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To my father, Edward Stillman, 1927–1996,
coyote, shapeshifter, writer at heart




A FEW WORDS ON NAMES


Many people let me into their lives so I could write this book. Some requested anonymity, and that request has been honored, either by a name change or not using a name at all. Other names were changed to accommodate the privacy of family members who were not interviewed for this book. Pseudonyms are generally indicated in the text.
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Oh Mama, I’m in fear for my life from the long arm of the law


Oh Mama, I’m in fear for my life from the long arm of the law


Lawman has put an end to my runnin’


And I’m so far from my home


Oh, Mama, I can hear you a cryin’


You’re so scared and all alone


Hangman is comin’ down from the gallows


And I don’t have very long


The jig is up, the news is out, they finally found me


A renegade who had it made, retrieved for a bounty


Nevermore to go astray, this will be the end today


I’m a wanted man


Oh, Mama, I’ve been here on the lam


And had a high price on my head


Lawman said get dead or alive


I was for sure he’d shoot me dead.


Dear Mama, I can hear you a cryin’


You’re so scared and all alone


Hangman is comin’ down from the gallows


And I don’t have very long


The jig is up, the news is out, they finally found me


A renegade who had it made, retrieved for a bounty


Nevermore to go astray


This will be the end today


I’m a wanted man


I’m a wanted man


And I don’t wanna go, No, No


—Styx, “Renegade”


 


“What’s the use of holding down a job like this? Look at you. What’d you ever get out of it? Enough to keep you eating. And what for? “ . . . That’s right. . . . They don’t even hang the right ones. You risk your life catching somebody, and the damned juries let them go so they can come back and shoot at you. You’re poor all your life, you got to do everything twice, and in the end they pay you off in lead. So you can wear a tin star. It’s a job for a dog, son.”


—John M. Cunningham, “The Tin Star,” short story that became High Noon


 


Old Rattler, it is part of Nature’s plan


That I should grind you underneath my heel—


The age-old feud between the snake and man—


As Adam felt in Eden, I should feel.


And yet, Old Rattlesnake, I honor you;


You are a partner of the pioneer;


You claim your own, as you’ve a right to do—


This was your Eden—I intruded here.


—Vaida Stewart Montgomery, “To a Rattlesnake”





DAY
ONE
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A STRANGE REQUEST
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ALONE IN HIS SMALL TRAILER, DONALD CHARLES KUECK had been singing a song. It wasn’t a pretty song, nor was it a song that the casual passerby would hear on the off chance that he or she was in the vicinity of the remote little abode. No, the weird and discordant tune emanating from the trailer, always calling, calling, calling for someone to come and put him out of his misery, was broadcast on a frequency few could monitor, its sound waves fading in and out of the radio dead zones that pockmarked the vast desert expanse. But the singer was persistent and unwavering, and his song encircled the sage and drifted across the nest of the last desert tortoise; it traveled down washes cut by ancient floods and caressed the tough backs of scorpions, and one day it crossed a bajada, and the singer, yearning for his days to end, sang more furiously, sending the dirge into the higher elevations, up a butte studded with Joshua trees and granite slabs and bobcats and up higher until it was swept away by a Santa Ana wind—that high-voltage swirl of hot air that is born in the Mojave and is said to carry messages of evil—and it wafted across the high-desert scrub, over mountains and sea, and was heard by sensitive souls in other lands, far-flung sisters of the man who sang his own death song, and they called each other from Okinawa and Pensacola and Arizona and knew something was wrong. In another desert community outside of Los Angeles there was a daughter who also sensed impending doom, and she wrung her hands as she knew the end was near. Animals with their keener hearing responded to the softer notes of the singer’s grim melody (for all living things respond to music) and would come in from points south, east, north, and west of the trailer to be fed and nourished by the man who loved them but hated cops. In the mornings, the jackrabbits were the first to arrive, arranging themselves around a special outdoor breakfast table with portions of food placed at individual settings. Other critters would stop by throughout the day on their rounds. There was a raven that would alight on the man’s arm. Kangaroo rats—amazing for their ability to go for days without water and often seen skittering across the sands—would slow themselves, finding a rare moment of rest in their perpetual state of panic, oblivious to the Daewoo automatic rifle inside the trailer, the magazines loaded with high-velocity rounds, and the handwritten will, perhaps calmed by the repeating reverberations of the death song (for all living things love an echo). But the company of animals was not enough to stop the man’s desire to die. It is certainly within reason to figure that some of the animals, a coyote licking his chops possibly, or a tangle of rattlesnakes, may have even watched or slithered by as one night, perhaps under a full moon, while he was tweaked on a desert cocktail of meth, Darvon, and Soma, with the sound of his own blood thundering through his body, the Devil threw him a spade. “Oh, it’s you,” the man said. “Now what?” The Devil did not answer and the man said, “I see.” He approached the spade and walked around it, knowing that when he picked it up, the deal was done. At the call of the raven, he picked it up and said, “Where do I dig?” “Between a rock and a hard place,” the Devil replied, laughing at his own absurd joke. The man did not resist. He began to pace his property, looking for the right spot to bury himself, taking to the task with a kind of grim purpose, for he liked projects, and in fact eked out a meager living by assembling desert flotsam and jetsam into items that other desert dwellers found necessary, which is why his property was cluttered with junk. On this, the first night, he gazed at the skies, which were ablaze with constellations and shooting stars, and he stopped at various sites but they did not feel right and the same thing happened on the second. The Devil returned and said, “What’s so great about the stars? Did they ever grant you a wish?” and the man said, “I can’t remember,” and then walked to the edge of his property. “Looks good to me,” the Devil said, and so the man commenced to dig, with great fervor, sinking spade into hardpack and heaving the first shovelful to the side.


There might have come the quick flight of rattlesnakes deranged by the shifting grains of sand above their nest, but this would not have deterred the man, for these were his neighbors and he liked them. As his spade reached deeper and perhaps hit a layer of granite, there might have come the howling of jackals on the plain, and this may have given the man pause, for even a man used to living with the screaming voice of Mephistopheles would have been surprised by the hellish sound such digging might have unleashed. When the digging became difficult, the Devil laughed and threw him a pickaxe, which he wielded to break through to the lower regions. Sometimes, when even the pickaxe didn’t do the job, the Devil shrieked wildly and ordered the man to hurry as he pried the massive boulders of pyrite and quartz from the dirt with his bare hands. On some nights, when the sky would grow black and there were no starlit shadows and it got so still that all you could hear was the thunder of blood rushing away from and back to your heart, perhaps the man with the Fu Manchu carried a lantern to his grave and watched the progress of his painstaking work, saw the shovelfuls of sand piling up as he heaved the dirt from his desert bed, until the last flickers of false light were pierced by another wrenching Mojave sunrise.


One night there was a full moon, which illuminated the silhouettes of night hunters across the desert—you could see the hair on the ground-hugging tarantulas and likewise on the fleet-footed bobcats up in the buttes—and the man who was both gravedigger and corpse admired his work and said, “I’m finished.” But the Devil told him to lie down in his grave to be sure. The man balked at first, but of course the Devil prevailed. So the man laid down and gazed at the heavens and then closed his eyes. His breathing came easy and he was surprised at how good it felt. As he rested, he thought of his work and within his grim accomplishment he found a certain kind of pride, because now there would be no remaining tasks or fetters, no more rebukes from the world he had failed, no remorse over the lives he had ruined, only the hole awaiting him at the end of his song.


In the morning, his eyes opened, and it was not the frothing heads of Cerberus he beheld but another infinite and wrenching Mojave sunrise. He cursed the Devil for giving him more time and climbed out of his grave. “Motherfucker,” he called across the empty bajada. “I’ll fucking kill you.” Then he retreated into his wretched little trailer where the temperature sometimes reached 110 degrees. Like all living things in the desert heat, he remained still—but unlike many of them, his mind did not. (Later, when it was all over, his sister, a nurse in the navy, would suggest that perhaps he was suffering from a brain tumor—how else to explain his peculiar degeneration in the desert? Why else would a man literally dig his own grave?) As the blazing sun crackled the shell of his home, he was filled with a kind of exquisite torment that could not be shut down, the chattering of voices that he recognized. Daddy, why did you leave us? . . . Mr. Kueck, put your hands where I can see ’em. . . . Okay, shit for brains, it’s thirty days in the hole. . . . Don, do you need some help? We’re your sisters. . . . Dad, everything’s okay now—and it was this last voice that always got him because it was his son, lying in the gutter with a dirty needle jammed into his arm and father would tell son that he was sorry but the voices would not be quelled, instead nourished and then subdued and then raging again, depending on the nature and strength of his desert cocktail. . . . Sometimes when the voices screamed, or when they left him and there was nothing, he prepared for the arrival of the sheriff, who occasionally drove by while patrolling the desert. He would pick up his rifle and wait. You never know with cops, he would tell himself. I am not going back to jail. I don’t do incarceration. But the moment would pass and soon his friends would return—raven and jackrabbit and desert quail and lizard, pausing on scrub and rocky perches, charmed by the softer notes of the man’s weird and discordant song, longing, as did he, for a moment of grace. One day a pair of sheriff’s boots crunched across the white Mojave gravel, its occupant drawn to the strange and urgent song emanating from the man’s trailer. In the blink of the raven’s eye, the creatures of the desert vanished, and the man became the final incarnation of himself. “The time has come,” he said to a snake. “Adios, my friend.”





FRONTIER LOS ANGELES



When Jesus heard of it, he departed thence by ship into a desert place apart: and when the people had heard thereof, they followed him on foot out of the cities.


—Matthew 14:13 (King James version)
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NORTH OF LOS ANGELES—THE STUDIOS, THE BEACHES, RODEO Drive—lies a sparsely populated region that comprises fully one-half of Los Angeles County. Sprawling across 2,200 square miles, this shadow side of Los Angeles is called the Antelope Valley. It’s in the high Mojave Desert, surrounded on all sides by mountain ranges, literally walled off from the city. It is a terrain of savage dignity, a vast amphitheater of startling wonders that puts on a show as the megalopolis burrows through the San Gabriel Mountains in its northward march. Packs of coyotes range the sands, their eyes refracting the new four-way stoplight at dusk, green snakes with triangle heads slither past Trader Joe’s, vast armies of ravens patrol the latest eruption of tract mansions that, until a few years ago, were selling for NOTHING DOWN! Now foreclosed and empty, they are once again available for a small down payment, as the region waits for the endless boom-and-bust cycle to head north as it always does.


Over the years, many have taken the Mojave’s dare, fleeing the quagmire of LA and starting over in desert towns like Lake Los Angeles, population 14,000. Nestled against giant rocky buttes studded with Joshua trees and chollas and sage, Lake Los Angeles is a frontier paradise where horses graze in front yards and the neighbors say howdy. “It looks just like the Wild West here,” many remark upon driving through the town for the first time, and in fact it sounds like the Wild West: on the outskirts of nearby Lancaster, drivers can cruise down a remote stretch of road and hear “The William Tell Overture”—the theme from The Lone Ranger—as their tires traverse a specially engineered patch of singing pavement. The Wild West atmosphere brings occasional income to the region, with various westerns shot on the sets that dot the area, sometimes featuring manhunts of yesteryear. Yet re-creating the past was not the original plan for Lake Los Angeles; like other planned communities across Southern California, it was supposed to be about the present—a history-free place where people would do something fun in the sun, like water skiing, even though there was no place to do so.


Oddly, this sort of dreaming was a tradition itself, dating back to the nineteenth century, when land featuring Joshua trees impaled with oranges was sold to eager buyers back east, expecting to find citrus groves on their property when they arrived. Decades later, amid the Antelope Valley’s land speculation fever of the 1960s, developers purchased 4,000 acres near the northeastern edge, subdivided them into 4,465 lots, filled a dry lakebed, and named the place Lake Los Angeles. Ads depicted a happy resort town where water skiers jetted across the desert lake with stunning showcase homes on a nearby hill. But that portrait never materialized; much of the land was sold to buyers who never visited the area, and many of the homes were never built. Speculators lost interest and the lake dried up, never to be refilled, although every now and then, there are calls to turn on some spigot, somewhere, and make one more dryland playground.


Over the years, Lake Los Angeles filled up anyway, with people looking for work and solace, and sometimes finding both. Today, those who live here would not, and in some cases, cannot live anywhere else. Many are Mojave diehards. For the most part, the town’s longtime residents—a mix of fighter pilots, ranchers, real estate developers, winemakers, Hispanics who work the region’s onion fields, and blue-collar crews who grease the engine of the Hollywood studio system “down below”—get along just fine. But Lake Los Angeles is also a siphon for fuckups, violent felons, meth chefs, and paroled gangbangers who live in government-subsidized housing. For years, law-abiding locals felt they were under siege, as the city and its problems climbed Highway 14 into the desert, an underpatrolled area where if you called a cop, it might take two hours for a black-and-white to arrive. In 2000, the beleaguered town finally got its own resident deputy—Stephen Sorensen, a ten-year veteran of the sheriff’s department. “Resident deputy” meant that you lived where you worked, a gig that was undesirable to some because it involved solitary travel to remote locations on calls involving violent people. “Out there, you’re a loner,” Sgt. Vince Burton of the area’s Palmdale station told me awhile ago. “Whatever happens you have to deal with it yourself.”





WHEN THE LAW CAIVIE



Say, what was your name in the states?


Was it Brown or Jackson or Bates


Did you murder your wife and flee for your life?


Say, what was your name in the states?


—Popular frontier ditty
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IN THE BEGINNING, IT WAS NOT TOMBSTONE, DEADWOOD, OR Dodge City that laid claim to being the most violent of American outposts. It was Los Angeles County, although LA is not thought of as being part of the West, or even the Wild West for that matter. LA is the place that manufactures the West, or at least America’s idea of the West—and itself. But there was a time that LA itself was the Wild West of mythology—and nearly as sprawling as half of California. While today LA County is as big as Rhode Island—2,200 square miles—in 1850, when the boundaries were first drafted, it was over twice the size, with a sparse population of a little over 7,000 people spread out across a vast area that was bigger than many eastern states. West to east, the county line ran from the Pacific Ocean to the Colorado River, and north to south from Santa Barbara to the far edge of San Juan Capistrano. About half of the population lived in the pueblo of Los Angeles—the hive that flourished and festered around a plaza downtown, encircled by adobe houses and, beyond that, private farms and community grazing areas as the city radiated outward. During a one-year period from 1850 to 1851, the murder rate was one per day—the highest rate reported in any city at any time in American history. In fact, the figure was probably higher; it does not include homicides in which the victims were Indians (in 1852, the majority of LA County’s population), blacks, Asians, and Mexicans, which were not considered crimes. And it does not include murders that nobody ever knew about in the vast California wilderness.


Much of the reported violence took place in what is now downtown Los Angeles, originally known as El Pueblo de la Reina de Los Angeles—“the town of the queen of the angels.” The place with the beautiful name was a squalid enclave of brawls, knifings, and human trafficking, where blood ran in the arroyos and dead dogs often floated by. “Los Angeles was a town of dust and mud and flies,” writes Nat B. Read in Don Benito Wilson: From Mountain Man to Mayor, Los Angeles, 1841 to 1878. “There were so many flies that Frenchman John La Rue would simply dip his fingers in to fish out a fly before serving the cup of coffee to a guest in his eating joint. . . . There were more wild dogs than humans. . . . Roving in large packs, they hounded carts, killed humans with their rabies, and created an awful din.” Locals would toss poison into the streets to get rid of the marauding dogs, and their corpses floated down the zanjas—the canals that provided the city’s drinking water. The affliction of the day was gold fever, which drove countless newcomers to California—a region with no government except Miner’s Law, the gnarly code that prevailed at the many camps that sprouted across the mountains and deserts of the West. The pilgrims came by land and by sea, on foot and horseback, quickly displacing Mexican ranchers who had settled on land granted to their ancestors by the king of Spain, along with Native Americans whose populations had already been decimated by the early Spanish incursions into the New World. Joining these emigrants were prostitutes and outlaws, themselves heading for LA. Their community came to be known as Sonora Town, after the most violent of the High Sierra mining camps. If LA didn’t work out for the misfits of gold country, they quickly headed for Mexico, as local attorney and writer Horace Bell noted at the time. Mexican outlaws had the same idea in reverse, often heading for California. On the dusty streets of the pueblo, the pirates would meet, fight, and frequently kill each other, in disputes that were resolved immediately.


From out of the city of angels flowed endless vectors of conflict, creating violence across all pockets of the far-flung region. Highwaymen preyed on wayfarers riding the Butterfield stagecoach across the Old Spanish Trail and its desert tributaries as they headed to Southern California. Other outposts up and down El Camino Real along the coast were magnets for raids. East of the old pueblo, the mission at San Gabriel—today a quaint and often bypassed historic site off the Santa Ana freeway—was the site of the biggest horse theft in frontier history, with the mountain man Peg-Leg Smith and the Ute Indian Wakara making off with thousands of mustangs, driving them through the Cajon Pass and into the Mojave, kicking up a trail of dust that could be seen from downtown Los Angeles. There were shoot-outs in the passes and draws where nowadays traffic is stalled for hours, and bloody standoffs in seaside outposts today known for good surf. Hastily formed posses drawn from dirty dozens in bars, the streets, and inmates in LA County lockup would pursue the outlaws. All too often the vigilantes would hang the fugitives, on the spot or right in the center of the City of the Queen of the Angels, as citizens cheered them on. Between 1850 and 1865, there were thirty-five unlawful executions, in addition to the many legal executions of record. “A person could be tried and condemned at six in the evening,” wrote one local, “and hanged at sunrise the following morning, if not sooner. It all depended on the mood of the moment. As one publication noted, ‘Life was cheaper than printer’s ink and white space.’”


It was amid this little-known creation myth of Los Angeles that the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department was born, decades before lawmen such as Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, and Pat Garrett galloped across the mesas into the American dreamtime. The early sheriffs of LA County were involved in deadly episodes that are hard to picture in a place that is the national epicenter of the here and now, where the tides and the light and the winds are engaged in a constant sweeping of what just happened, where no one cares where you came from and little for where you are going. The first sheriff in these parts was George Thompson Burrill, a classic prototype for a long line of colorful sheriffs who have presided over this troubled, far western frontier. Elected in 1851, Burrill was a handsome dark-haired man with a handlebar mustache who generally sported an infantry dress sword, a flourish he acquired while living in Mexico. As sheriff, he found himself in charge of a burgeoning county whose residents harbored a deep distrust of rules and those who enforced them, which is why he was paid the unusually high salary of $10,000 per year. At the time, officials didn’t really know exactly how they were supposed to run things. Several, including Burrill, penned a letter to Peter Burnett, the state’s first governor, asking for guidelines. “In the absence of laws,” they wrote, “it has been found impractical to organize the courts, or otherwise enter upon the discharge of their duties. . . . We would respectfully ask Your Excellency for some suitable instructions.”


Among the sheriff’s first tasks was tax collection for a new local government from recent settlers who had no desire to hand over official revenue, and from Native Americans, who had no reason—a desert version of “taxation without representation.” The Indians themselves were engaged in a battle with arriviste marauders. A band of Cupenos had been fending off the Jim Irving gang, outlaws who had been raiding ranches across LA and San Diego counties, preying on remote homesteads and settlements where Indians had lived for centuries. In a battle near latter-day Palm Springs, the Cupenos killed a number of outlaws, and residents on the coast became nervous. Enter Sheriff Burrill, accompanied by a posse from Los Angeles—the first official sheriff’s mounted posse in the region, armed with government-issued lances and any weapons the men provided on their own. In an operation that foreshadowed modern SWAT teams, this small tactical unit mustered fast and joined other lawmen in a desert pursuit, soon capturing the Indians. Within weeks, the leaders of the revolt were tried and executed by firing squad. Pockets of Native American resistance continued across Southern California, culminating in the early-twentieth-century hunt for Willie Boy, the notorious Chemehuevi Indian who killed a tribal chief and then ran away with his daughter, pursued by three armed posses for over two weeks across the Mojave. “He was a bad Indian,” a wire service reporter wrote of the man who became known as “the last Indian hold-out.” “The white man said so,” the reporter explained. “So the white man hunted him down, just as though he had been a wild beast, until a 30–30 bullet made him a good Indian.”


Sheriff Burrill was engaged in other violent episodes, including one in which the Irving gang resurfaced, riding into downtown LA in an attempt to kidnap men in jail and hold them for ransom. But the sheriff had been tipped off, and the vigilantes were confronted by a team of federal troops and told to head for Mexico. They did, raiding a ranch outside of town, only to be ambushed in a mountain pass by a band of Cahuilla Indians. Burrill went on to serve one more term and was succeeded on January 1, 1852, by Sheriff James R. Barton, a carpenter who had served with Capt. Steven Kearny’s Army of the West. The army had helped wrest New Mexico and California from Spanish rule in fierce battles at Santa Fe and San Diego. Like Burrill, Barton soon found himself in confrontations with vigilantes, embroiled in the daily violence of maelstrom Los Angeles. He would be killed in action on January 23, 1857—the first LA County lawman to lose his life in the line of duty. But before that final first, Barton would oversee the first legal use of the death penalty since the county was formed. It was applied to Ygnacio Herrera, a young Mexican who was accused of killing a man who had reportedly flirted with his girlfriend. According to local papers, Herrera was “freed from his worldly existence” by Sheriff Barton, as thousands of Angelenos gathered to watch the public hanging.


In that hyperviolent era, there was yet one more first for the second sheriff of LA County; this was the lynching of a prisoner by vigilantes (such things had happened before, but not under the watch of the newly formed department). The hanged man was one Dave Brown, who had murdered someone in Los Angeles. Although he had been condemned, his execution was stayed, angering local citizens, including Mayor Stephen C. Foster, who immediately resigned and led a party of vigilantes to the jail. Barton and his small band of deputies were unable to fend off the mob, which battered down the jail doors, dragged Brown across the street, and hanged him from a crossbeam above the gates to a corral. So popular was the act that Foster was reelected as mayor. Sheriff Barton stepped down in repudiation, returning a year later for two more terms.


By then, Los Angeles County was diminishing in size. San Bernardino had become its own jurisdiction, but fewer square miles did not reduce the county’s violence. It was during Barton’s final term that he led one of the great manhunts of the nineteenth century, the one that took his life.


In January 1857, a band of Mexican outlaws escaped from San Quentin State Prison and headed south for the border—joining a pantheon of future renegades such as Joaquin Murrietta and Tiburcio Vazquez, Jesse James–like figures whose desert flights were later recalled during the fevered hunt for Donald Kueck. Among the fugitives from San Quentin was Juan Flores, who had been sent to jail for horse theft two years earlier. Like Murrietta and Vazquez, Flores would be immortalized in a cottage industry of pulp literature and ripped-from-the-headlines drama, portrayed as a martyr or demon. But after his capture, he never had a proper trial, and to this day his story is retold and debated. However, of one thing we can be sure: kill a sheriff, and all bets are off, especially if you mutilate the body and flee.


After breaking out of San Quentin, it didn’t take long for Juan Flores to get into trouble again. Arriving in San Juan Capistrano after a day or two on the road, las Manillas—or “the hands,” as his gang was known—killed a storekeeper while he was preparing dinner, then placed his body on the table and ate his meal. Meanwhile other banditos ran amok through town, plundering stores and terrorizing merchants. Receiving word of the murder, Sheriff Barton called for volunteers to ride with him to San Juan Capistrano. On the night of January 22, he and six men left Los Angeles and headed south, stopping for breakfast at Refugio, the main house owned by Jose Sepulveda, one of California’s wealthiest dons. Among the vaqueros and servants at the don’s house was Juan Flores’s Indian sweetheart. Leaving their guns in an outbuilding, Sheriff Barton and his men sat down for their morning meal, during which they were warned that Flores was well armed and mounted, with a force of fifty or sixty men, greatly outnumbering the members of county law enforcement. But Barton would not wait for reinforcements, and rode on for twelve miles until he and his men were ambushed by las Manillas in Santiago Canyon. Grabbing their guns to return fire, they realized that someone—Flores’s girlfriend?—had removed the ammunition from their weapons. Sheriff Barton and three deputies were killed, while the others fled to Los Angeles.


As word of the murders spread, LA erupted in frenzy. Committees of Safety and Vigilance were quickly assembled, the latter to “avenge the foul deed and bring the culprits,” wrote an eyewitness. “The El Monte boys, as usual, took an active part. The city was placed under martial law. . . . Suspicious houses were searched, and forty or fifty persons were arrested.” Within hours, eleven of these men were lynched, and the state legislature released funds for the pursuit.


Four posses totaling over one hundred men formed immediately, joined by federal troops from Ft. Tejon and Indian crews from the Mojave. As they headed south into the high chaparral, troops from San Diego poured in, mounted rangers began to scour the countryside, and “American, German, and French citizens vied with one another for the honor of risking their lives,” reported an eyewitness, “along with two detachments of Californios.” The outlaws were chased into the mountains, and the horses of the lead posse gave out as others galloped into the higher elevations, trailed by horse-drawn wagons carrying coffins for the slain sheriffs. Soon, the mangled and defaced bodies of Sheriff Barton and his three deputies were discovered. Placed in the coffins, they were escorted back to Los Angeles. At noon on the following Sunday, the city closed down and went into mourning. On the following day the funerals were held, attended by thousands.


Meanwhile the fugitives pushed deeper into the Santa Ana Range. Most were soon captured. Two were hanged on the spot. Fifty-two were arrested and taken to the LA County jail. Eleven were lynched or legally hanged. Flores was caught on top of a peak in what is today the Tucker Wildlife Sanctuary in Orange County. It’s a scenic remove where many animals and plants perished in the Santiago fire in 2007, one of the worst cases of arson in California’s history, touched off by someone who remains at large—the kind of person who is the most bizarre sort of killer, enraged at the land. Two days later, Juan Flores escaped again, this time from Don Sepulveda’s ranch, where he was being held pending return to Los Angeles. It happened eleven days later. “All those in favor of hanging Juan Flores will signify by saying, ‘Aye!’” the judge said at the courthouse in the City of the Queen of the Angels, where people sat in judgment after he was taken in for the last time.


“Aye!” said the citizens.


Then they marched to the jail, secured Flores, and escorted him to Fort Hill—a rise behind the jail with a temporary gallows. He was promptly dispatched in front of a crowd that seemed to include “practically every man, woman, and child in the pueblo,” according to an eyewitness, “not to mention many people from various parts of the State who had flocked into town.”


No one knows what happened to the body of Juan Flores. And the place where he died is not marked. Where he was caught, however, is another matter: the mountain in the Cleveland National Forest is called Flores Peak; although its notoriety is not advertised and means little to most people, the tribute places him on par with John Dillinger, the Clanton Brothers, and other American outlaws whose last taste of freedom has been memorialized and marketed at the point of capture.


The sheriff too is commemorated, where he drew his last breath. This is the site known as California Historical Landmark number 218, aka Barton Mound, on the southeast corner of Interstate 405 and State Highway 133, two miles south of East Irvine. It says: “Juan Flores, who had escaped from San Quentin, was being sought by James Barton with a posse of five men. Near this mound, Flores surprised Barton and three of his men; all four were killed. When Los Angeles learned of the slaughter, posses were formed, and Flores and his men were captured.” But you’ll never be able to read the plaque in person; it’s buried under landscaping for a housing development.


The first decade of the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department would see one more sheriff gunned down. This was twenty-three-year-old Sheriff Billy Getman, a member of the posse that had captured Juan Flores. He was killed on January 7, 1858, one year after Sheriff Barton lost his life. The episode involved someone whom local papers referred to as “a maniac,” and it may be the region’s first recorded suicide by cop. A heavily armed man had barricaded himself inside a pawn shop in downtown Los Angeles. With his two revolvers, pair of derringers, and Bowie knife, he was trying to provoke the store proprietor into killing him—or possibly contacting law enforcement for aid, which would then trigger a shoot-out. When Getman arrived and tried to force the door open, the man burst through, firing point blank at Getman and killing him instantly. Then he fled. A running gun battle in the streets of Los Angeles ensued, with armed locals joining in and killing the fugitive after firing at least thirty rounds. In El Pueblo de la Reina de Los Angeles, Sheriff Getman had been in office for seven days. At his funeral two days later, citizens poured out en masse to mourn another sheriff. Some began to wonder if Los Angeles County was too unruly for law enforcement. With its bloated dog carcasses floating through town, gangsters plying the outlying trails, public lynchings and daily homicides, was it a God-forsaken region at the mercy of forces in play since Cain and Abel? Or would higher angels prevail in the land whose name invoked them? Sheriff Lee Baca—the thirtieth sheriff of the county and a spiritual man—often finds himself wrestling with such questions. In 2003, shortly after he received word that a deputy had been killed in a remote pocket of the Antelope Valley, he choppered out to the crime scene, stood before cameras, and issued an answer. “We’re down to what’s known in this business as dead or alive,” he said, and soon flyers bearing the ancient message were plastered across the Mojave.





BREACHING A HERMIT KINGDOM



You talkin’ to me?


—Travis Bickle, Taxi Driver


[image: images]


NOBODY KNOWS WHY DEPUTY SHERIFF STEVE SORENSEN decided to drive onto Donald Kueck’s property on Saturday, August 2, 2003. It was Sorensen’s day off, but when a neighbor of Kueck’s called him that morning, the deputy said no problem, he’d come right over, as he always did if someone on his remote desert beat had a need. The neighbor—let’s call him Frank Baker —was a master carpenter in the studio system “down below,” then working on the set of the new Jodie Foster movie. He was concerned about a man we shall refer to as Mr. X, a particularly tenacious squatter whose trail of raw sewage was approaching Baker’s well-traveled airfield, where members of the local ultralight community gathered and kept their planes.


A hardworking guy with a wife and kids, Frank had lived in Llano for twenty years, accumulating forty acres of desert land on a breathtaking plain just to the east of a series of buttes where westerns are shot and Predator drones—the kind used in the war in Iraq—take off from a secret test site and cruise the glittering night skies. The only person who had lived in this area longer than Frank Baker was Donald Kueck. For years, Kueck’s home had been a tent a few miles away and then, more recently, a trailer on property his sisters had bought for him after he was kicked off his old site because of trouble with a landlord. But unlike Baker, Kueck had checked out of society a long time ago. In fact, both he and Mr. X, who was squatting on land adjacent to both men, were really living in Frank’s world. According to Baker, Sorensen had visited Mr. X at least twenty times, trying to monitor the situation until the eviction papers had moved through the system. To make sure Mr. X got the point, two weeks before the vacate date of August 2, Sorensen visited the property along with a couple of tow trucks and had Mr. X’s cars removed, leaving one of the squatter’s vehicles so he could take his belongings when he left. Concerned for his family, Frank wanted Sorensen to make sure that Mr. X had vacated the premises that day.


The Mojave is known for its legions of squatters—people who have moved into the many abandoned sheds that mark the desert, some of which date from the homesteading era and were photographed by Dorothea Lange. Although ramshackle, they retain a certain rustic quality; of course, others are barely standing, but they still serve as dwellings for all manner of pilgrims, outcasts, ne’er-do-wells, eccentrics, ex-felons, fugitives, lost and tweaked-out kids, stray animals—a large off-the-grid population that either is stranded or wants to be left alone. Years ago, I met a Vietnam vet who had found refuge at the edge of Randsburg, a California town once the site of a gold strike; treasure hunters still find the precious metal while combing through its hills. The soldier I met had been living in a mine shaft pretty much since his return from the war, emerging occasionally for provisions or to visit with a few compadres, other vets who were living in a little community of tents nearby. They were never coming in, they told me; unwelcomed when the war was over, they had found a home in the womb of the desert. Although the squatter who lived in the mine shaft had known some of these men for a long time, his best friend was a rattlesnake who lived in the shaft with him. She had been there since he moved in, he told me, and there the pair had formed some sort of arrangement or alliance whereby he anticipated her moves and understood her ways and she left him alone. He liked that she was always there, although he did not say why; it was understood that he had found comfort with a companion who was a silent presence, a creature who was misunderstood if not reviled by most people, an emissary from another world that no one wished to see.


Deep inside this world of squatters is another one, comprised of solitary people who have chosen to participate in nothing other than their own lives and a deep communion with the desert; they are not unlike the Christian hermits of 2,000 years ago, who would wander into the wastes seeking enlightenment or something other than what was found among more concentrated populations. Across American deserts, they form a kind of hermit kingdom, some living in sheds or shacks, others in makeshift lean-tos, others in abandoned vehicles or storage units or caves. Many a notorious latter-day hermit has gone out in a blaze of glory, whacked those who crossed the borders of their world, or been found in all manner of states of preservation or decay. They have names like Cougar Dave and Buckskin Bill, Wheelbarrow Annie and Beaver Dick. In his book Wild Game, the writer Frank Bergon tells the story of a notorious hermit named Bristlewolf, who lived for many years in a dugout at Pinto Hot Springs in the Virginia Range of Nevada. An old Basque shepherd would attend to his needs from time to time; as the years passed, he would stop by and bathe the hermit’s arthritic legs in the healing waters of the springs. One day, two college hikers stumbled into Bristlewolf’s camp. Fearing eviction, he shot them. Several days later, his old friend showed up. Unhinged, he shot and killed him too.


Some squatters are fastidious, arranging their possessions just so and obsessively wiping away the dirt that accumulates in their lean-tos and tunnels. The squatter who had drawn the attention of Antelope Valley locals was not a tidy one; he had been leaving piles of trash everywhere, taking dumps all over the desert, turning the view from Frank’s forty-acre spread into one big toilet. Nor was he popular with other squatters and hermits who were his neighbors. Every scene has its own class system and in general hermits don’t like squatters because hermits are often living legally—in their own place, someone else’s who doesn’t mind their occupancy, or somewhere no one cares about or ever visits. Squatters are pretty much doing what the term says—squatting—wherever they can, sometimes inside a hermit’s domain, until forced to move on. The area of concern—a far-flung outpost called Llano—wasn’t in Sorensen’s immediate jurisdiction, but he lived two miles away, and that meant it was in his backyard, and he regularly patrolled its maze of dirt roads. The unassuming berg was once home to a utopian community Aldous Huxley wrote about when he lived in nearby Pearblossom years later, fleeing there after World War II, convinced that man’s only sanctuary was the desert. The commune was a spawning ground for ideas considered subversive at the time, such as feminism and the minimum wage. Like most utopian communities, Llano vanished, and today all that’s left are the stark crumbling stone walls of its visionaries and the remnants of a hearth. Often, packs of desert dogs gather at the fire that burns no more, playful but quick to expose fangs to a stranger who approaches too quickly, sentinels of the new kind of utopia that now flourishes at Llano—a strange brew of loners, outlaws, ultralight pilots, people hunkered in compounds behind KKK signs, meth cookers and asthmatics, those who crave quiet, and serious desert freaks who work hard at blue-collar jobs and out here where land is cheap live like kings.


Yet even for longtime residents who love this region and know its nooks and crannies, it demands certain precautions. For instance, you don’t often see people walking alone in the middle of the Antelope Valley—and if you do, they are probably homeless or tweaked. The experience causes extreme discomfort and is dangerous—or at least feels that way. The valley is flat, surrounded on all sides by mountains and buttes; across its floor, vegetation is sparse, dotted with creosote and the occasional Joshua tree. In the relentless white daylight of the summer sun, there is no place to hide, except tunnels and mine shafts, or under or behind a rock. From any direction, you are completely exposed and vulnerable. If you are wearing a uniform, you are broadcasting a message that is generally not welcome in this part of the desert—and as you traverse the sands, someone may be watching you through a rifle scope from hundreds of yards away. Or someone may simply be firing rounds—a not uncommon act in American deserts, especially the Mojave, which is, apart from law enforcement and military, the most heavily armed region in the country.


The August morning heated up, heading past 100 degrees. It was even too hot for rattlesnakes, and to escape the furnace they retreated to pockets of shade—under the greasewood or into the sand. Attuned to human and animal sounds, Deputy Sorensen walked the site where he had recently served eviction papers to the squatter, saw no sign of him, and told the Bakers. Then he got back in his Ford Expedition and started for home. But something changed his mind. To this day, what that was is not known. When he arrived, Mr. X was gone. He drove to Frank’s place to tell the family and then headed north, toward home. But something— what? Some ancient siren call? A strange dirge being broadcast on a frequency only the most attuned could hear?—made Sorensen turn left, back toward the squatter’s site, east on Avenue T-8 (many streets of the Antelope Valley are named for the alphabet, and their remote tributaries are numbered), for about fifty yards and then he paused, just past the old tires that marked Kueck’s driveway.


The ex-surfer from the South Bay knew his desert and knew who lived on his beat. So it is safe to say that on his many previous trips to Mr. X’s, he had stopped at the same juncture for a quick recon; it is safe to say he knew that the man who lived down this driveway was once a friend of Mr. X; it is safe to say he had heard the man was named Don (no last names in the desert; the desert doesn’t care who you are and generally neither does anyone else); it is safe to say that as Sorensen looked down this driveway, perhaps with binoculars, he saw things that looked suspicious: the trashed cars common to many a desert pack rat, giant drums of what could have contained chemicals for manufacturing meth, stacks of pipes that could have been used to make bombs, classic desert junk piles that suggested everything from scavenging to chop shop. Clearly and at the very least, whoever lived here was in violation of various codes, and perhaps the place was even a hazmat site. But until August 2, as far as anyone knows, he had not approached the occupant of the property. On that blazing day on the edge of fall, something must have looked slightly different; there must have been a shift—more junk, more cars—or maybe one of the area’s ultralight pilots had flown over the site and told local officials that he had spotted a meth lab—“I’m sick and tired of all the trash—human and otherwise—and I want it out of this desert now.”


So Sorensen turned down the driveway and headed south in his SUV, perhaps looking to his right and down toward the ground where the grave awaited the land’s occupant. Perhaps he saw the planks that covered it, and their six-foot-by-three-foot configuration fueled his suspicion, or perhaps he even stopped, got out of his car, lifted the planks, saw the grave, and then continued, unholstering his 9 mm Beretta and wondering what he was getting himself into.


But the death song had trapped him, and on he went, for another twenty feet or so, at which point he saw the wretched little trailer from which only silence emanated. In a few minutes, his brains would be in a bucket.


Kueck, a longtime heavy user of Darvon and Soma, may have been basking, semi-asleep, like the rattlesnake in the bucket at his front door, the living embodiment of the great American battle cry, “Don’t tread on me!” As Sorensen sat in his car, there were subtle atmospheric changes, and Kueck—like the snake—may have tasted the movement on the inhale, and Sorensen, the seasoned desert cop, perhaps suspected but did not know for a fact that he was now being watched by a pair of bloodshot eyes that squinted from a sill, suspected but did not know for a fact that a paranoid man who had eked out a life in the Mojave and was now permanently baked had reached for his automatic rifle with the high-velocity rounds, suspected but did not know for a fact that he was a dead man walking into the land of no return.


He spotted an old Dodge Dart and ran the plates. It is not known if Sorensen received the information from the DMV database, and if he did, if it meant anything to him, because the dispatcher garbled the name of the man who owned the car, and therefore Sorensen may not have known that the owner was Donald Charles Kueck, a man who had spent months trying to get him fired, writing letters to everyone from the FBI to then LA County sheriff Sherman Block, after Sorensen had pulled him over on a remote desert road next to an alfalfa field for reckless driving on a hot summer day in 1994 at about noon. “I live alone in a rural location,” Kueck wrote in a lengthy and detailed statement that accompanied his complaint against Sorensen at that time, “and now I fear for my safety.”


Seven years later the sun beat down and once again, it was almost high noon. The two men were about to finish the dance. “Excuse me, anybody home?” Sorensen might have called out as he approached the lonesome pad. “What’s up?” came the reply. Although Kueck was living on land bought for him by one of his sisters, he knew he was in violation of a myriad of codes, living in a ramshackle trailer without the proper permits. Worst of all, he feared going back to jail—“a concentration camp,” as he later told police. “Sir, I’m checking on a call about some squatters. Can I see some ID?” “Hold it right there,” a voice came from the trailer. “I know my rights.” It was the 24/7 refrain of the Mojave—indeed, the Mojave was one big rights fest, where every pack rat, every meth freak, every hermit in every desert bunker knew the Bill of Rights as well as his Buddy Weiser, quoting the Second Amendment and search-and-seizure law like scripture, but in the end always destroyed by that American urge to go out like Custer. “Dude, did you see my sign? It says no trespassing. Do you have a warrant?”


By now Sorensen was halfway between his car and the trailer with no cover in sight, approaching a troubled ex-con who had moved out here to get away from society’s relentless demands for smog checks and housing permits. And now that system was closing in on his front door, in the form of a deputy with a gun. “Sir, come out with your hands up,” Sorensen might have said, hearing the rattle of the snake in the bucket.


What happened next, according to police, is that Kueck kicked open his front door, aimed his Daewoo at Sorensen and blasted him with .223s. The high-velocity bullets screamed into the deputy’s body below his vest, shattering and buckling him like a piece of glass as he spun around and managed to get off three shots before Kueck blasted into Sorensen’s right side and arm, tearing the 9 mm from his grasp as rivulets of blood quenched the Mojave’s hot sand.


But Kueck wasn’t finished. We know from witnesses who heard the shots that a second volley of bullets was fired, two more to the side of Sorensen’s chest, and then as he lay mortally wounded, Kueck pumped him with eight more rounds, including one that blasted through an eye and blew his brains out. When it was over, Kueck had raked the deputy’s body with fourteen shells.


Unbeknownst to Kueck, he was being watched. After hearing the shots from their home a mile away, Frank Baker’s wife and kids had climbed their lookout tower and now, through a scope, observed Kueck ransacking Sorensen’s Ford. They immediately dialed 911. Kueck disappeared from their view; he was on his knees, hidden by the SUV, tying a rope around Sorensen’s legs, trussing him like a bagged deer, right ankle over left. He dragged the body toward the back of his yellow Dodge Dart and tied it to the bumper. Then he picked up the deputy’s brains and threw them in a bucket. As sirens wailed across the Mojave, Donald Charles Kueck vanished. A few minutes later the phone rang at his daughter’s house. “I’m sorry,” he said, in tears. “I know I’ve been a terrible father. I won’t be coming over on Monday.”


In a land infamous for its outlaws, Kueck was about to become the target of one of the largest manhunts the desert had ever known.





THE FEVER DREAM OF LLANO: A CASTLE FOR EVERY MAN



Can You Build?


After Every Whirlwind of Revolution


Comes the Task of the Builders!


Today: Ahead of the Revolution,


Integral Co-operation is


Building, NOW, the Impregnable


Breastwork, the Llano co-operative


Colonies!


Before Your Very Eyes, Individualism


Disintegrates! The Palaces of the


Profiteers Crumble and Fall Apart!


Be one of the Master Builders!


Spread the Cement of


Co-operation!


—Billboard for Llano, 1913


We’ve partnered with lifestyle expert Martha Stewart to create high-quality homes inspired by her very own homes in New York, Connecticut, and Maine.
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