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While working on a master's thesis on the history 
of the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, I became 
especially intrigued by the story of Marshal South. 
He and his family homesteaded on a dry moun-
taintop in Blair Valley located on the western 
edge of the park. Marshal's experiment in primitive livingÐsans 
clothes, electricity, or a reliable water sourceÐwas well document-
ed through his articles published in Desert Magazine from 1939 to 
1948. A huge, loyal following read his monthly installments chroni -
cling his daily challenges and adventures, interspersed with a large 
dose of his personal philosophy. The grand experiment ended in a 
bitter divorce that surprised readers who had no clue about what 
really happened on Ghost Mountain. His articles had selectively 
portrayed the ideal of living close to nature and the wonders of 
the desert. He had molded the image of himself that he wanted 
the world to see. No one knew his background or his complex and 
sometimes troubled personality.
 Marshal's wife Tanya and the three children moved to San Di-
ego and adjusted to civilization after the divorce. Marshal moved to 
Julian where he died a year later. As time passed, rumors abound-
ed, fueled by the details of the divorce proceedings and Julian gos-
sip about an illicit affair with the town's librarian. But the real story 
remained unknown as Tanya had refused to talk about her life with 
Marshal and Ghost Mountain. 
 Since 20 years had passed after leaving Ghost Mountain, I na-
ively thought that Tanya would ®nally grant an interview. Instead 
of an interview, I had a door slammed in my face and a directive 
to go away and never come back. I then contacted Marshal's oldest 
son, Rider, and asked for an interview. He refused also. My com-
ments about the Souths in my thesis were necessarily minimal, and 
my drive to learn the real story was ®led away for the time. 

    It was almost 25 years after I completed my 
thesis when I heard that Tanya South had passed 
away at almost 100 years of age. My old desire to 
know the South story was reignited with that bit 
of news. I called Rider South and talked to him. 
He told me that he had declined the initial request 
for an interview years before out of respect for his 
mother. I asked him if he would be interested in 
having all of his father's articles in Desert Maga-
zine republished with a foreword that would tell 
the untold story. After considering the proposal, he 
agreed to it.
     What I thought would be an easy task proved 
to be a daunting challenge! I had assumed that 
when Rider agreed to the project he would freely 
share information and documents. What I had not 

counted on was a cat and mouse game. I had to come up with the 
right question, and he would answer only that question; he would 
never tell me if I was on the wrong track unless I speci®cally asked 
him that. He would not volunteer any information. Once I realized 
his style of working with me, I learned to constantly ask questions 
and con®rm realizations. When I got to the point that I was feeding 

him information about his father that he didn't know (his eyebrows 
would go up quizzically), he began taking more interest in my re-
search. Then after more than a year of research I asked him if I got 
it right, and he said yes. I asked if there was more to learn, and 
he said no. We were then ready to publish Marshal South and the 
Ghost Mountain Chronicles: An Experiment in Primitive Living with 
a foreword telling the unknown story of Marshal and Tanya South. 
The main body of the book contains all of South's articles originally 
published in Desert Magazine plus many of Tanya's poems. 
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His articles had selectively portrayed the  
ideal of living close to nature and the wonders 

of the desert. He had molded the image  
of himself that he wanted the world to see.  

No one knew his background or his complex 
and sometimes troubled personality.
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 What follows is the bumpy trail that led to the real Marshal 
SouthÐa talented Australian named Roy Bennett Richards who at-
tended one of the most prestigious schools in South Australia and 
adopted the pen name of Marshal South after he began publishing 
in the United States. He was a noted poet, a romantic, a western 
writer (articles and published novels), an American patriot, an art -
ist, and a would-be religious prophet. 
 The ®rst question I asked Rider was why Marshal was called 
the ªhermit poet.º Marshal wrote the articles for Desert Magazine 
while Tanya wrote the poems that were included with the articles. 
Rider gave me a three ring binder as a response ®lled with Mar-
shal's published poems and no further explanation. The poems 
were beautifully written. Many were published in the  Los Angeles 
Times beginning in 1913. Curiously, all of these poems were repub-
lished a day later in the Oceanside Blade. I asked Rider if Marshal 
had lived in Oceanside, and he said yes. That was the beginning 
of collaborative research that revealed more and more information 
about South.
 I enlisted the help of Kristi Hawthorne, president of the 
Oceanside Historical Society. I asked her to go through every news-
paper that published one of the South poems speci®cally to look for 
any editorial comments that might give information about South. 
She found a big surpriseÐthe South poems were written by ªBen-
jaminº Richards. When I asked Rider if Marshal was a pen name, 
he said yes. I failed to ask at the time if his real name was Benjamin 
Richards.

 Continuing searches in the Oceanside paper revealed the names 
of Marshal's mother and brother. I conducted searches for birth cer-
ti®cates in England, where Marshal claimed he was born. However, 
genealogical research based on his mother's name placed her in Ad-
elaide, South Australia, and not in England even though his mother 
also claimed she was born in England. When I asked Rider if his 
father was born in Australia and not England, he said yes. At this 
point I hired researchers in Adelaide to see what they could ®nd. 
They located birth certi®cates for Marshal's mother and brother, his 
father's history, and his parent's wedding certi®cate. They also dis-
covered a new name ± Roy Bennett Richards. When I asked Rider 

if his father's name was Roy 
Bennett and not Benjamin, he 
said yes! His mother had run 
away to America with the boys 
to escape an abusive relation-
ship. Finally, we located a copy 
of Marshal's birth certi®cate 
which indicated that he was 
younger than he claimed to 
be. 
    The Oceanside paper also 
disclosed Marshal's signi®-
cant role as head of the local 
militia, ri¯e club, and later 
founder of the local chapter of 
the American Defense League. 
He even met with Theodore 
Roosevelt when he visited San 

Diego. Other surprises came from letters written by Marshal to his 
®rst wife that revealed the details of this marriage and his feel-
ings toward Tanya. One of the letters revealed the exact location of 
Marshal's grave which had been lost when the records to the Julian 
cemetery were burned in a ®re. Marshal's gravesite had never been 
marked.
 The story of Marshal South continued to evolve even after the 
publication of Marshal South and the Ghost Mountain Chronicles. 
My relationship with Rider South has become much more open and 

trusting. Rider has since shared with me Marshal's reli-
gious and philosophical writings and also letters writ -
ten by Marshal to Rider after the divorce with Tanya. I 
have obtained copies of Marshal's letters and poems to 
the Julian librarian and her daughter from the execu-
tor of the daughter's estate. Much of this is available 
at www.marshalsouth.com. 
   Ultimately the picture is one of a very talented and 
stubborn man who was not willing to compromise any 
of his values. His lifestyle made him as tough as any 
desert perennial, but the isolation eventually put him 
out of step with reality leading to the tragic ending.  

A resident of San Diego County, Diana Lindsay has trav-
eled and explored the southern deserts of California for 
many years. She has written several books about the his-
tory, geography, and botany of these places, and among 
her many civic functions she has served as president of 
the Anza-Borrego Foundation.
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What I thought would be an easy task 
proved to be a daunting challenge! 

I had assumed that when Rider agreed to the 
project he would freely share information 
and documents. What I had not counted 

on was a cat and mouse game.
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