When danger is 

sensed, the flock-mind knows no other trick than to be 

still or to run foolishly. The unknown causes the flock-

mind to balk. Mrs. Austin believes that the obsession of 

this over-sense comes from the quickness with which the 

ordinary sheep will identify that one in the flock who has 

sharper vision, quicker hearing, keener smell. Once such 

a sheep is identified by the others, that one is fana

tically followed. The dangers of flock-mindedness for the 

sheep are repeatedly made clear by the use of examples 

which Mrs. Austin cites. The eighth chapter, "The Go-

Betweens," describes the dogs which protect the flock; and 

the tenth chapter, "Liers-in-Wait," describes the animals 

which prey upon the flock. 

The ninth chapter, "The Strife of the Herdsman," and 

the eleventh chapter, "The Sheep and the Reserves," form 

the third subgroup. Both chapters are didactic and seek 

to make political points. Mrs. Austin uses narrative to 

decry the abuse of the free pastures. The moral of this 

essay, which I consider one of the poorest of the volumes, 

is that what is no man's, no man can be reprimanded for 

taking strongly. The simplicity of allotting fixed pas-

tTires for rentals would remedy these abuses. Chapter XI 
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presses for conservation by citing the illegal grazing in 

Yosemite, the lack of public support for the conservation 

programs, the concern for the watershed denuded by the 

French shepherds out to make money and then to go home. 

Chapter XII, "Ranches Tejon," begins the fourth sub

group and ends the section about flocks. Having begun 

with the history of the coming of the flocks, the book 

seems fittingly to close this section with the history of 

life on one of the old California sheep ranches. Mary 

Austin repeats one of the images most superimposed upon 

her consciousness in a dry land when she writes that 

fabulous tales were found "at every point of contact with 

the Tejon, raying out fanwise like thin, white runways of 

rabbits from any waterhole in a rainless land" (p. 221). 

Such were her tales about General Beale, the owner of the 

ranch; the Tejon Indian Sebastian; the foreman, James 

Vineyard Rosemeyre; the Chisera, whose prayers could 

make it rain and whose prayers could make it stop; Pete 

Miller, the official bear-killer of the Ranches Tejon; and 

Don Jose, Jesus Lopez, the major-domo of the sheep at 

Tejon. 

The closing chapter of the book. Chapter XIII, the 

last subgroup, "The Shade of the Arrows," is used somewhat 

in the fashion of a postlude, as an exquisite restatement 

of themes earlier developed mostly in The Land of Little 

Rain. In The Flock, generally, action and fact 
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description take precedence over mystical statement. Mrs. 

Austin returns to the mystical emphasis in this final 

chapter. 

The chapter begins with the comment: "There is a 

saying of the Paiutes that no man should go far in the 

desert who cannot sleep in the shade of his arrows, but 

one must know the desert as well as Paiutes to understand 

it. . . . it is possible for a man to travel far without 

suffering much if only he keeps his head in cover; . . . 

So if he has a good quiver full of feathered arrows 

. . . , he sticks them in the sand by their points . . . , 

and lies down with his head in the shadow. This much is 

mere hunter's craft, but the saying goes deeper" (p. 254). 

Meaning of "deeper," Mrs. Austin suggests, lies in the 

truth that when a man goes into the big wilderness, the 

Wild, there is peril from many things, against which, if 

he carries it not in himself, there is no defense. He 

must have the shade of his own personal arrows against 

death, perversions and the terrors of madness. Hence one 

cannot tell what the life in the Wild will do to a man 

unless one knows something about the kind? of arrows he 

interposes between himself and its influences. 

The remainder of the chapter is devoted to illustra

tion of Mrs. Austin's belief that the chiefest of the 

arrows of protection which a man can have is a sense of 

nat\iral beauty. She also takes strong exception to the 
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belief that the outdoor life is casteless; she believes 

that the wilderness rather fixes firmly the differences 

between men. 

Lost Borders is organized on a deductive basis. That 

is, the first chapter, "The Land," presents a general 

point of view about the desert, that it is a land whose 

borders are vague and unrealized. The narrative sketches 

making up the body of the volume occur against this 

setting and in their own particular way reflect various 

facets of it. 

The Land of Lost Borders, Mrs. Austin suggests, be

gins at the foot of the Sierra and continues eastward into 

uninhabitable desert. Here the land is not worth par

celling off, and the boundaries which should logically 

have been continued until they met the Grand Canyon run 

out in the sand and become lost in the irregular moun

tains. As a result, as Mrs. Austin further suggests, 

"Every story of that country is colored by the fashion of 

the life there, breaking 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" (p. 4). 

Considered individually, the essays in Mrs. Austin's 

three collections reflect five major types of development, 

which may be classified as follows: (l) the "landscape 
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line"; (2) simple description; (3) a developmental pattern 

called a movement pattern; (4) a string of narratives de

signed to prove a didactic or political point; (5) the 

classic pattern, which consists of a saying quoted and 

then interpreted with larger application made. 

With respect to the principle of the "landscape line" 

it must be said in way of introduction that one of Mary 

Austin's basic concepts was her faith in the molding of 

all human effort by natural forces. Pearce states this 

belief in his biography of Mrs. Austin: "to her, what a 

people make will resemble the things they look at most; 

the forms in the landscape will define the architecture 

that houses a people and its activities; these activities, 

based upon the resources in the land, will provide the 

pageantry and ceremonial customs for the work and recrea

tion of peoples distributed across the surfaces of a 

country or confined within the boundaries of forest, water, 

hill, and mountain heights." Readers of The American 

Rhythm, "Going West," and other works of Mrs. Austin know 

the many times that she uses the phrase "landscape line" 

to embody her concept that men and their efforts gain 

direction from outside themselves. To her, the sources 

of Greek art and polity lay in the "keen peaks, round-

breasted hills, and bloomy valleys" of the land. Always 

she looked for the "landscape line" wherever she was. 

The essays from The Land of Little Rain developed 
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along a "landscape line." are "The Land of Little Rain," 

"Water Trails of the Ceriso," "The Scavengers," "The Mesa 

Trail," "The Streets of the Mountains," "Water Borders," 

"Other Water Borders," and "Nurslings of the Sky." "The 

Open Range," from The Flock, also follows this form of 

development. 

In addition to the basic organizational principle 

produced by what Mrs. Austin has called "movement pattern," 

there are also slight variations. Thus certain of the 

essays progress from a concept of the brooding influential 

land to that of a man who has been influenced but enriched 

by the land as compensation, such as the driver in "The 

Land of Little Rain." Others progress from the depiction 

of animal life to that of man-life: "The Water Trails of 

the Ceriso" and "The Scavengers." "The Mesa Trail" and 

"The Streets of the Mountains" suggest movement from below 

to above, from the civilized town to the end of the mesa; 

or from below, to the citadel above with its symbolism 

of the seasonal cycle; or from life to death. In its 

progression "Water Borders" follows the passage of the 

mountain streams from the top of the mountains to the wild 

land and the ploughed land below. "Other Water Borders" 

traces the progress of water from the land to the mountain 

clouds then back down again as the rains fall and the 

streams fill. "The Open Range" delineates the surroundings 

of the high mountain meadow, "Nurslings of the Sky" 
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describes the "landscape line" of the storms of the desert 

and mountain lands. 

A particularly representative example of Mrs. Austin's 

use of the "landscape line" to develop the essays in this 

first set of essays is "The Land of Little Rain." The 

opening paragraph of this essay offers a designedly 

mysterious description of the terrain called by the 

Indians the Land of Little Rain: "East away from the 

Sierras, south from Panamint and Amargosa, east and south 

many an uncounted mile, is the Country of Lost Borders." 

Within the next paragraph are numerous words continuing a 

sense of the sweep of the landscape: "frontier," "the 

land," "Desert," "maps," "Desert," "land," and "the land." 

The third paragraph returns to the delineations of the 

land: "This is the nature of that country. There are 

hills, ro\anded, bl\int, burned, squeezed up out of chaos, 

chrome and vermilion painted . . . Between the hills lie 

high level-looking plains . . . In all the Western desert 

edges there are essays in miniature at the famed, terrible 

Grand Canon." The next paragraph begins with: "Since 

this is a high country," and proceed?, to describe the 

springs of the area with references to "The hot sink of 

Death Valley," "high rolling districts," "tilted mesas," 

and "a land of lost rivers." 

Following the opening paragraphs, the next seven 

paragraphs describe the flora of the land and its cheerful 
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adaptation to the limitations of the desert. Nor is the 

land that looms about forgotten: "The desert," "the Death 

Valley," "the Colorado desert," "the high Sierras," near 

"dunes," and "across that ghastly sink." The scene is one 

of "South-looking hills," "Canons," "the voiceless land," 

"the meeting of the Sierras and coastwise hills where the 

first swings across the southern end of the San Joaquin 

Valley," and "Above the lower tree line." It reflects as 

part of its terrain "a lonely land," "rock crevices," 

"white hot sands," and always present is the line upon the 

horizon with all of the life about wliich Mary Austin 

writes silhouetted against it. The land's flora and 

fauna, its human inhabitants are thus part of the land

scape line. Over all the land lays its spell: "The 

rainbow hills, the tender bluish mists, the luminous 

radiance of the spring, have the lotus charm" (p. 16). 

To illustrate the pull and influence of the land

scape upon man, Mrs. Austin tells the story of Salty 

Williams, driver of the eighteen and twenty-mule teams 

from the borax mines across the Mojave. When his helpers 

fall dead aroimd him from the heat, he gives up, but comes 

back for the desert is in his blood. Despite the great 

hardships life in the desert brings upon its inhabitants, 

Mrs. Austin siiggests in her closing two paragraphs, it 

offers joy as well: "In that country which begins at the 

foot of the east slope of the Sierras and spreads out by 
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less and less lofty hill ranges toward the Great Basin it 

is possible to live with great zest"; since, as she points 

out, for all that it takes the desert has much to give. 

What it has to give is expressed within the framework of 

the guiding concept of the essay: the landscape which 

surrounds the desert dweller with the resulting effect 

upon him. The far-off Chaldeans were a desert-bred people. 

Mrs. Austin concludes that "just as it must have had for 

them, so now the desert provides a sense of mastery which 

is hard to escape as the stars move in the wide clear 

heavens to risings and settings unobscured" (p. 21). 

The second type of development which serves to pro

vide structural pattern to "The Pocket Hunter," "The 

Basket Maker," "My Neighbor's Field," "Jimville," "The 

Little Town of the Grape Vines," in The Land of Little 

Rain; and "Ranches Tejon," "The Hireling Shepherd," "The 

Flock," "The Go-Betweens," and "The Liers-in-Wait" in 

The Flock, is what might be called a central descriptive 

core: i.e. a person, a place, or a group of persons or 

animals is first introduced then vividly described so that 

not only are the literal facts felt by the reader but a 

sense of the essence of each object or person delineated. 

An analysis of one of the essays in the preceding 

list, "The Pocket Hunter," will serve as an example of 

this pattern or organization. Fairly early in the essay 

the reader is informed that a pocket hunter is a prospector 

/ 
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who searches for a small body of rich ore, a pocket, 

which occurs either by itself or in a vein of poorer 

stuff. The first part of the essay is a wandering nar

rative that tells of the first meeting with the Pocket 

Hunter, other meetings on the windy passes, and something 

of his method of operation. Incidents that he relates 

out of his twenty years of pocket hunting are also set 

down. From his reminiscenses, the listener gathers that 

he has been several things of no moment before having 

struck a thousand-dollar pocket and thereby come into 

his vocation. The action that occurs in his journeyings 

through all parts of the coimtry is laced with descriptive 

passages pointing up the sights he has seen and recounting 

the hazards he has encountered and survived. Finally, 

having struck it "big," he went abroad for the Grand 

Toiir, but could not escape the pull of the land, and so 

returned. 

The third pattern of development in the essays in 

Mrs. Austin's collections may be called "movement." i.e. 

a central sense of movement v±Lich suggests a unified 

progression. This occurs in several chapters of The 

Flock: Chapter I, "The Coming of the Flocks"; Chapter II, 

"The Sun in Aries"; Chapter III, "A Shearing"; and 

Chapter V, "The Long Trail." The movement is that of the 

flock in its various activities. 

Chapter II, "The Sun in Aries," will be used as the 

/ ^ 
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example of this type of development: the pattern of move

ment in this section being that of the flocks moving from 

all points of the compass into the center; that is, from 

the scattered winter pastures into a central location in 

the southern part of the San Joaquin Valley for lambing, 

which annually takes place about the time the sun sig

nificantly, enters the sign of Aries, the Ram. The essay 

begins with the movement of the flocks toward the valley: 

"About the time there begin to be cloud shadows moving on 

the unfurrowed wild pastures of the San Joaquin there 

begin to be windless clouds of dust coasting the foothills 

Tinder the Sierras, drifting in from the blue barriers of 

the seaward ranges, or emerging mysteriously from iin-

guessed quarters of the shut horizon . . . one counts a 

dozen pale blurs of moving dust low along the foothills, 

. . . " (p. 31). Once in the center of the southern end 

of the San Joaquin, the flock busies itself with the 

business of lambing and the ways of the mother and the new 

lamb. Details are thus added about the manner of the 

shepherd's handling and training the sheep for the coming 

movement to svimmer pasture. The essay then ends with the 

flock still gathered together with the other flocks but 

ready for shearing. 

The fourth and the fifth modes of development in the 

essays are, respectively, description used to illustrate 

a central political point, and exposition of a symbolic 
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concept. The first of these is illustrated in "The 

Strife of the Herdsman" and "The Sheep and the Reserves" 

both from The Flock; by using a series of examples in 

each essay, Mrs. Austin makes the point of the need for 

governmental regulations and for conservation. The second 

is illustrated by Chapter XIII, "The Shade of the Arrows." 

The essay evolves slowly and naturally from the explana

tion of the Paiute saying that "no man should go far in 

the desert who cannot sleep in the shade of his arrows." 

Mrs. Austin first gives the campcraft meaning of the 

Indian practice, then shifts to the symbolic explanation 

of what can sustain a man in the desert. The essay ends 

with her affirmation that she herself in her own individ

ual life-experience found a sufficient number of arrows 

to sustain her. 
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5. Subject: The Land 

Writing in New American Literature. Pattee said of 

Mary Austin's The Land of Little Rain that "the Desert is 

the principal character, alive, sinister, lovable, death-

dealing, irresistible, beautiful. No stronger book of 

its variety exists in our literature.""̂  In 1902, in the 

Boston Transcript, Elia W. Peattis recounted meeting 

"another desert woman, Mary Austin, who in the last 

eighteen months appeared twice in the Atlantic in sketches 

which could only have been written by one who knows the 

solitude and understands it. . . . The desert has clois

tered her; she is a religieuse, serving her kind, wearing 

no habit, subscribing to no creed." Carl Van Doren 

observed of Mary Austin that the "mark of the desert never 

quite left her—in the profound calm of her temper, the 

large dimensions of her ideas, in her neglect of all that 

does not go to the roots of some matter or other, in her 

oracular habit of communication. Interpreting the desert 

to a more complicated world, she interprets the world to 

itself. By the desert she takes her measure of exis

tence."^ In his chapter on Mary Austin in The Literary 

Spotlight, John Farrar concluded that the desert, the sea, 

and the timber-line furnish man with mirrors in which to 

discern the will of the universe; and that in Mary 

Austin's work one sees that "the desert is the truest 

69 
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mirror of the mind of deity."^ Dudley Vfynn in The 

Virginia Quarterly evaluated her work in reference to the 

manner in which she was able to write of the land. He 

felt that "Her best mode was that of aloneness, when with 

quiet patience she set down the glamorous, cruel, strange 

beauty of the land, the great Sierra pastures, the desert, 

the canons and mesas."^ 

Mary Austin herself became immediately aware of her 

interest in the land in 1888 on a journey which she made 

on horseback from San Francisco to the Tejon. In her 

autobiography Earth Horizon she writes of her feelings on 

that journey: 

There was something else there besides 
what you find in the books; a lurking, evasive 
Something, wistful, cruel, ardent; a something 
that rustled and ran, that hung half-remotely, 
insistent on being noticed, fled from pursuit, 
and when you turned from it, leaped suddenly 
and fastened on your vitals. This is no mere 
figure of speech, but the true movement of 
experience. Then, and ever afterward, in the 
wide, dry washes and along the edge of the 
chaparral, . . . the need of being alone with 
this insistent experiential pang for which 
the wise Greeks had the clearest name concepts 
. . . fawns, satyrs, the ultimate Pan. Beauty-
in-the wild, yearning to be made human (p. 187). 

Mrs. Austin was also aware of a responsive yearning, a 

need to know, but the land could not explain itself, and 

much of her writing was concerned with analyzing its sig

nificance. Patiently, she strove to measure the secrets 

of this new land. "The secret of learning the mesa life," 

she once said, "is to sit still, and to sit still, and to 
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keep on sitting still."^ 

Mary Austin's acquaintance with this land during what 

she refers to as her twice seven years of wandering was to 

be extensive and intensive. She presents her credentials 

in a passage quoted earlier and repeated here: 

By two years of homesteading on the 
borders of Tejon, by fifteen beside the Long 
Trail where it spindles out through Injo, by 
all the errands of necessity and desire that 
made me to know its moods and the calendar of 
its shrubs and skies, by the chances of Sierra 
holidays where there were always bells jangling 
behind us in the pines or flocks blethering 
before us in the meadows, by the riot of 
shearings, by the faint winy smell in the 
streets of certain of the towns of the San 
Joaquin that apprises of the yearly inturning 
of the wandering shepherds, I grew aware of 
all that you read here and of much beside 
(p. 12). 

Early in The Land of Little Rain she comments that she 

must have drunk of the fabled Hassayampa River sometime, 

that those who drink from this river, accoj?ding to the 

Indian legend, thereafter do not see fact as naked fact 

but as fact all radiant with the color of romance. She 

feels that she must have so drunk, for she sees the life 
7 

of the desert as worthwhile.' 

In the Preface to The Land of Little Rain, Mrs, Austin 

confesses to liking the Indian fashion of name-giving, 

which evolves from the practice of using a name that best 

expresses the person or place described. Therefore, al

though some of the names used are the official ones, most 

are not. She delights in the names that express her 
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experiences with, or impressions of, some spot.® 

But there may also have been a deeper, more elemental 

reason. For Mrs. Austin, the Land was the mystical re

ceptacle of her religion: the chalice to be drunk from by 

the believer. At times, consequently, she seems to feel 

that some of the places about which she writes are deep 

within the Holy of Holies, behind the curtain of which, 

as priestess, only she may go. In the Preface to The Land 

of Little Rain, for example, she remarks of her obscurity 

about names: "Guided by these you may reach my coimtry 

and find or not find, according as it lieth in you, much 

that is set down here. And more. The earth is no wanton 

to give up all her best to every comer, but keeps a sweet 

separate intimacy for each . . . I am in no mind to direct 

you to delectable places toward which you will hold your

self less tenderly than I. So by this fashion of naming I 

keep faith with the land and annex to my own estate a very 

great territory to which none has a surer title" (p. ix). 

Speaking further in the same source book, of El Pueblo de 

Las Uvas, she writes: "Where it lies, how to come at it, 

you will not get from me; rather would I chow you the 

heron's nest in the tulares" (p. 265). 

For Mary Austin the land is a mysterious brooding 

influencer. Chapter II, "The Hoodoo of the Minnietta," 

begins characteristically: "All the trails in this book 

begin at Lone Pine, winding east by south and east again, 
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though you will look long without finding the places where 

things happened in them unless you are susceptible to 

those influences that contribute to the fixed belief of 

mining countries, that the hot essences of greed and hate 

and lust are absorbed, as it were, by the houses, lands, 

or stones to work mischief to the possessor. This is 

common in new and untamed lands where destinies are worked 

out in plain sight" (p. 12). The adjective "untamed" is 

the key to this aspect of Mrs. Austin's concept of the 

land, a concept echoed later in the story when she writes 

that McKenna, a successful miner, thinks he stays in the 

desert to look after the mine, whereas in reality "the 

desert had him cat-like between her paws" (p. 18). 

At the end of the opening chapter of The Flock Mrs. 

Austin portrays the land as a woman: 

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 be
yond 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 (pp. 10-11). 

Prove it she does, in each of the vignettes in The Flock. 

The designation of the land as a woman appears in other 
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places in her essays also. In "A Case of Conscience" she 

comments that the Border women, white women, too, have 

moving through the thin web of their lives "the vast im

personal rivalry of desertness" (p. 40). In "The Ploughed 

Lands," the young driver of an eighteen-mule team, lost 

for a time in the wilderness, came to love a young Indian 

girl who rescued him. He cannot love her for he is "in 

the grip of another mistress who might or might not loose 

his bonds" (p. 45). As the account continues, "The 

desert had him. He had come into it fearlessly and un

guarded, and it struck home" (p. 47). Only when the girl 

leads him back to the Ploughed Lands, can he turn to her 

in response. There, the author notes, "He was his own 

man again" (p. 50). 

The Land as seen through Indian eyes appears in two 

places in the essays. In "Shoshone Land," the homesick 

medicine-man longs for his birthplace. In "The Basket 

Maker," Seyavi, from her campoodie, can see the land in 

detail: 

Oppapago looks on Waban, and Waban on Coso 
and the Bitter Lake, and the campoodie looks on 
these three; and more, it sees the beginning of 
winds along the foot of Coso, the gathering of 
clouds behind the high ridges, the spring flush, 
the soft spread of wild almond bloom on the 
mesa. These first, you understand, are the 
Paiute's walls, the other his furnishings. Not 
the wattled hut is his home, but the land, the 
winds, the hill front, the stream. These he 
cannot duplicate at any furbisher's shop as you 
who live within doors. . . . So you see how it 
is that the homesickness of an Indian is often 
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unto death, since he gets no relief from it" 
(p. 17^). 

Intimate personal acquaintance with the land in all 

its moods convinced Maiy Austin that each type of terrain 

within it has a uniquely individual character and exerts 

a profound influence upon the life associated with it. 

The Land of Little Rain contains references to the "cheer

ful" adaptation of plant life to the land in every essay. 

There are also numerous references to the influence of 

such adaptation upon animal life in a given environment. 

The whole of The Flock is built around the current of 

influence of the environment upon the sheep as they become 

flock-wise. In Lost Borders the emphasis is upon people's 

adaptation; in only one instance, "The Last Antelope,̂ ' is 

there an example of the adaptation of animal life. 'In 

both of these volumes, plant life is mentioned only inci

dentally; for now the Land has become a peopled land and 

a land of domesticated animals. Before, it had been a 

land of ageless primeval ways. Only once, declares Mrs. 

Austin, does man glimpse Eden new. Earlier, in The Land 

of Little Rain, Mary Austin was still able to speak under 

that Edenic spell of a beauty which "takes the breath like 

pain." 

The adaptation of life to the barren terrain of the 

desert comes under close scrutiny in "The Land of Little 

Rain," where the scarcity of rainfall controls the plant 

life of the desert. Seldom, she points out, do the 
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desert plants reach their full stature. Indeed, to survive 

at all, the plants must resort to many devices to prevent 

evaporation, such as turning their foliage edgewise toward 

the Sim. Thus, each of the desert plants in its typical 

life cycle has especial meaning for Mary Austin. She 

sees the desert area beginning with the appearance of the 

creosote. The tormented, twisted growth of the tree 

yuccas expresses the very desert itself: these deformed 

shapes often reflecting the attributes of the human shape. 

She writes, "The real struggle for existence, the real 

brain of the plant, is xinderground" (p. 12). The valiant 

nature of that struggle is signified by the fact that in 

Death Valley, considered as synonymous with desolation, 

there are nearly two hundred identified species. 

Mrs. Austin's accounts of trees often have ecstatic 

overtones. The following description of the mesquite tree 

in The Land of Little Rain gives the reader a perfect word 

picture which is factually accurate and exquisitely 

metaphoric: "The mesquite is God's best thought in all 

this desertness. It grows in the open, is thorny, stocky, 

close grown, and iron-rooted. Long winds move in the 

draughty valleys, blown sand fills and fills about the 

lower branches, piling pyramidal dunes, from the top of 

which the mesquite twigs flourish greenly. Fifteen or 

twenty feet under the drift, where it seems no rain could 

penetrate, the main trunk grows, attaining often a yard's 
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thickness, resistant as oak . . . " (pp. 86-87). The 

implication that the plant life is the expression of the 

influence of God is also very strong in "My Neighbor's 

Field," in this same collection. Here Mrs. Austin 

describes the field next to her: "It is one of those 

places God must have meant for a field from all time" 

(p. 125). Despite the efforts of men to own and use it 

as they will, the field, if given a chance at all, will be 

reclaimed by the wild plants, which will quickly retake 

former ground once set aside for human use. 

But at times Mrs. Austin sees an appropriate merging 

in the desert land of the actions of men with the beauty 

of their surroimdings; as, for example, in Chapter I of 

"The Flock": 

Over the mesa from the town, color of poppies 
ran like creeping fire in the chamisal, all the 
air was reeking sweet with violets, yellow, and 
paling at the edges like the bleached, fair hair 
of children who play much about the beaches. 
Don Fernando left Velicata in May—0, the good 
land that holds the record of all he sawl—the 
tall white, odorous Candles-of-Our-Lord, the 
long, plumed reaches of the chamisal, the tangle 
of the meghariza, the yellow-starred plats of 
the chilicojote, reddening berries of rhus from 
which the Padres were yet to gather wax that 
God's altars might not lack candles, the steep 
barrancas clothed with deer-weed and toyoh, 
blue hills that swam at noon in waters of 
mirage. There was little enough water of any 
sort on that journey, none too much of sapless 
feed. Dry camp succeeded to dry camp. Hills 
neared .them with the hope of springs and passed 
bone-dry, inhospitably stiff with cactus and 
rattle weed. The expedition drifted steadily 
northward and smelled the freshness of the sea; 
then they heard the night-singing mocking bird, 
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wildly sweet in the waxberry bush, and, still 
two days from San Diego, met the messengers of 
Governor Portola going south with news of the 
founding of Monterey. This was in June of 
1770. No doubt they at San Diego were glad 
when they heard the roll of the bells and the 
blether of the flock (pp. 6-7). 

In her larger view of this little hospitable land 

birds and animals will be seen to play an important role. 

Her frame of reference in this respect is the same as for 

the plants and trees: the land forces new habits upon its 

dwellers. Already noted has been Mrs. Austin's descrip-

tion of meadowlarks seeking to protect their egg in an "̂"̂/v̂v" 

exposed nest by interposing their spread wings between it 

and the blazing sun. Mrs. Austin also recoiints such 

sights as birds resting in the shadow of the posts of a 

fence stretched across the treeless range—sparrow and 

hawk side by side. In "The Water Trails of the Ceriso" 

she betrays a tenderness for the little animals, birds, 

rodents, and such, which she calls "the little people," 

"Hill-folk," "foolish people," and "the foolish bodies." 

. Several forms of fauna attract her attention: the 

birds of carrion, discussed in "The Scavengers"; the 

antelope who unfortunately came too close to the man-mind 

in "The Last Antelope"; and the deeply admired little 

grey dog of the wilderness, the coyote. She once men

tioned a desire to write a book about the coyote. Her 

admiration for the coyote is rooted in the sagacity of his 

ways, in his ability to survive in this land. She notes. 
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in The Land of Little Rain, "The coyote is your true 

water-witch, one who snuffs and paws, snuffs and paws 

again at the smallest spot of moisture-scented earth un

til he has freed the blind water from the soil" (p.'27). 

From her intimate observation of the coyote she is per

suaded that they navigate by the pinnacles of the sky-line 

much the same as a range-experienced man would. Also like 

men, she suggests in the chapter in The Flock entitled 

"Liers-in-Wait," coyotes communicate with each other, by 

changes in the quality of their howls; they run game to 

the ground by a system of relays, as they do with the ill-

fated Last Antelope; they have learned the ways of the 

sheep and sheep dogs even to the point of being able to 

imitate the dogs in actions designed against the flocks. 

The reader thus learns much from Mrs. Austin's descrip

tions about the flocks and the dogs which herd them. Mrs. 

Austin has great admiration for the dog, but considers him 

in the sheep-function as a controlled agent. The sheep 

she finds interesting not in themselves but in the inter

play of the whole panoply of the flock and its fascinating 

.JL.1. V ^ . 

Yet, of all things observable in the wastelands about 

which she writes, nothing holds more appeal to Mary Austin 

than the effect of the land upon its human inhabitants. 

In The Flock she notes the effect of the desert: "There 

is a look about men who come from sojourning in that 
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country as if the sheer nakedness of the land had somehow 

driven the soul back on its elemental impulses. You can 

imagine that one type of man exposed to it would become a 

mystic and another incredibly brutalized" (p. 97). Mrs. 

Austin concludes that the Land—which lived without man 

when it could, but increasingly less so in her time—when 

it did come to live with man, it was his Teacher, his 

Shaper, his Endower, and his Nurturer. 

The degree of man's encroachment upon the land is 

gradually revealed in Mrs. Austin's three essay collec

tions. In The Land of Little Rain most of the essays are 

devoted to the land as a mystic influence upon plants and 

animals, with only incidental reference to human dwellers. 

The story of Salty Williams, in The Land of Little Rain, 

the driver of eighteen and twenty-mule teams who cannot 

leave because "the land had called him," is one of the 

few examples. "Jimville," "The Little Town of the Grape 

Vines," "The Pocket Hunter," "Shoshone Land," and "The 

Basket Maker" have hioman subjects, but the presence of man 

is secondary in most of the other scenes. In The Flock 

the essays reflect man as a central subject, but in most 

instances they are linked with the animals he has domes

ticated and the ways of life which the two must follow to 

exist within the land. The narrative vignettes in Lost 

Borders concern almost altogether human life: flora 

and fauna have retreated to a secondary place. As she 
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observed the land becoming peopled, Mrs. Austin seems to 

have moved away from her first energizing contact with it, 

both literally and figuratively to something else. 

The patterns of life of the human inhabitants of the 

land fall into two categories: one for men and another 

for women. Mrs. Austin makes this point very clearly, 

"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." For Mrs. 

Austin the pattern of men in the clutches of the Land and 

of their women doing the best they can in a situation over 

which they have no control is dominant. 

Typical of the way in which Mrs. Austin handles men 

of the desert and their way of life is her essay "The 

Pocket Himter" in The Land of Little Rain. She explains 

in detail how the pocket hunter operates in his search for 

small pockets of ore. She describes his equipment, his 

burros, his food, his experiences, and the superstitions 

he holds. Yet, for all the interest these arouse by 

their unusual natiire and eccentricity, the facts of life 

of the Pocket Hunter are secondary to his relationship 
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with the desert. Throughout the essay Mrs. Austin inter

sperses her information with interpretive statements, 

with explanations of what she calls his "destiny," which 

the reader concludes is the life upon the land. Mrs. 

Austin's first description of the Pocket Hunter links him 

to the land. She writes, "He v/as a small, bowed man, 

with a face and manner and speech of no character at all, 

as if he had that faculty of small hunted things of 

taking on the protective color of his surroimdings" 
« 

(p. 64). His work carries him back and forth across "a 

big mysterious land, a lonely, inhospitable land, beau

tiful, terrible. But he came to no harm in it; the land 

tolerated him as it might a gopher or a badger. Of all 

its inhabitants it has the least concern for man" (p. 68). 

From many years of exposure to the elements, the Pocket 

Hunter becomes impervious to the elements, for prospectors 

and Indians develop a kind of weather shell. He has a 

weather instinct which would even wake him when a storm 

would be bearing down on him in the night. Mrs. Austin 

believes that he might even have a "creature instinct, 

which in his way of life has room to grow" (p. 75). ̂ '̂ ên 

he makes a big strike and leaves, she notes, "The land 

seemed not to miss him any more than it had minded him" 

(p. 80). However, the Pocket Hunter cannot stay away. 

Just as Salty Williams had been "called" by the land and 

Gavin in "The Ploughed Lands" had "the mark of the 
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desert," so this land and its way has marked the Pocket 

H\inter's "destiny." 

As already noted, Mrs. Austin is greatly concerned in 

her essays with the women of the desert and how they live 

in such a hostile environment. Four of Mrs. Austin's 

women seem to be speaking for her herself in one way or 

another: Seyavi, the basket maker in The Land of Little 

Rain; the Chisera, in The Flock; the Woman of the Eighteen-

Mile and the Walking Woman in Lost Borders. 
« 

Mrs. Austin's account of Seyavi has already been re

corded. She spoke for Mary Austin by proclaiming her 

ability to survive and care for her child without the help 

of a man or the support of society; this had been Mary 

Austin's own feeling when her mother felt the birth of a 

retarded child was God's punishment upon her and when she 

divorced her husband. In The Flock the Chisera spoke for 

her in another way. As Mrs. Austin writes, "A Chisera you 

must know is a witch, in this instance a rainmaker" (p. 

231). Mrs. Austin had come to know a Chisera as part of 

the experience in the herdir^ country near Tejon Pass: a 

Chisera of Whiskey Flat who promises to make rain in 

return for the price of a steer. An agreement is made, 

whereupon she dances, leaping before the Gods of Rain, 

Mrs. Austin suggests, as David before the Ark of the Lord 

when it came up from Kirjath-jearim. For three days she 

dances, with the Indians of her tribe chanting to the 
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rhythm of her movement. But when it rains, it persists in 

raining for three weeks. The Chisera next offers to make 

it cease raining for another steer. Within three days the 

sun breaks forth. 

The Walking Woman of Lost Borders, the third woman 

character under consideration, reflects in her life the 

desert lesson which draws a line between the fundamental 

realities and the surface factors of life. Mrs. Austin 

once met this woman who walked alone about the mining 

towns and the herders' camps, who was often seen and who 

then disappeared suddenly and mysteriously. Three great 

experiences had come to the Walking Woman: the first, 

holding a flock in a sandstorm, while traveling with the 

flock and its herder, doing a common task with him; the 

second, when they fall in love: "We are of one sort and 

one mind," he had said to her as he stretched out beside 

her at the fire; the third, nursing the child of their 

love: the way of the firstborn, the lips and the hands 

at the breast. These verities, suggest Mrs. Austin, come 

easier in the wastelands where life exists at its essen

tial level. 

The chief character in the story "The Woman at the 

Eighteen-Mile," the fourth of the women in question, also 

knew these verities; for she cherished within her the 

memory of a life, held and reciprocated, in such a way as 

to sustain her soul and keep a glow in the wilderness. 



^ ~ w 

85 

Mrs. Austin's description of her could have sufficed to 

describe any of Mrs. Austin's women of the desert lands: 

"She had the desert mark upon her—lean figure, wasted 

bosom, the sharp upright furrow between the eyes, the 

burned, tawny skin, with the pallid streak of the dropped 

eyelids" (Lost Borders, p. 98). 

Specifically, what either the desert men or women 

"did" in the conventional sense to earn a living does not 

matter in Mrs. Austin's view; for what they were really 
• 

"doing" was either adapting or failing to adapt to the 

environment. Mrs. Austin includes few specific details 

about most of her characters. Her men might be stage

coach drivers, swampers and drivers of eighteen-mule 

teams, miners, drifters, settlers, or gamblers. What is 

important is whether or not they survive in the desert. 

It is with such survival that Mrs. Austin is con

cerned in her essay on Jimville, one of the two towns she 

describes in these essays. Bret Harte, she declares, 

should have laid the scene of some of his stories in 

Jimville for there cast up on the ore-rubbed hills are the 

bleached timbers of many tales. She sees Jimville as a 

"survival" in the same way she saw an old tortoise living 

beyond its epoch. Isolated by three days travel from 

anywhere in particular, Jimville represents a "cove of 

reminder." The local saying about Jimville is that 

setting away from it is such a piece of work that it 
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encouraged permanence in the population. Mrs. Austin 

believes that, although the journey there by stage is 

difficult, the real reason why the population stays is 

that most had been drawn there by some real likeness or 

liking. The essay is filled with much folklore, much 

miner's talk, and several vivid pictures of inhabitants 

such as Mr. Fanshawe, the gentlemanly faro dealer, bred 

for a clergyman, who cheated one but stood well in one's 

opinion at the same time. 

Another town described in The Land of Little Rain, 

which survived is Las Uvas, the Town of the Grape Vines, 

so named because wild vines grow over the orchards and the 

houses. In the Town of the Grape Vines the inhabitants 

continue all the good customs brought out of Old Mexico. 

Mrs. Austin writes understandingly of the customs, the 

sayings, the religion, the foods, and the loves of Las 

Uvas. 

The final important aspect of the land which comes 

alive in Mary Austin's essays is the Indians, the original 

inhabitants. Mrs. Austin reveals an instinctive under

standing of their religion, the rhythm of their lives, and 

even of their humor, although one must turn to the One 

Smoke Stories for the best reflection of Indian humor. 

She wrote of the Paiutes, who had fought and lost the last 

battle of their race in her desert area of California. 

She wrote of the Shoshones, whose very solitariness of 
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life had bred in them a certain well-roundedness and suf

ficiency. They knew how to use everything in the desert. 

Even the young Shoshone children were like young quail, 

knowing without teaching about feeding and hiding. Such 

information is largely confined to "Shoshone Land" and 

"The Basket Maker." 

Perhaps Lincoln Steffens makes the best summary of 

Mrs. Austin's use of her subject matter by commenting that 

her best works 

are /Eei7 stories of desert women, miners, 
herders, store-keepers, gamblers, Indians, 
wives, daughters, and people. She put the 
land in The Land of Little Rain, the land 
and the plants and the shadows. She put the 
animals and the animal-like men into The 
Flock. The Indians are in The Basket Woman 
and the rest of us are in Lost Borders. 

And, taken all together, these and her 
plays and her novels—they contain knowledge 
and religion, nature and human nature; they 
contain all the plain facts of the desert, but 
so understood and with such sympathy and such 
comprehension—that they are life and the 
poetry of life anywhere.12 



PART THREE: STYLE 
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6. Language 

In any literary work style is the distinctive mark of 

the author, inescapably the expression of his personality 

and his way of looking at life. Schopenhauer said that 

style is "a safer index to character than a face." In 

Fundamentals of Good Writing Cleanth Brooks and Robert 

Penn Warren have compared style to the grain in wood. "The 

style of a work is not a sort of veneer glued over the 

outside. On the contrary, it is like the pattern of-the 

grain in a piece of wood. It is a pattern that goes all 

the way through: a manifestation of the growth and devel

opment of the structure of the tree itself." As one 

thinks and feels, so will one write; if one's thoughts are 

muddled, one's style will be muddled. "A man's style," 

Emerson wrote, "is his mind's voice," adding: "Wooden 
2 

minds, wooden voices." 

The earlier pages of this study have sought to examine 

Mary Austin and her work in such a way as to set forth her 

personality and her way of looking at life. Mary Austin 

was a mystic naturist seeking to interpret the desert lands 

and their power over all life that existed within them. 
V 

Her capacity for interpretation lay in her ability to use 

not only fact but language to express herself perceptively. 

Mary Austin herself was a conscious stylist. She 

well knew the value of just the right word. The poem 

89 
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"Whisper of the Wind," cited earlier, tells of her yearning 

quest for a word. Helen MacKnight Doyle, personal friend 

and doctor for Mary Austin's retarded daughter, relates an 

incident out of her own personal experience. According 

to one of Mary Austin's neighbors, Mrs. Austin claimed to 

have worked for four hours trying to get the right word to 

describe the hills to the east: "puckery." Note its 

effectiveness in the following passage from The Flock; 

"Well I know that country! A h\ige fawn-colored hollow 

drawn on its border into puckery hills, gutted where they 

ran together by fierce, infrequent rains" (p. 29)• 

The word is the basic unit of composition, and its 

quality in isolated use depends upon its expressiveness. 

Not only must it mean the thing it stands for, but it must 

in every way possible conjure up the reflection of the 

thing in its completest reality. Mrs. Austin understood 

this dual requirement well, for she begins the first 

paragraph of her first collection of essays with sibilant 

sounds which reflect the sighing of the desert winds. 

"East away from the Sierra^, £outh from Panamint and 

Amargosa, ea^t and £outh many an uncounted mile, i£ the 

Coimtry of Lo^t Border^" (p. 3)- Tiiis word choice is 

not imitative but suggestive. The suggestion of the sound 

of the wind comes again further on in another description 

of the land: "In that country which begin^ at the foot of 

the east slope of the Sierra^ and apreads^ out by l e ^ and 



91 
less lofty hill range^ toward the Great Baŝ in, it i^ 

possible to live with great £est . . . " (p. 20). The 

effect is mysterious and insidious as is the land. 

Mrs. Austin makes extensive use of the soimds of 

words, perhaps, because the desert she writes of is rarely 

soundless. To reflect it, she must catch the feel and 

essence of its sounds. She uses words that are mere 

onomatopoeia: "clank," "clamor." In addition to words 

that simulate the action are these which are primarily 

suggestive: "Squeezed," "drifts," "dribbles," "scoop," 

"sweep," "harries," "fretted." Many also carry both sound 

value as well as suggestiveness: "glare," "haze," 

"bitter," "tang," "luminous," "maimed," "seamed with virgin 

silver" (the last appeals to the eye as well as the ear), 

"tawny," "rounded," "blunt," "steep," "hummock," "scar," 

"quiescent," "moist." All the preceding examples are 

found in her essay "The Land of Little Rain"; and, though 

the list is not inclusive, it does show her strong feeling 

for the importance of words as sound. Her use of sug

gestive words reflects the delicacy and subtlety of Mrs. 

Austin's general descriptive approach. For the most part 

such words are used in description of the land, which 

makes such passages more effective by their juxtaposition 

with those in which she is not describing the desert, in 

which more commonplace words predominate. 

Some critics have found Mrs. Austin's use of botanical 
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names to be overdone and distracting. This excessive use 

may possibly be attributed to the fact that she had to 

acquire botanical terminology after she moved to the 

desert and her newly acquired knowledge sometimes becomes 

excessive. A similar criticism has been brought against 

her for her use of Spanish terms. She herself answers 

this criticism in the Preface to The Land of Journeys' 

.^ding: "the topography of the country between the 

Colorado and the Rio Grande cannot be expressed in terms 

invented for such purpose in a low green island by the 

North Sea. A 'barranca' is terrifyingly more than an 

English bank on which the wild thyme grows; an 'arroyo' 

resembles a gully only in being likewise a water gouge 

in the earth's surface, and we have no word at all for 

'Canada,' half-way between an 'arroyo' and a 'canon'" 

(p. iv). 

An aspect of word choice in which Mrs. Austin excels 

is in her choice of adjectives. Note those in the opening 

paragraph of The Land of Little Rain: "East away from the 

Sierras, south from Panamint and Amargosa, east and south 

many an uncounted mile, is the Country of Lost Borders" 

(p. 3). Here the use of the single adjective "Tincounted" 

seems to charge the passages with overtones of meaning: 

the mystery, the seeming absence of life. A similar 

instance is this statement: "from the sharp Sierras of 

the Snows to the curled, red and ochre, \incomforted, bare 

file:///incomforted
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ribs of Waban," (p. 164) in which "uncomforted" constitutes 

the only possible choice. 

It has been said that the curse of the use of adjec

tives in prose is that they can impede the movement of the 

lines. Such is not true of such descriptive passages as 

the following from The Land of Little Rain: 

Every canon commends itself for some par
ticular pleasantness; this for pines, another 
for trout, one for pure bleak beauty of granite 
buttresses, one for its far-flung irised falls; 
and as I saw, though some are easier going, leads 
each to the cloud shouldering citadel. First, 
near the canon mouth you get the lovz-heading, 
full-branched, one-leaf pines. That is the sort 
of tree to know at sight for the globose, 
resin-dripping cones have palatable, nourishing 
kernels, the main harvest of the Paiutes. That 
perhaps accounts for their growing accommodat
ingly below the limit of deep snows, grouped 
sombrely on the valleyward slopes. The real 
procession of the pines begins in the rifts with 
the long-leafed Pinus Jeffreyi, sighing its soul 
away upon the wind. And it ought not to sigh in 
such good company. Here begins the manzanita, 
adjusting its tortuous still stems to the sharp 
waste of boulders, its pale olive leaves twisting 
edgewise to the sleek, ruddy chestnut stems; 
begins also the meadow-sweet, burnished laurel, 
and the million unregarded trumpets of the coral-
red pentstemon. Wild life is likely to be busiest 
about the lower pine borders (pp. 187-188). 

Such descriptions are characteristic of Mrs. Austin's 

fine sense of words. Although it contains many words, care 

has been used to avoid clutter. The word "Particular" 

serves to limit capacity, and, in addition, helps to 

achieve preciseness. The passage is further constrained by 

the fact that two of the canons are described only by the 

use of nouns. This restraint is balanced by two lengthy 

/ ^ 
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poetic descriptions, in which adjectives abound. Adjec

tives such as "pure," "bleak," and "granite," combined with 

the connotative nouns "beauty" and "buttresses," offer not 

only a sensuous eacperience for the eye but one for the ear 

as well. 

Alliteration and repetition occur with regular fre

quence in Mrs. Austin's work as she seeks to catch the 

echoes and repeats of her landscape. The description of 

the fourth canyon in the above passage, for example, con

tains the alliterative phrases: "Far-flung irised falls"; 

"cloud shouldering citadel"; "sighing its soul"; "pro

cession of pines"; and "tortuous still stems.*•' Many of 

the other adjectives are used for exact portrayal of the 

characteristics of the different pines, or go beyond 

exactness by a happy choice that gives subjective qual

ities: e.g., cones that are "globose, resin-dripping 

cones" suggesting excess of abundance. The phrase 

"tortuous still stems" portrays an almost painful rigidity. 

And the words "unregarded trumpets" carry the connotations 

already mentioned about "uncounted" and "uncomforted." 

The impersonality of the Land comes close again. 

That Mary Austin can skilfully control her adjectives 

may be seen from the following passage from The Land of 

Little Rain, in which there is an absence of all but the 

literal essential adjective to convey the needed actions: 

Watch a coyote come out of his lair and 



95 

cast about in his mind where he will go for 
his daily killing. You cannot very well tell 
what decides him, but very easily that he has 
decided. He trots or breaks into short gallops, 
with very perceptible pauses to look up and 
about at landmarks, alters his tack a little 
looking forward and back to steer his proper 
course. I am persuaded that the coyotes in my 
valley, which is narrow and beset with steep, 
sharp hills, in long passages steer by the pin
nacles of the sky-line, going with head cocked 
to one side to keep to the left or right 
such and such a promontory (pp. 30-31). 

In The Land of Little Rain such sparse style alternates 

with the adjective-strewn passages describing the desert 

terrain. The latter is also true of The Flock, in which 

actors predominate over scene description, eind Lost Borders, 

where direct narrative prevails. Note the style in Mrs. 

Austin's account of Dimmick's Indian wife, and the naming 

of the canyon in which she gives birth to his son after 

he has left her, Squaw Gulch. The story goes, "It was 

Dimmick's squaw from Aurora way. If Dimmick had been 

anything except New Englander he would have called her a 

mahala, but that would not have bettered his behavior. 

Dimmick made a strike, went East, and the squaw who had 

been to him as a wife took to drink. That was the bald 

way of stating it in the Aurora country" (The Land of 

Little Rain, p. 111). The woman does not go back to her 

people and has the child in the gulch now known as Squaw 

Gulch. The key to understanding Mary Austin's approach 

here may lie in the use of the adjective "bald" in this 

passage. Not only is she describing the approach of the 
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folk of Jimville, she is also describing the condition of 

the inhabitants themselves. Considering "bald" in its 

meanings of "bare," "unadorned," "undisguised," and 

"palpable," one begins to see the layers of meaning that 

can be applied here and also to other sojourners within 

this harsh, inhospitable land. Such they were them

selves—bare, unadorned, undisguised, capable of being 

touched: they did not need description. 

Another characteristic of Mrs. Austin's word usage is 

her fondness for the hyphenated word, examples of which 

seem to appear on almost every page of her collections. 

Many times she employs these words as a new unit to fit 

the occasion: for example, "rain-laden," "sun-dried," 

"water-loving," "tree-line," "self-fertilized," "wind-

fertilized," "house-weary," and "desert-bred." These 

represent, of course, common usage with respect to the 

hyphen as a punctuation device. But some of her instances 

almost approach the poetic kennings of Anglo-Saxon origin, 

reflecting the usage of primitive man, who feared to name 

the object of veneration or fear directly: e.g., "All-

Wisdom," "bread-envy," "brother-hunger," "world-fret." 

When one turns to the study of Mrs. Austin's syntax, 

one finds little that is out of the ordinary range of a 

skilled craftsman. Her sentences vary in length from long 

(one in the Preface has seventy-six words) to short (four 

words), with the preferred length somewhere in between. 
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The result is that Mrs. Austin's style is leisurely, re

flecting her comment in The Land of Little Rain: "This is 

the sense of the desert hills, that there is room enough 

and time enough" (p. 87). The syntax of this same sen

tence is typical of Mrs. Austin's sentence variety. Note 

its inversion: The meaning of the introductory "this" 

is not known by the reader \mtil the conclusion of the 

sentence reveals it. The resulting suspense makes the 

utterance more dramatic. The vast majority of Mrs. 

Austin's sentences, however, proceed in a straight forward 

manner, employing the traditional formula of subject-verb-

complement. 

Mrs. Austin's most frequent device for obtaining 

freshness of tone and fluency of rhythm is the transfer

ence of a clause, or more often a phrase or word, to an 

unusual position in the sentence. In this respect Mrs. 

Austin seems to favor this form of inversion because it 

opens a new avenue of meaning. Some of the most effective 

examples are as follows: "Void of life it never is, 

however dry the air and villainous the soil" (The Land 

of Little Rain, p. 3); "Very clean and handsome, quite 

belying his relationship in appearance, is Clark's crow, 

that scavenger and plunderer of mountain camps" (The 

Land of Little Rain, p. 58); "Out on the Ceriso about 

five miles, and wholly out of sight of it, near where the 

immortal foot trail goes up from the Saline Flat toward 

file:///mtil


¥•• 

98 

Black Mo\mtain, i s a water sign worth turning out of the 

t r a i l to see" (The Land of L i t t l e Rain, p . 41 ) . 
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7- Rhetorical Ordering 

The merit of the naturistic essay lies in the writer's 

being able to make the reader see, feel, and iinderstand a 

special land as the essayist does. Part of this task is 

accomplished through the essayist's control of language; 

part by the use of rhetorical devices which order or 

organize language to intensify it and, consequently, move 

the reader in some manner. Those devices employed by Mrs. 

Austin include deliberate ambiguity, exaggeration, "under

statement, figurative language, Biblical allusion and 

historical allusion. 

At various points in earlier discussions Mrs. Austin's 

use of deliberate ambiguity has been demonstrated. There 

is no doubt that such ambiguity as employed by her repre

sents an intensely personal approach; there is also no 

doubt that its usage heightens the mystery and adds to 

the universal quality of her conclusions. Possibly, such 

ambiguity is also one of the reasons why the stories in 

Lost Borders seem less short stories and more vignettes 

or anecdotes illustrating a larger work. And it is 

principally by this means that she gains a sense of the 

Initiated, the Prophetess, the One-who-knows, which she 

assumes in her own person. 

Mrs. Austin's use of exaggeration may not be as in

fluential a device as the ambiguity; but it does, in a way, 

99 
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substitute for the humor which is almost entirely lacking. 

Exaggeration is a recognized element in certain forms of 

western writing. One critic sees such exaggeration as an 

attempt to compensate for the sameness of much of western 

life. Exaggeration occiirs in all three of Mary Austin's 

collections of essays. In The Land of Little Rain the 

account of the audience of wild creatures appearing to 

watch five coyotes run a relay race to bring down an an

telope is exaggerated: "Rabbits sat up in the chaparral 

and cocked their ears, feeling themselves quite safe 

. . . " (p. 55)- The Flock ranges from the quasi-humorous 

to the tall tale. A herder can be identified by smell: 

"cheese at a dozen yards presume a Frenchman, . . . garlic 

and onions without cheese, a Mexican, and the absence of 

all these one of the variable tjrpes that calls itself 

American" (p. 38). The following comment is made about a 

shearing "baile": "What is it in the Castilian strain 

that makes it possible for a girl to stick a rose behind 

her ear and cause you to forget the smell of garlic and 

the reek of \mwashed walls?" (p. 46). A Basque tells the 

tale of cooking so delicious a mutton roast that "a bear 

came out of the hills and carried off the roast in the pot. 

There is no doubt whatever of the t2?uth of this incident" 

(p. 83). The use of exaggeration in Lost Borders some

times takes on a note of \mreality, as does much else in 

that land: "Out there where the boundary of soul and 

file:///mwashed
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sense is as faint as a trail in a sand-storm, I have seen 

things happen that I do not believe myself" (p. 3). An

other example occurs in this sentence, "Curiously, in that 

country, you can get anybody to believe any sort of a tale 

that has gold in it . . . " (p. 6). 

Understatement is also used frequently by Mrs. Austin. 

The superbly written "Land of Little Rain" includes two 

uses of understatement on the same identical page. The 

two are of different styles; yet both are highly effec-

tive. The first comes at the end of the anecdote of Salty 

Williams, the mule-team driver who cannot leave: "The 

land had called him." In those five words is summed up 

the power of the land, sind the anecdote is neatly and un

forgettably ended. The other use begins with a little 

introductory phrase, the pause of authority, before the 

statement of a fact: viz., "It is a question whether it 

is not better to be bitten by the little horned snake of 

the desert that goes sidewise and strikes without coiling, 

than by the tradition of a lost mine" (p. 19). The same 

timing is noted in The Flock, in a statement that occurs 

after the recounting of the long, difficult drive of the 

first flock from Mexico into California: "No doubt they 

at San Diego were glad when they heard the roll of the 

bells and the blether of the flock" (p. 7). The Flock 

ends with a similar left-handed manner: "Knowing all that 

the land does to humans, one would go f earsomely except 
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that the chiefest of its operations is to rob one finally 

of all fear—and besides, I have a].ways had arrows enough" 

(p. 266). The succinctness of this statement of personal 

self-faith is much more moving and memorable than senti

mentality. 

Another instance, a very moving one, and possibly the 

best in the books, is the conclusion of "The Basket Maker" 

in The Land of Little Rain: "So in her blanket Seyavi, 

sometime basket maker, sits by the unlit hearths of her 

tribe and digests her life, nourishing her spirit against 

the time of the spirit's need, for she knows in fact quite 

as much of these matters as you who have a larger hope, 

though she has none but the certainty that having borne 

herself courageously to this end she will not be reborn a 

coyote" (p. 179). 

One of the most common rhetorical devices in Mary 

Austin's essays consists of figurative language, as may be 

noted in the following quotation: "When the rain is over 

and gone they are stirred by the instinct of those that 

journeyed eastward from Eden, and go up each with his mate 

and young brood, like birds to old nesting places. The 

beginning of spring in Shoshone Land—oh the soft wonder 

of it I—is a mistiness as of incense smoke, a veil of 

greenness over the whitish stubby shrubs, a web of color 

on the silver sanded soil" (The Land of Little Rain, 

pp. 80-81). Notable figures here are the two similes. 
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"like birds to old nesting places" and "as of incense 

smoke," and the three metaphors in the same sentence: 

"The beginning of spring"; "a veil of greenness"; and "a 

web of color." 

Similes are found throughout Mrs. Austin's work. 

More or less conventional are the following: "ruddy as a 

harvest moor"; "Water trails are as country roads"; 

"Scents as signboards"; "boards . . . curled at the edges 

like the lips of men dead and sundried"; "The minister 

himself was newly from the east, and did not understand 

that the desert is to be dealt with as a woman and a 

wanton." The finer and the more poetic of Mrs. Austin's 

metaphors are reserved by her to describe the beauties of 

the natural world. The first paragraph of "Water Borders" 

shows the mountain at Lone Pine as a woman. The passage 

goes on to personify the mountain. 

I like that name the Indians give to the 
mountain of Lone Pine, and find it pertinent 
to my subject,—Oppapago, The Weeper. It sits 
eastward and solitary from the lordliest ranks 
of the Sierras, and above a range of little, 
old, blunt hills, and has a bowed, grave aspect 
as of some woman you might have knov.na, looking 
out across the grassy barrows of her dead. From 
twin gray lakes under its noble brow stream down 
incessant white and tumbling waters. 'Mahala 
all time cry,' said Winnenap, drawing furrows 
in his rugged wrinkled cheeks (p. 205). 

In this essay and the following, "Other Water Bor

ders," mountain streams, along with plant and animal life 

on their borders, are personified as follows: "The lake 
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is the eye of the mountain, jade green, placid, un

winking"; "ferns shiver"; "bighorns cradle their young"; 

the stream "drops," "gathers," "finds," "roars," "glides," 

"tumbles," "curdles"; "The birch is a spoil sport. It 

grows thickly to choke the stream . . . grudges it the sky 

and space . . . "; "It is the proper destiny of every con

siderable stream in the west to become an irrigation 

ditch. It would seem the streams are willing. They go as 

far as they can, or dare. . . . " Later in the essay 

after violence and litigation have opened the ditch for 

the water to go to the very farthest farm, Mrs. Austin 

describes what she feels as one of the very key percep

tions she has of the way of nature: "You get that sense 

of brooding from the confined and sober floods, not all at 

once but by degrees, as one might become aware of a 

middle-aged and serious neighbor who has had that in his 

life to make him so. It is the repose of the completely 

accepted instinct." She feels, and expresses elsewhere as 

well, that any life has an instinct for the patterning of 

its living which when found and accepted brings complete 

repose. 

The following passages illustrate a characteristic 

blend of metaphor and personification: 

It seems that all snow nourished plants 
count nothing so excellent in their kind as to 
be forehanded with their bloom, working secretly 
to that end under the high piled winters. The 
heathers begin by the lake borders, while little 

• ^ 
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sodden drifts still shelter under their 
branches. I have seen the tiniest of them 
(Kalmia glauce) blooming, and with well-formed 
fruit, a foot away from a snov/bank from which 
it could hardly have emerged within a week. 
Somehow the soul of the heather has entered 
into the blood of the English-speaking. "And 
oh! IS that heather?" they say; and the most 
indifferent ends by picking a sprig of it in 
a hushed, wondering way. One might suppose 
that the root of their respective races issued 
from the glacial borders at about the same 
epoch, and remember their origin. 

The firs hold on almost to the mesa levels, 
. . . and whoever has firs misses nothing else. 
It goes without saying that a tree that can 
afford to take fifty years to its first fruiting 
will repay acquaintance. It keeps, too, all 
that half century, a virginal grace of outline, 
but having once flowered, begins quietly to 
put away the things of its youth. Year by year 
the lower rounds of boughs are shed, leaving no 
scar; year by year the star-branched minarets 
approach the sky. A fir-tree loves a water 
border, loves to spend itself secretly on the 
inner finishings of its burnished, shapely 
cones. Broken open in mid-ssason the petal 
shaped scales show a crimson satin siirface, per
fect as a rose (The Land of Little Rain, pp. 215-
216). 

The overall effect of such blends of content and style 

is to achieve an utterance that goes far beyond the mere 

confines of the Mojave or the slopes of Oppapago. In this 

respect, Mrs. Austin's essay on the scavengers ceases to 

be merely about carrion-eating birds, but a metaphoric 

comment upon the never-ending cycle of life and death. 

Similarly, "Water Borders" becomes an example of the 

Sustaining Force in all forms of life, "The Shade of the 

Arrows" really tells of the power of a sense of Beauty to 
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preserve. The grasp of these larger truths reveals Mrs. 

Austin's essays at their best. Such sights as the 

gathering of storm clouds, the blooming patterns of wild 

flowers, or the dash of mountain streams viewed in soli

tude often brought to her mind some fundamental principle 

of natural law. Naturist that she was she felt a re

sponse; she also felt a responsibility to live imder 

nature's laws. 

One important rhetorical device present in Mrs. 

Austin's essays is her use of allusion. Her essays are 

liberally sprinkled with allusions to such sources as the 

Bible, literature, history, and geography. There are also 

some references to folklore, biology, and botany. Most 

of Mrs. Austin's literary references are surface ones, 

such as the following: "the veritable 'green bag' of 

English novels"; "Oliver Twist's complaint"; "the Pied 

Piper"; the angel Raphael in Paradise Lost; the nature 

essayist John Muir; the Iliad; and Admetus. The American 

short-story writer Bret Harte is mentioned in "Jimville," 

the subtitle of which is "A Bret Harte Town," and in the 

following comment: "When Mr. Harte foimd himself with a 

fresh palette and his particular local color fading from 

the West, he did what he considered the only safe thing, 

and carried his young impression away to be worked out 

untroubled by any newer fact. He should have gone to 

Jimville. There he would have found cast up on the 

/ 
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ore-ribbed hills the bleached timbers of more tales, and 

better ones" (p. 105). In the same essay are allusions 

to Poker Flat, and Mr. Oakhurst, and the remarks: "Mr. 

Hart's demesne" and "Bret Harte would have given you a 

tale." The references to Bret Harte are appropriate ones 

since in this essay Mrs. Austin is handling material that 

is much like his. Her one reference to England, the "low 

green island in the North Sea" signifies interest in that 

nation's literary history rather than in its political 

history. 

Perhaps Mrs. Austin's most important source of 

allusion, considering the basically mystical concept of 

the southwestern desert lands, is the Bible. Typical of 

her Biblical allusions is her remark in The Land of Little 

Rain: "It comes upon one with new force in the pauses of 

the night that the Chaldeans were a desert-bred people" 

(p. 21). The implication of this statement is both that 

the Biblical peoples lived the same kind of life as did 

the people of these high valleys; and that the Bible deals 

with fundamental verities such as those that emerge in 

desert lands. That Mrs. Austin, grounded early in 

Biblical knowledge, should make extensive use of Biblical 

allusion was inevitable. Numerous examples of this 

usage may be cited. Her reference in the essay "Shoshone 

Land" to "east of Eden" has already been noted. "The 

Little Town of the Grape Vines" describes how "in the 
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'Campo Santo' . . . the brown pine headboards blossom 

like Aaron's rod with paper roses . . . " (p. 272). Lost 

Borders refers to Christ and other great religious leaders: 

"Great souls that go into the desert come out mystics— 

saints and prophets—declaring unutterable things: Buddha, 

Mahomet, and the Galilean . . . " (p. 51). "The Fakir" 

contains another reference to Christ: when a woman 

leaving her husband is persuaded to return to him, Mrs. 

Austin sees "the woman's soul rising rehabilitated, aston

ished, and on the instant, out there beyond the man and 

the woman, between the thin fiery lines of the rails, 

leading back to the horizon, the tall, robed Figure 

writing in the sand" (p. 127). The Flock contains many 

Biblical allusions, as befitting a volume about sheep. 

When the Franciscans came into Alta California, suggests 

Mary Austin, it was like the "return of Ezra to upbuild 

Jerusalem; 'they strengthened their hands with vessels of 

silver,'" (p. 4). Speaking of the techniques of handling 

the herds, Mrs. Austin observes: "Once a ewe has smelled 

the smell of her offspring the herder must take a leaf 

out of the book of the Supplanter in the management of 

forced adoptions. The skin of the dead lamb is sewed 

about the body of the foundling, limp little legs dangling 

about its legs, a stiff little tail above a wagging 

one . . . " (pp. 21-22). Could there be a more apt 

allusion? When the Chisera is reported in the essay as 
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able to bring rain, the General remarks: "Let her be 

proven like Elijah to the prophets of Baal." Thus given 

her opport\inity, the Chisera dances. "She leaped before 

the god of Rain as David before the Ark of the Lord when 

it came up from Kirjath-jearim" (p. 252). 

The Flock also contains numerous historical allusions, 

as in, for example, the opening paragraph of its initial 

essay: 

A great many interesting things happened 
about the time Rivera y Mondada brought up the • 
first of the flocks from Velicata. That same 
year Daniel Boone, lacking bread and salt and 
friends, heard with prophetic rapture the 
swaying of yoimg rivers in the Dark and Bloody 
Ground; that year British soldiers shot down 
men in the streets of Boston for beginning to 
be proud to call themselves Americans and think 
accordingly; that year Junipero Serra lifted 
the cross by a full creek in the Port of 
Monterey;—coughing of guns by the eastern sea, 
by the sea in the west the tinkle of altar 
bells and soft blether of the flocks (pp. 3-^)» 

This selection is apparently designed to provide an 

understanding of the unity of the country whose frontier 

had moved across the country to lose itself in the Pacific 

Ocean. Like Mrs. Austin herself the nation is now forced 

to stand and seek to understand. Her own understanding of 

this new land she wishes to share with others. 



8.. Point of View 

Critics writing of Thoreau and Emerson comment that 

Emerson loved nature because it led him to God and that 

Thoreau loved nature because it was God. As can be seen, 

the difference between the two views is a matter of point 

of view. Mary Austin loved nature, but she did not con

sider it a retreat or an escape; rather in it she found a 

link to the supernatural forces of the universe. She 

found in all of nature, even inanimate objects, a pull, a 

kind of animism that was sent forth from it which could 

be helpful or harmful. By studying nature man could learn 

how to live with natiire, how to adapt to nature. The 

lessons were all there to be learned from the plants 

underfoot, from the animal life, from the Indians, even 

from the tall pines who knew more about making rain than 

the priests who prayed for it in the valleys below. 

The point of view which Mary Austin assumes in her 

essays is that of the learner, the first person observer, 

the one who has seen something or the one who has heard 

something, the one who has been told something. For 

though there is an all-seeing quality in her perspective, 

she is scarcely omniscient in the fullest sense of the 

word; and in effect writes from the outside looking in 

not from the inside looking out. Such an assumption, of 

course, provides a degree of self-imposed limitations; 
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thus in "Jimville" she refuses to transcribe the conversa

tions of the inhabitants because the uninitiated would not 

savor such speech. Again, she never permits herself to 

enter the mind of a given speaker; rather she merely edits 

for her own purposes what she has heard, and only what she 

has heard. At the same time, however, the fact that she, 

and she alone, understands fully gives her a vantage point 

from which she may transmit the events she has observed 

and the lessons she has learned. 

In general the presentation of what she has learned 

is done in highly dramatic fashion. Abstract ideas 

never stand alone but are always illustrated by concrete 

examples. Seyavi of the campoodie makes a statement, "A 

man must have woman, but a woman who has a child will do 

very well." The examples of her heroic efforts prove that 

this opinion is so. The theme that the desert has a pull 

which some men cannot resist runs throughout the works 

like a silver seam, though it is never actually stated. 

This theme is simply proved: by such instances of efforts 

to resist and the ensuing surrender such as those of Salty 

Williams, or the Pocket Hunter, or Gavin, or the unwelcome 

Mr. Wells. The Walking Woman presents the highlights of 

her life as she tells of the three things that have value. 

The stories in Lost Borders all have high dramatic tension 

as the characters conflict with each other and the en

vironment . 
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The personal quality that is one of the hallmarks 

of the informal or personal essay is everywhere in Mrs. 

Austin's collections. The author of the personal essay by 

the value of the form inevitably takes the reader by the 

hand: so does Mrs. Austin. Note her invitation in the 

Preface to her first volime, The Land of Little Rain: 

"But if ever you come beyond the borders as far as the 

town that lies in a hill dimple at the foot of Kearsarge, 

never leave it until you have knocked at the door of the 

brown house under the willow-tree at the end of the vil

lage street, and there you shall have such news of the 

land, of its trails and what is astir in them, as one 

lover of it can give to another" (p. xi). There can be no 

doubt that she is also speaking personally early in the 

sair.e volume when she reflects, "A Isind of lost rivers, 

with little in it to love: yet a land that once visited 

must be come back to inevitably" (p. 6). Mrs. Austin 

eloquently gives further illumination of her feeling for 

the land: "If one is inclined to wonder at first how so 

many dwellers came to be in the loneliest land that ever 

came out of God's hands, what they do there and why stay, 

one does not wonder so much after having lived there. 

None other than this long brown land lays such a hold on 

the affections" (p. 16). 

The same feeling of sympathetic understanding governs 

word choice concerning the most diminuitive forms of 
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animal life: "the fairy-footed, ground-inhabiting, fur

tive, small folk of the rainless regions." She is always 

referring fondly to "the furred and feathered folk," "the 

little people," "the small fry," and "foolish bodies." 

But the role of sympathetic observer holds its diffi

culties at times. "Niirslings of the Sky" tells that what 

"taxed . . . most in the wreck of one of my favorite 

canons by cloudburst was to see a bobcat mother mouthing 

her drowned kittens in the ruined lair built in the wash, 

far above the limit of accustomed waters, but not far 

enough for the unexpected. After a time you get the point 

of view of gods about these things to save you from being 

too pitiful" (p. 253). Admiration blends with caring in 

many places. "I have a pair of horns, inconceivably 

heavy, that were borne as late as a year ago by a very 

monarch of the flock whom death overtook at the mouth of 

Oak Creek after a week of wet snow. He met it as a king 

should, with no vain effort or trembling, and it was 

wholly kind to take him so with four of his following 

rather than that the night prowlers should find him" 

(p. 197)* Mary Austin thus takes pains to point out to 

her readers the toll of the instinctive action as well 

as the compensations. Her approach always seems to ac

knowledge a Plan, a Force, a Pattern with even the smallest 

sparrow having its place of regard. 

This approach holds true for the presentation of 
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characters. As Mrs. Austin writes of Jimville: "Life, 

its performance, cessation, is no new thing to gape and 

wonder at . . . " (p. 121). The prostitutes in the essay 

"The House of Offence" are merely women after all, who had 

to cut kindling, and who were not condemned except where

in they condemned themselves. Those of the Tribe who 

hatcheted the Medicine-man to death were not murderers but 

saviors of the Tribe, for did not the bad medicine go 

away after his death? The "ache of a world-old bitterness 

sobbed and whispered in the spring" when the Walking Woman 

talked; yet the opinion is expressed that she "had walked 

off all sense of society-made values, and, knowing the 

best when the best came to her, was able to take it" 

(p. 208). 

Point of view in Mrs. Austin's essays with respect to 

the point in time at which action or setting is presented 

is that of the immediate past. What is told has just 

occurred, although exactly when is seldom specified. The 

effect is that of timelessness: of some point in the 

continuum that is being examined for a moment and which 

will be reached again and again in the natural order of 

things. 



PART FOUR: CONCLUSION 



9. C??itical Evaluation 

Henry Seidel Canby, Mary Austin's literary executor, 

wrote to the members of a memorial meeting held in the 

Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe ten years after Mrs 

Austin's death: 

I felt that she was potentially one of the 
great American women of letters of our time 
and that she had won her right to a prominent 
place in American literature. . . . I cannot 
tell . . . how much absolute importance her 
contributions, which came before and were at 
the base of much of o\ir literature of the 
Southwest, will have. . . . I was present at 
the dinner party given to her by the National 
Arts Club here in New York. I have never 
heard more earnest and hearty testimonials 
every one of them earned—a dinner entirely 
free from the usual flattery and persiflage 
which too often accompanies such dinners. 
She was a great woman—also, thank Heavens, a 
great eccentric. For one of the roads to 
grer.tness is undoubtedly eccentricity when 
accompanied by a character and such an imagina
tion as hers.l 

Mr. Canby *s statement strikes a note echoed by numerous 

other critics. Thus Dudley Wynn once remarked: "Her best 

mode was that of aloneness, when with qiiiet patience she 

set down the glamorous, cruel, strange beauty of the land, 

the great Sierra pastrxres, the desert, the canons and 

mesas. As for her attempt to predict the means and method 

of o\ir adaptation to the land, she was perhaps as good a 

prophet as any."^ Carl Van Doren declares that Mrs. 

Austin's books were "wells driven into America to bring up 

water for her countrymen, though they may not have 
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recognized their thirst."^ "Her best work," Edward 

Wagenkneckt concludes, "lies in that shadowy No Man's 

Land which overlaps the boundaries of science, art, and 

scholarship." Mrs. Austin's own evaluation of her 

literary contribution to Southwestern writing corresponds 

generally with that of her critics. She expresses the 

thought in Earth Horizon that her best work, "which was 

essentially of the West . . . had a permanent hold on 

the future. It could not be overwritten nor left to one 

side."^ 

As demonstrated in the preceding sections of this 

study, Mrs. Austin's most distinctive contribution to the 

literature of her adopted region lay in her collections of 

nature essays. With respect to literary quality the first 

of her three collections. The Land of Little Rain, is 

perhaps, her finest work, possessing a universal quality 

that moves it beyond mere regional literature. The Flock 

ranks somewhat lower in quality. The didactic, even po

litical, nature of several chapters tends to detract from 

the purer lyric quality represented in her first book. 

Lost Borders and Land of Journeys' Ending, because they 

represent an example of intrusion of narrative and his

torical emphasis, should perhaps be ranked even lower. The 

sense of mystery associated by Mrs. Austin with the desert 

lands and her mystical rapport with the spirit of the 

desert are in her last two volumes greatly diminished. 

- ^ 
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The weakness of Mary Austin's later collections may 

possibly be explained by the fact that, like Bret Harte, 

she arrived early enough to see the land being gradually 

occupied and possessed by man; but that unlike him, who, 

as she remarks in the essay "Jimville" in The Land of 

Little Rain, returned East when he saw the inevitable 

change occurring, and wrote about it at a distance without 

the fear that the new was distorting his vision, stayed. 

Not liking many of the changes which she saw, she sought 

to fight them, using whatever weapons she had: her 

feelings, her pen, and her reading public. As a result, a 

special form of writing, the interpretive essay, withered 

within such a punitive, frenetic climate. 

T. M. Pearce, a friend of Mary Austin and a long-time 

student of her works, remarks in the "memorial" written 

for Mrs. Austin by her friends: "The unusual creative 

mind is not satisfied to tell its story or to sing its 

poetry in the forms and vocabulary of other writers. EJC-

periments may be tried in what other novelists or other 

poets have made successful, but, eventually, original 

creative energy will flow in a new channel, like some 

primal spring breaking out in new terrain from a hidden 

source." The truth of this statement very clearly ap

plies to Mary Austin, who, taking the medium of the 

American nature essayists as her chief literary vehicle 

for interpreting the life and the natural environment of 
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the desert lands of the Southwest, made it distinctly her 

own, showing in particular how that life is essentially 

molded by the special quality of the environment in which 

it occurs. Although she shared with earlier writers of 

the nature essay the process of herself being absorbed and 

molded by the area described, she went beyond such writers 

by depicting as well how others—the human dwellers and 

the native flora and fauna—were also absorbed and molded 

by it. Thus Thoreau, for example, described how Walden 
« 

Pond affected him individually; not how it affected 

others. Mary Austin, on the other hand, described how all 

life in her particular region was stamped by the force of 

its environmental patterns. Her great literary gift, as 

revealed in her collected essays, and especially in those 

making up The Land of Little Rain, lay in her power to 

communicate a vision of the Southwest desert to her reader 

at a level that a simple description of its topography and 

life could not have achieved. As T. M. Pearce remarks, 

her reader returns from her nat-ure essays "feeling that he 

has walked in sunlight, gazed at far horizons, breathed 

clear air, and met unforgettable people."'^ 
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NOTES 
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Preface 

^abel Maoor and T. M. Pearce, Southwest Heritage; 
A Literary History with Bibliographies, -̂PH Pr̂ . , r^o^ .^H 
enl. (,Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1972), 

98. 

^Ibid., p. 98. 

^Cf. The following comment from Alexander Smith's 
"On the Writing of Essays" quoted in Hugh Walker, The 
^ l i s h Essay and Essayists (London: J. M. Dent aSaTSons, 
Ltd., 192:^;, p. 4. "The essay . . . as a literary form, 
resembles the lyric, in so far as it is moulded by some 
central mood: whimsical, serious, or satirical. Give 
the mood, and the essay, from the first sentence to the 
last, grows aroimd it as the cocoon grows around the silk 
worm." 

Mabel Major and T. M. Pearce, Southwest Heritage, 
p. 98. 

^The Land of Little Rain (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Co., 1904;. The copy used for this study is one belonging 
to the library of Texas Tech University. It is a first 
edition, third impression. The note on the illustrations 
in the beginning of the voliime reads as follows: "The 
publishers feel that they have been peculiarly fortunate 
in securing Mr. E. Boyd Smith as the illustrator and in
terpreter of Mrs. Austin's charming sketches of the "Land 
of Little Rain.' His familiarity with the region and 
his rare artistic skill have enabled him to give the very 
atmosphere of the desert, and graphically to portray its 
life, animal and human." This writer also feels for-
timate that this book, and The Ploc^ as well, are so 
attractively illustrated in a fashion reminiscent of 
Ernest Seton. 

^The Flock (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin 
Co., 1906). TEe copy used here is in the library of Texas 
Tech University. It is a first edition with full page 
illustrations by Denman Fink. T. M. Pearce in The Beloved 
House (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printers, 1940) states 
that this is a literary masterpiece. It is out of print 
and copies are much sought after by collectors of 
Californiana, p. 168. 

'̂ Lost Borders (New York and London: Harper and 
Brothers, 1909).—^he copy used is in the Texas Tech 
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Library and is a first edition. 

1. The Nature Essay in America 

v̂ î.. ̂ g™an Foerster, Nature in American Literat̂ T̂ P (New 
York: Russell and Russell, i9bOj, p. xiii. 

T.T.̂ n.o,.??̂ '̂ ^̂ ^ reactions to the American natural scene were 
primarily in other forms of writing. "The essayist " 
declares Alexander Smith, "does not usually appear early 
?̂4. ..C^*®^^^ history of a country; he comes naturally 
after the poet and the chronicler. His habit of mind is 
leisurely; he does not write from any special stress of 
passionate impulse; he does not create material so much as 
he comments upon materials already existing. It is es
sential for him that books should have been written, and 
that they should at least to some extent, have been read 
and digested. He is usually full of allusions and 
references, and these his reader must be able to under
stand and follow." Hugh Walker, The English Essay and 
Essayists (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, Ltd., 1923), 
p. 4. 

For a detailed account of early American writing on 
nature see "The Development of the Love of Romantic 
Scenery in America," by Mary E. Voolley, American His
torical Review, 3, 36-66, and "Nature in Jiarly American 
Literature," by Senden L. Whiteomb, Sewanee Review, 2, 
139-79. 

In a parallel development the native school of 
painting was a landscape school which produced from out
door painting the faithful representation of the American 
scene. These canvasses of Durand and Cole, Inness and 
Martin were vast expanses of primeval wilderness of 
transcendant beauty containing somewhere within the scene 
a minute representation of man dwarfed by the landscape. 

^The movement developed by this group was a departure 
from the Uhitarianism of the period. The Unitarians be
lieved that all knowledge was sensual knowledge. Only 
that which could be ascertained by the senses could be 
valid. The basis for this philosophy was the "Essay on 
Hiaman Understanding" of John Locke (1632-1704). The 
Transcendentalists did not reject this concept as a basis 
for their beliefs. They went beyond this position in 
saying that, in addition to sensual knowledge, there was 
a far more important body of knowledge: spiritual 
knowledge, moral judgment, and conscience. However 
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called, this common core of knowledge was innate within 
man and was divinely inspired. The effects of society 
tended to corrupt this inner voice. Often, by maturity 
man did not hear it at all. The duty of the Tran
scendentalist was to return to the innocence of the child, 
to find an inner light to guide him. Such a task was 
difficult indeed. "The world is too much with us," or as 
Thoreau rephrased Wordsworth, "We are too much with the 
world." 

The Variorum Walden, ed. Walter Harding (New York: 
Twayne Publishers, 1962), p. 22. In the closing para
graph of his introduction to The Variorum Walden Harding 
points out in summary his understanding of the theme and 
pattern of the work, which he sees set forth in miniature 
in the chapter on "Sounds." 

'Thoreau and Muir were also teachers as was Mary 
Austin. 

Q 

Burroughs had described Muir years before as 
"Probably the truest lover of Nature as she appears in 
woods, mountains, and glaciers, as we have yet had," and 
had said of him, "a poet and almost a Seer, Something 
ancient and faraway in the look of his eyes." Quoted in 
Henry Chester Tracy, American Naturists (New York: Dutton 
and Co., Inc., 1950;, p. dd. 

^Herbert F. Smith, John Muir (New York: Twayne 
Publishers, 1963), p. '^^' 

10 Ibid., p. 142. 

2. The Southwest Scene: Mary Austin 

H e m o n A. Young, "Southwestern Chronicle," Arizona 
Quarterly, III (Summer-Autumn, 1947), 163. 

^Ibid., 166. 

5ROSS Calvin, Sk^ Determines (New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1934). Quoted in Major and Pearce, Southwest 
Heritage, p. 102. 

"̂ Laura Adams Armer, Southwest (London, New York: 
Longmans, Green, and Co., 193!?). Quoted in Major and 
Pearce, Southwest Heritage, p. 102. 
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^From gygygy SraPhJCr (1929); also in Phoenix. The 
Posthumous Papers of D H. Lawrence, edited by Edward S. 
McDonald U9^b;, p. 141. Keprmted in Southwesterners 
V^lte (1946), edited by T. M. Pearce and A. P. 'i'homason. 

Erna Fergusson, Dancing Gods (Albuquerque: Uhi-
versity of New Mexico l^ess, 1957). Quoted in Major and 
Pearce, Southwest Heritage, p. 101. 

7 
'̂ Frank Waters, The Colorado (New York, Toronto: 

Rinehart & Co., Inc., 1946;. piloted in Young, "Southwest 
Chronicle," p. 273. 

8 
For additional works using the same material see 

Major and Pearce, Southwest Heritage, 3rd ed., rev. and 
enl., pp. 100-107." 

Q 

^Fifty-eight years after "The Mother of Felipe"-was 
published, the Book Club of California reprinted it along 
with four other earlier stories of Mrs. Austin. 

Quoted in Austin, Earth Horizon, p. 137. 

Mary Austin felt the prophet stir in her. She 
prophesied that, imless the city gave back the water, a 
time would come when a great catastrophe would befall it. 
Her tenet of the growth of people in harmony with natural 
resources had been violated. The quality of human life 
and fulfillment in a giant megalopolis could never equal 
that available in a peaceful valley of farmers, vine-
yardists, cowboys, sheepherders, ranchers, prospectors, 
and miners living close to the soil. Much the same pre
diction of disaster was made by Franklin D. Roosevelt, at 
the dedication of Bonneville Dam, some thirty years later, 
when he remarked that large cities can grow unhealthy if 
they destroy the smaller communities of which they are the 
logical centers. Simultaneous healthy growth must take 
place for a hundred miles aroiind them. 

•^%. M. Pearce, Mary Hunter Austin (New York: Twayne 
Publishers, 1963), p. 141. 

•^%enry Smith, "The Feel of the Purposeful Earth," New 
Mexico Quarterly, I (February, 1931), 20. 

3. The Authorial Focus 

^Mary Austin, Earth Horizon (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1932), p. viii. 
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*̂ Dudley Wjmn, "Mary Austin, Woman Alone," The 
Virginia Quarterly Review. XIII (April, 1937), "255-6. 

^Robert Glass Cleland, From Wilderness to Bnpire: 
A History of California (New Xork: Jinopf, 19i?9), p. 221. 

Quoted in Robert Glass Cleland, From Wilderness to 
Bnpire: A History of California (New YorFl—Knopf, 1959), 
p• 221. 

^J. Frank Dobie, Life and Literature of the South
west, rev. ed. (Dallas'! b.M.U. Press;, p. 20. 

Jo I^day, Mary Austin (Austin: Steck-Vaughn Co., 
1968), p. 3. 

'̂ Henry Smith, "The Feel of the Purposeful Earth," New 
Mexico Quarterly, I (February, 1931), 22. 

®Ibid., 21. 

•̂ Constance Rourke, "The Unfolding Earth," rev. of 
Mary Austin, Earth Horizon, The New Republic, (December 21, 
1932), p. 166: 

•̂ V̂tynn, "Mary Austin, Woman Alone," p. 244. 

4. Structure 

^T. M. Pearce, The Beloved House (Caldwell, Idaho: 
The Caxton Printers, Ltd., ly^o;, p. 169. 

^In the sense that "The Pocket Hunter" exhibits this 
same sufficiency, it might also be placed with this group. 
It, in effect, is a transitional essay between the first 
and second subgroups. 

^Although in the sequence of the essays "The Mesa 
Trail" precedes this group it has, because of its es
sential emphasis, been placed here. 

^Pearce, The Beloved House, p. 98. 

3. Subject: The Land 

•̂ Fred L. Pattee, New American Literature (New York: 
The Century Co., 1930), p. 266. 
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*̂ Quoted in Grant M. Overton, The Women Who Make Our 
Novels (New York: Dodd, Mead Co., i9i^B), p. 172. 

^Carl Van Doren, Many Minds (New York: A. A. fiiopf, 
1924), p. 3. 

it 
John Farrar, The Literary Spotlight (New York: 

George H. Doran Co., 19i^4), p. 169. — 

^Dudley Wynn, "Mary Austin, Woman Alone," The 
Virginia Quarterly, XIII (Spring, 1937), 236. 

Tlary Austin, "The Sparrow Hawk's Own," Lands of the 
Sun. Quoted in Pearce, The Beloved House, p. 140. 

7 
'There is a variation in spelling here. In The Land 

of Little gain (p. 20) Mrs. Austin uses "Hassaympa." 
Pearce in The Beloved House uses "Hassayampa." He quotes 
her as saying she once drank of Hassayampa, a river that 
flows in and around the country of Lost Borders. He goes 
on to quote her: "It flows and sinks and rises again in 
unnamed canyons, loops about desert ranges and is lost in 
•the sand. Only Indians know where to find it with any 
certainty. 

"What happens to you if you have drunk Hassayampa is 
that all place and time dissolve. . . . It is to find no 
things inconsiderable or mean and few things ridiculous. 
This it is to drink Hassayampa; but if you are sensible, 
you do not always speak of it." 

The trail to Hassayampa "led far and opened on in
credible sights; sunk rivers, crawling dunes; also many 
delectable meadows under high, unappeasable, glacier-
polished Sierras. Wild things walked in it: deer 
shifting their feeding groimd; bobcats, coyotes, and furry 
rat-tailed things whose moonlight friskings made lacy 
patterns on the sand; sheepherders, pocket hiinters, 
Indians and gods" (pp. 79-80). Pearce took this quote 
from Mary Austin, Christ in Italy (New York: Duffield, 
1911), Preface, p. x. 

®The most definitive example is the use of both of 
the Indian names, the Land of Little Rain and the Country 
of Lost Borders. She does, however, use the Sierras, 
"The Grand Canyon," "the San Joaq\iin Valley," which are 
specific names. 

%rs. Austin can be very exact in place names. See 
The Flock (pp. 216-17). The attitude she has toward such 
must be considered as expressed somewhat by ^^e^Je^m 
"dry-as-dust" in the next sentence. Even here she em
broiders the locations with local legend. 
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A\istin, Lost Borders, p. 10, 

Tiary Austin was to come to believe that there is "in 
fact a vibration in nature which struck into rhythm, 
precipitates rain as a random chord on the organ brings a 
rush of tears" (The Land of Journeys' Ending, p. 443). 
She felt that within herself she had developed this 
rhythm. In a play, The Arrow Maker, written five years 
later, Mrs. Austin tells of a people who courted destruc
tion by turning from the God-way of the Chisera to a 
man-way. She saw herself in this role in Earth Horizon 
when she reacted to the City of Los Angeles's taking of 
the water from the Owens Valley. She wrote of herself: 
"She walked in the fields and considered what could be 
done. She called upon the Voice, and the Voice answered 
her—Nothing. She was told to go away. And suddenly 
there was an answer; a terrifying answer, pushed off, 
deferred, delayed; an answer impossible to be repeated; 
an answer still impending; which I might not live to see 
confirmed, but hangs suspended over the Southern country" 
(p. 308). 

6. Language 

"̂ Quoted in W. E. Williams, Plain Prose (London: 
Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1928), p."2^I 

^Ibid. 

9. Critical Evaluation 

^Henry Seidel Canby, "A Letter," in A Memorial _ ^ 
(Santa Fe: Laboratory of Anthropology Publication, i':̂'̂.;. 
pp. 11-12. 

^Dudley wynn, "Mary Austin, Woman Alone." T ^ 
Virginia Quarterly Review XIII (Spring, 1937), o6. 

^Quoted in Edward Wagenkneckt, Calvacade o^ "b̂ ^ 
American Novel (New York: Holt and Co., i.^>d), p. ̂ 30. 

"̂ Edward Wagenkneckt, n«lvacade of the American Novel 
(New York: Holt and Co., 1932;, p. 230. 

%ary Austin, Erirth Horizon (New York: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1932), p. 349. 
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^T. M. Pearce, "The Literary Idiom of Mary Austin," 
in A Memorial (Santa Fe: Laboratory of Anthropology 
Publication, 1 9 ^ ) , p. 33. 

^T. M. Pearce, Mary Hunter Austin (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1963;, p. 133. 




