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   Though small in number, their influence is large. Many and long are the duties heaped upon their shoulders. If a trail is to be blazed, it is “send a ranger.” If an animal is floundering in the snow, a ranger is sent to pull him out; if a bear is in the hotel, if a fire threatens a forest, if someone is to be saved, it is “send a ranger.” If a Dude wants to know the why of Nature’s ways, if a Sagebrusher is puzzled about a road, his first thought is, “ask a ranger.” Everything the ranger knows, he will tell you, except about himself.




  —Stephen T. Mather,
first director of the Park Service, circa 1928

















  
INTRODUCTION





  “SEND A RANGER.” IT’S AS TRUE TODAY AS IT WAS WHEN STEPHEN Mather, the first director of the National Park Service, wrote those words in 1928. Rangers are the guardians of the parks. They enforce the law, manage disasters, fight fires, provide medical care, and rescue those in distress. When the emergency phone rings in the middle of the night, it’s the ranger who answers, and it’s never good news. On call 24/7, rangers are the first to respond to emergencies, whether it be a car wreck, fire, lost child, or heart attack at the lodge. They are given the tough jobs: recovering a body from a river, notifying a parent that their son or daughter has died in an accident, or dispatching a rogue bear. When the chips are down, it’s “send a ranger” to handle the job. This is the profession I chose, and it’s what this book is all about.




  National parks are unique places—treasures that preserve our nation’s history, conserve outstanding scenery, provide sanctuary for wildlife, and safeguard natural, historic, and cultural resources. They are the nation’s playgrounds, places to find oneself and to rediscover who we are and where we came from. National park sites remind us of the birth of our country, the struggles to preserve it, and even the darker side of our history. The parks offer a glimpse into our nation’s past and preserve vestiges of much earlier civilizations and cultures. They exist, in all their well-preserved glory, because of the tireless and often unsung work of advocates, volunteers, and dedicated employees such as park rangers.




  Unlike many books about the parks, this book will take you behind the scenes of what it takes to run a major national park and what really happens in our parks. You will get a glimpse of a ranger’s daily life—the sights, sounds, and emotions of the job. You will see the evolution of the ranger profession as it has changed with the times. You will also learn about the challenges and rewards of raising a family in remote areas under trying conditions.




  On January 1, 1975, I began jotting down my daily life in a Sierra Club engagement calendar my wife gave me as a Christmas present. I continue to do it to this day, and the chronicles of my 32 years as a park ranger form the basis of this book. Besides the diaries, I’ve used case incident and other reports, news articles, my personal recollections, and discussions with colleagues. Some diary entries have been edited for brevity and clarity, are not always grammatically correct, and use many acronyms. Twenty-four-hour time is used throughout. Narratives following the entries complete the story. I have intentionally included mundane information because that is the reality of the job; it’s not always lights and sirens—we also cleaned toilets. The most common entry in the diaries is “worked on paperwork.”




  The following stories represent the broad spectrum of my career. While everything you read actually happened, sometimes memories fail and stories get clouded. I’ve tried to accurately reconstruct events, interactions, and conversations as they actually occurred—my apologies for any discrepancies or misrepresentations.




  A few days before I retired, I was walking, in uniform, through a crowded lobby at a Denali hotel. As I was weaving my way through the crowd, a mother with her young boy, perhaps five years old, stopped in his tracks, came to attention, saluted, and said, “Hello, sir.” Dumbfounded, I stopped, stooped over, shook his hand, and said hello. That little incident remains with me to this day. It reminds me of who I was as a ranger, what I represented to that young lad. Perhaps he will become a park ranger one day.











  
PROLOGUE





  “SEVEN HUNDRED, TWO ZERO ONE.”




  “Two zero one.”




  “Good morning, I’m in service.” Each day, I began my tour of duty with those words. However, September 11, 1986, was my day off, or “lieu day” in government parlance. I was completing my first full year as the Lake McDonald Sub-District ranger in Glacier National Park. I was responsible for all law enforcement, fee collection, backcountry, bear management, and emergency services for the “headquarters district” on the west side of the park.




  It had been a busy year: learning a new job and meeting new employees. Winter was filled with ski patrols, avalanche training, and getting ready for the busy summer. And what a summer it was: a suicide, climbing fatality, numerous medical calls, a car going over the wall on the Going-to-the-Sun Road, and a fatality on a concessioner-led horse ride. It was much like the mayhem I experienced in Yosemite, just different scenery. I was looking forward to a quiet day off.




  I was relaxing at home when the park emergency phone rang. It was dispatcher Gerry Nelson. “Habecker, get your medical shit together. There’s been a mauling at Granite Park. The helicopter will pick you up in a few minutes.” It was “send a ranger” time.




  I grabbed my emergency pack and donned a flight suit. The home phone rang, and I answered it. Incredibly, it was a reporter from the local paper, the Hungry Horse News, asking me what I knew about a bear mauling in the park. He had heard park radio traffic on his office scanner. I said, “Brian, I’m really busy right now. Got to go. Talk to you later.”




  Dan O’Brien, a very accomplished ranger who had been in Glacier many years and knew how to deal with bears, had already arrived at the helispot. He was the perfect guy to have on this thing. We each grabbed shotguns from our vehicles, loaded up our gear, and waited for the helicopter to arrive. I’d never gone to a medical with a shotgun before. Welcome to grizzly country.




  The Kalispell Regional Hospital medical helicopter, ALERT, picked us up. The helo had already made one flight in and dropped off a flight nurse and medic to work on the victims. On the 30-minute trip to the chalet, Dan and I discussed a plan of action. We had few details, just that at least one person had been severely mauled by a bear in the vicinity of the chalet and that the bear might still be in the area.




  We asked the pilot to fly in via the Highline Trail, which goes from Logan Pass to Granite Park, to see how many people were still hiking toward the danger zone, unaware that something terrible had happened. We needed to stop those people and keep the scene from getting worse. The trail was mostly clear, with only a few folks hiking toward Granite. We decided to proceed and deal with them later.




  Granite Park Chalet, a historic lodge located high up in the tundra and alpine forest beneath the prominent geologic feature called the Garden Wall, was a place where hikers could obtain meals and spend the night in spartan sleeping areas. It was a popular venue that afforded a safe place to observe the grizzly bears that frequented the grassy meadows below. A small ranger patrol cabin was located nearby. It was periodically staffed by one of my bear management rangers who kept a close watch on bear activities and educated visitors on proper behavior in bear country. On this day, ranger Brian Kuhn was on duty.




  Landing near the chalet, we went in to assist the medic who was treating one of the victims, Patty Duff, age 23. She was shaking and incoherent but still breathing. Patty’s clothes were shredded, and she had numerous puncture wounds, bite marks, and a chunk of flesh torn from her leg. I could see her pulsing exposed femoral artery. She could have bled to death in minutes had it been nicked. She’d had the presence of mind to apply a bandana as a tourniquet to control the bleeding. The medic had started an IV and applied MAST (Military Anti-Shock Trousers) to boost her blood pressure. After getting her stabilized, we loaded her into the helicopter and evacuated to the hospital.




  We asked several park employees who were there what had happened. They pointed us in the direction of the patrol cabin, where the second victim was receiving first aid. No one knew if the bear was still around. We assumed it was.




  Dan and I proceeded downhill to the patrol cabin. I asked Dan to secure the area and look for a place to land the helicopter. When I got inside, there was controlled chaos. Brian was doing the best he could to help Jeff Brown, 26, the second victim. Jeff’s clothing was in shreds, and he had multiple puncture wounds, bite marks, and two broken arms. His face was bloody, with claw and bite marks on his arms and head. It was dark in the cabin with only a Coleman lantern and some headlamps for light. As a parkmedic, I was trained in advanced life support and assisted the flight nurse with an IV to keep Jeff’s blood pressure from crashing and bandaged major wounds.




  Jeff was sitting up and was remarkably coherent and responsive. While waiting for the helicopter to return, he told me what had happened. Jeff related that he and Patty had been hiking in the area and stopped at the chalet, where they met ranger Kuhn, who talked to them about hiking in bear country and pointed out a large bear that was grazing in the valley below. This was not the bear that later attacked them. They ate their lunch on the picnic table, and Brian returned to his cabin downhill from the chalet. Jeff and Patty proceeded down the trail about half a mile past the patrol cabin, entering an area of subalpine fir and open tundra.




  As they crossed an open area, they heard a growl behind them and turned to see a grizzly bear about 100 feet away in full charge. Patty immediately attempted to climb a small tree next to the trail, but the bear grabbed her by the boot and pulled her to the ground. Jeff yelled, dropped his pack, and hit the bear with his fist at least two times on its snout. At this, the bear began biting him. Jeff rolled into a ball and placed his hands on his neck to protect his head and face. Patty, meanwhile, took off her pack and threw it at the bear, which then turned on her. Jeff was still yelling, and the bear returned to him. It continued back and forth this way until Patty threw a rock, hitting the bear on the head. Patty rolled into a ball, covered her neck with her hands, and played dead. The bear then grabbed Jeff by the leg and pulled him approximately 50 yards off the trail, dragging him over rocks and a stump. The bear cached him behind a log, chewing on his arms and legs. Jeff said he tried to slow his breathing down and play dead, a very difficult thing to do. After about 10 minutes, the bear went off into the brush, where Jeff heard it huffing and growling.




  After what felt like an eternity, things got quiet, and Jeff began crawling, finally getting upright and walking. He called to Patty, who was on her hands and knees and seemed to be in better shape, and told her to go for help. Patty staggered back uphill to the chalet, where she knew there were people. Yelling for help, she met National Park Service carpenter Jed Bryers and told him that she and her friend had been attacked by a bear and that her friend was still down there somewhere.




  A big man at six foot four and 210 pounds, Jed had been a medic in Vietnam, and he performed quick first aid for Patty. He then grabbed a Stokes litter and the biggest clawhammer he could find and went down the hill to try to find Jeff. It was a courageous act, knowing there was a rogue bear in the area and having only a hammer to defend himself.




  Jeff told me that he made it back to the trail and looked at his injuries. He had a deep wound in his thigh but was not bleeding too much. He made his way back up to the trail junction that goes to either the chalet or the patrol cabin. Not knowing which way Patty had gone, Jeff decided to go left to the patrol cabin and had the presence of mind to tear off a piece of bloodstained clothing and put it on the trail to indicate which way he had gone.




  Brian Kuhn, unaware of the attack, said he was sitting in his cabin when there was a knock at the door. He was startled to see Jeff, who said in a calm voice, “We’ve been mauled by a grizzly bear down the trail.” Jeff was bleeding from multiple wounds, his clothing in tatters. Bryers radioed Kuhn, unaware that Jeff had made it to the patrol cabin. Brian told him to return to the chalet to help Patty.




  As Jeff finished his story, I heard the throp, throp, throp of the helicopter getting louder as it landed nearby. I was glad to hear it. It was “load and go” for Jeff, and he was on his way to advanced care in a matter of minutes. He received more than 60 sutures to close his wounds.
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    Bring your shotgun. The author at the Granite Park bear mauling.




  After the evacuation, we brought more rangers in to help with the investigation and to locate the bear. There was no question we would kill it if we could find it. Ranger Brian Kenner, a member of the bear team and a good hand, flew in to assist. By this time, it was getting on toward dusk, and the clouds were lowering. Visibility for flying and ground searching was deteriorating. We had to work fast if we were going to find this bear.




  We marked the area of the attack, took some quick photographs, and evacuated the remaining hikers but really concentrated on locating the bear. We moved down into the trees from where Jeff had been cached. The ground cover was duff, poor tracking conditions. Fog began to drift in, making it difficult to see for any safe distance. It was getting dark and, quite frankly, spooky. We didn’t have a good description of the animal, and there were several grizzlies in the general area. We did our best, but the time came to call the search off for safety reasons.




  In subsequent days, we continued to search, assembled evidence, interviewed Jeff and Patty in the hospital, and reconstructed the sequence of events. Jeff and Patty were hospitalized for several weeks. They had serious wounds, the risk of infection a real concern. They were eventually released and proceeded on their way, with memories that, I’m sure, will haunt them for a long time.




  We never found the bear.











  Part I




  GettysburgThe Journey Begins






   Now we are engaged in a great civil war.




  —From Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address
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STARTING OUT





  June 15, 1969. I walked into chief ranger Bill Birdsell’s office, dressed in my fresh-out-of-the-box uniform, complete with a Smokey Bear flat hat. Bill shook my hand and immediately pulled my new white crew-neck T-shirt with his finger. “No T-shirt showing.” It hadn’t taken but a minute, and I’d already screwed up. My education as a national park ranger had begun.




  I grew up in a small town in southeastern Pennsylvania—played in the creek, lived on a bike, and went to a one-room school in first grade. When I was 11, we moved to a house my parents built on the edge of my grandfather’s farm. There I roamed the fields and forests and learned to hunt and fish with my father. I found the Boy Scouts and worked my way up to the rank of Eagle.




  In 1963, I got the opportunity to go to Philmont Scout ranch in New Mexico’s Sangre de Christo Mountains with a group of scouts. I’d never been west before and was enthralled by the vast open spaces, rugged mountains, and spectacular scenery. Philmont is a paradise of alpine meadows, trout streams, wildlife, and rugged trails. During our 10 days in the backcountry, I met a cadre of young men in their late teens or early twenties known as “rangers.” Living in the backcountry, these rangers taught skills classes, helped scout groups with problems, and patrolled the wilderness. They were certified in advanced first aid, had rescue skills, and could handle any emergency. I knew then that I wanted to live out West and be some kind of “ranger.”




  Fast-forward to the spring of 1969. I was in my senior year at Penn State University, earning a degree in park administration. The National Park Service, in response to increasing needs for urban parks, announced a new recruitment program for recreation and parks majors. These “urban intake trainees,” hired as permanent employees, would receive priority training to staff and eventually manage the new urban parks. Selectees committed to two-year assignments in an urban park. I applied, took the federal entrance exam, and waited.




  I received a call from Bob Mullan, administrative officer for the Northeast Region, who offered me a summer position at Gettysburg. I was stunned—I was one of 40 students selected for the program. I immediately accepted and was hired as a Career-Conditional Student Trainee, GS-4, at $2.65 per hour. After deductions, my net pay was a princely $171.24 for a two-week pay period.




  I lived alone in a government-owned 11-room house on the edge of the battlefield, a cannon in my front yard. In July 1863, 97,000 Union soldiers had camped at my doorstep. I used only three rooms, and at $19 per pay period, it was a sweet deal.




  That first week at Gettysburg was a blur. There were two other student trainees. Joe Smith, a student at North Carolina State, married, and an air force veteran, also wanted to be a ranger. Alice Allen, a student at Texas A&M, sought a career in interpretation. Gettysburg took the training program seriously and provided learning opportunities not available to seasonal staff. During the summer, we each spent time with the various division chiefs and the superintendent to see what it really takes to run a major national park. I was particularly impressed with the maintenance division. Often underappreciated, they work tirelessly behind the scenes to make things work. With nearly 7 million visitors per year, keeping the park looking historically accurate and functioning is a huge job. My time with the maintenance division instilled an appreciation that I carried with me for the rest of my career. I’ve always tried to make their job a little easier when I could.




  We met Colonel Jacob “Met” Sheads, a longtime seasonal interpreter and Civil War expert whose ancestors were living in Gettysburg during the battle. Colonel Sheads knew the events of July 1863 better than anyone and made sure we knew our facts. He coined the phrase “The Union was born in Philadelphia in 1776, but it was preserved at Gettysburg in 1863.” He died in the Gettysburg house he was born in at the age of 91.




  After our week of orientation, it was time to get to work. Joe and I were given a copy of Title 36, Code of Federal Regulations, and we were told to absorb it; 36 CFR is the bible all rangers use to enforce park rules and regulations. At the local shooting range, we shot a few boxes of shells at some paper targets and were deemed “qualified.” I wasn’t even 21 yet. Each patrol car, Park Service mint green with a “bubblegum machine” light on the roof, had a .38-caliber Colt Chiefs Special locked in the glove box. It was there in case we had to dispatch an injured deer. We were issued a citation book and briefcase with all the necessary forms and handcuffs. There was no training on how to use them. We carried no personal defensive equipment.
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   State-of-the-art patrol car circa 1969.


 

  I began doing ride-along shifts with permanent and experienced seasonal rangers, learning all the nooks and crannies of the 6,000-acre battlefield and all the procedures for day and night shifts.




  There were a lot of duties: raise and lower several flags, unlock buildings, check comfort stations and interpretive audio stations, open and close the gates to the national cemetery, check traffic counters, and provide accurate information to visitors. One night, I was standing near the magnificent statue of General Lee on his horse Traveler. It was quiet, crickets chirping, no one around. Suddenly, a booming voice said, “During the three-day battle . . .” The audio station had somehow kicked on, scaring me out of my wits.




  The battlefield was legally closed at 10 p.m. each evening. There were no gates, just posted signs. The closure reduced vandalism by 90 percent. All the locals knew this but sometimes took shortcuts and received a ticket. It was strange driving around the field in the dark after all the hordes had gone. Sometimes, I went against the one-way loop hoping to surprise violators. I got a surprise the first time I did it when I rounded a dark curve and was startled to see a rifle pointed right at me—it was one of the beautiful soldier monuments.




  The Peace Light Memorial, located on a hill overlooking the battlefield, was a favorite place for the local high school kids to make out. They weren’t supposed to be there after 10, and you never knew what you would find when you shined your flashlight into the car. I’ll leave that to your imagination.




  After two weeks of ride-alongs, Joe and I rotated into regular shifts. We were part of the team now, learning as we went. I enjoyed working nights—it was cooler, there were no crowds, and I had the battlefield to myself. I never tired seeing the beautiful monuments and historic farms, thinking about the men who fought there and the hardships they endured. It’s an emotional place to work.




  Chief ranger Bill Birdsell, our mentor, took a personal interest in our career development with weekly sit-downs, offering advice and counsel. An impressive man at over six feet and 200 pounds, Birdsell was soft spoken but drew a lot of respect. His uniform was immaculate, setting an example for all. Bill arranged for the three trainees to travel to the regional office in Philadelphia and the Washington office. We met key staff and learned how these offices interface with the parks. On a behind-the-scenes tour of Ford’s Theater, I got to stand in the very balcony box where President Lincoln sat that fateful April night in 1865. It was a very moving experience to be that close to history.




  The first three days of July were very significant at Gettysburg. On those days in 1863, it was a place of carnage. It’s estimated there were between 46,000 and 51,000 killed, wounded, or missing over those three days. Just take a moment and let that sink in. We had a special opportunity to impress on visitors the history that was made right there on those very days in 1863. I took some time to walk out to the Bloody Angle, the apex of Pickett’s Charge, hallowed ground. This was a place of death on a massive scale in 1863. A wave of brave men rushed headlong into a fiery wall of shot and shell, a clash of arms, Americans all, each believing their cause was just. I could almost smell the acrid smoke of the cannonade, hear the Rebel yell, and see the bodies lying in the hot sun. The men who lived and died here deserve our unending respect and admiration for what they endured. Gettysburg affected me in a personal way and remains a very special place for me.




  One evening, I gave a campfire talk to a group of scouts. They were very interested in how I got my job and asked lots of questions about being a park ranger. It dawned on me that I had become a role model for them just as the rangers at Philmont had been for me. It was the first time that I realized that people looked at me in my uniform in a different way. I wasn’t just some guy, I was a park ranger!




  The long, hot, humid Pennsylvania summer wore on. Sometimes, the crowds and traffic were overwhelming. There were minor car wrecks and disabled vehicles, people got injured climbing on rocks and falling off of cannons, and a teenage beer party occurred one night in the national cemetery. I wrote a ticket to an elderly man who was using a metal detector, looking for artifacts. He honestly didn’t know it was illegal to use such equipment and pled his case to the chief ranger. In those days, a chief ranger could settle some misdemeanor cases on the spot. The man paid his fine, and his equipment was returned.




  Summer passed swiftly, and I was having a ball. There were after-hours potlucks and volleyball games, a time to socialize and blow off some steam. I was doing things I’d only dreamed about and couldn’t wait to go to work each day, eager to wear my uniform. I was thrilled when Bill Birdsell called me “ranger” one day. In late August, my college adviser, Charlie Hartsoe, paid me a visit. This was my student practicum, and I was receiving credit for this course. Besides weekly progress reports, I had to produce a final comprehensive report to complete the class successfully. Mr. Birdsell praised my work and said that the park was very pleased to be associated with the university and the intake trainee program.




  It was time to go back to school and finish my degree. Part of me felt it was a waste of time: after all, I already had a permanent job waiting for me. But I had to graduate to complete the intake program. I reluctantly said good-bye to new friends and the job I loved and returned to school.




  
OUT WEST AGAIN





  On December 6, 1969, I graduated with a degree in park administration. On December 20, I married my high school sweetheart, who I had known since the eighth grade. Donna is the best thing that ever happened to me, and she is still with me on this incredible journey.




  After graduation, I was back on the rolls as a career-conditional employee. I received “orders” to attend the next Introduction to Park Operations class at the Albright Training Center located in Grand Canyon National Park.




  Since Donna had to complete her student teaching at Lock Haven State University, we said good-bye, and I drove out to Arizona. It was good to be back in the West again.




  On January 12, 1970, I found myself seated in the classroom at Albright. The eight-week course was designed for new employees who were just getting started in their careers. There were 38 students representing a wide variety of job classifications, ranging from secretaries to maintenance workers, interpreters, rangers, and even a boat operator. Some had years of experience and were just now getting the chance to attend. As a new employee, it was perfect for me.




  The class was a comprehensive overview of the history, mission, and philosophy of the National Park Service. We learned the history of the uniform and how to wear it properly—no T-shirt showing! We studied how parks were established and the environmental and political struggles that ensued. There were notable guest speakers and many skills classes: how to saddle a horse and pack a mule, how to set up anchors and rappel off the canyon rim, and how to raise a patient up in a litter. Classes ranged from basic firefighting techniques to how to troubleshoot a balky film projector.




  Each student was required to develop and present an interpretive talk. I gave a demonstration of the loading and firing of a Civil War musket using a prop at the training center. After describing the rifle’s range and effectiveness, we went outside to fire it. However, no one told the local rangers, and the loud boom brought them racing with lights and sirens. Oops!
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    Rescue training, Introduction to Park Operations course, Grand Canyon National Park.




  After her graduation, Donna joined me at the Grand Canyon a few weeks later. While I attended class, she and some of the other wives explored the area. A small group of adventurous women did some exciting hikes into remote areas of the canyon and saw ancient Native American ruins. She got to see much more of the park than I did.




  On a free weekend, Donna and I hiked to the bottom of the canyon and stayed in the ranger patrol cabin near Phantom Ranch. It rained hard overnight. The next day, as we began our long climb back to the rim, we began encountering snow. Being from the East, we hadn’t considered the effect of elevation on the weather. As we climbed thousands of feet higher, the snow got deeper. Water cascaded over nearby cliffs, and we could hear boulders rolling in the usually dry streams. It was hard to see the trail in the nearly hip-deep wet snow. Gaining the rim, we were wet, exhausted, dehydrated, and nearly hypothermic. It was only then that we learned that the staff had been concerned about us and were preparing to send out a search party. This was the first of several “thank you for not dying when . . .” experiences that Donna and I would share in coming years.




  WELCOME TO WASHINGTON




  After eight weeks at Grand Canyon, it was time to move to my next assignment. In keeping with the goals of the intake program, I was to report for duty at National Capital Parks, Washington, D.C., where a variety of training opportunities in an urban setting awaited. I had been promoted to Park Ranger, GS-05.




  We packed up and drove back East, reluctantly leaving the West behind. I was concerned that I would get stuck working in the eastern parks and would never get back. But my biggest worry was the military draft. I was part of the 1969 draft lottery, and I won—my birthday was drawn number 24. It was inevitable that I would be drafted. I had received several induction physical notices, but I was moving around so much that the paperwork never quite caught up with me.




  We arrived in Washington and found an apartment near Andrews Air Force Base, and I prepared to work all over the metro area.




  I first worked at the Rock Creek Nature Center in Rock Creek Park. It was a busy place with hundreds of school kids coming to see live animals, learn about interrelationships in nature, and attend a program at the planetarium. Growing up in the country, I took nature for granted. I had an intimate knowledge of the outdoors, so it was a shock to me when I spoke with children who had never seen a live chicken, turtle, or garter snake. Living in the city, many had never actually seen the stars! How could this be? It was then I realized just how important the nature center and parks in general were to urban residents.




  One of my jobs was to take the “animal van” out to schools and give programs. The wildly painted van was equipped with cages so that we could take turtles, snakes, frogs, and other critters to show the kids. Well before the invention of GPS, the staff helped plan my route through the city using paper maps. I was not excited about driving around in traffic with a bunch of live animals, but somehow, I managed.




  Presenting programs to school kids was a hoot. They were very enthusiastic and excited to see real animals. Creepy the garter snake always caused the most turmoil. The kids were fascinated but were fearful. Most thought snakes were slimy creatures, but once they got up the nerve to touch Creepy, they discovered he was harmless and a pretty cool guy. I had a lot of fun doing these programs and learned as much about urban kids as they did about nature.




  Rock Creek Park was located on the opposite side of Washington from where we were living, and I had to commute on the Beltway each day. As an “urban ranger,” this was a new experience for me, and I learned to navigate the maze of freeways and streets. I quickly learned to take an extra uniform shirt to work each day, as the humidity was brutal, and I was sweat soaked by noon.




  After my time at the nature center, I was assigned duty at Fort Washington, a Civil War–era fort located on the Potomac River directly across from Mount Vernon. It was more rural, and I enjoyed being away from the city for a time. Summer in the Parks was a day-camp program designed to get inner-city kids out into the parks. We got busloads of kids, gave tours and environmental education programs, did minor maintenance, and patrolled the grounds. One evening after the fort closed for the day, we had a staff party on the grounds. I’m told that a beer can fits perfectly down the tube of a cannon and can be launched over the river at Washington’s home—but I can’t prove it.




  In the spring, Donna got a position as a physical education teacher in a local school. That summer, she worked at the Oxen Hill Children’s Farm, a Park Service historic working farm set in the nineteenth century. Dressed in period costume, she maintained a large garden, fed the chickens and livestock, and gave interpretive talks to visitors about farm life at the turn of the century. The farm was a popular stop for Summer in the Parks kids.




  This was our first experience in city living. Washington has much to offer, and we took advantage of the Smithsonian, art galleries, and outdoor concerts. For a city, this wasn’t an awful place to be, and we began to embrace it.




  SEMPER PARATUS




  After living four months in one place, the military draft paperwork caught up with me. I had been talking with recruiters from the various branches of the military about my options. Since I had a degree, they wanted me to attend Officer Candidate School and become an officer. The Vietnam War was escalating, and I just wanted to do my service and get out alive.




  I received an induction notice and took an army draft physical. The next day, I enlisted in the U.S. Coast Guard. It was a four-year active-duty hitch, but I figured I would survive and maybe even learn something. Besides, the coast guard’s mission was mainly humanitarian and service oriented, which appealed to me. I didn’t want to leave my budding career, but the choice was not mine. I was officially placed on military furlough with the Park Service.




  I spent the next four years at a small search-and-rescue station in Rockland, Maine. I stood radio watches, was on a boat crew for rescues and patrols, and worked in the base office. I was the only guy there with a degree, and the commanding officer took advantage of it. He kept me from being transferred several times. I became a storekeeper, in charge of all supplies and accounting, and managed the base exchange. Donna quickly found a job teaching physical education at the local middle school and high school. We settled in, became members of the community, and enjoyed the coast and rugged interior of Maine. It was a great place to do my military time.




  Four years passed. About midway through my hitch, I received notice from the Park Service that I had been promoted to Park Ranger GS-7. They hadn’t forgotten about me. Nearing my discharge, I sent a letter to their personnel office, notifying them of my intention to return to my career. There was no response, and I was discharged on August 16, 1974, not knowing what would happen next.




  We moved back to Pennsylvania and stayed with my parents, uncertain of how long we might be there or where we might be assigned.




  Fortunately, this uncertainty didn’t last long. About a week after moving home, I received one of those phone calls that again changed the course of our lives. It was chief ranger Bill Wendt and Mather District ranger Herb Ewing calling from Yosemite. Bill had been an instructor at Albright when I attended the Introduction to Park Operations class. My name was on a list of reinstatement-eligible employees who had been furloughed for military service. Bill said, “Tom, how would you like to come and work at Yosemite?” I was shocked, bewildered, couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was like a dream. I said yes of course, and he told me that travel orders would be in the mail. Donna and I were about to begin the next chapter of our lives.




  I didn’t know it at the time, but the skills and experiences gained in the crucible that was Yosemite would set a firm foundation for the rest of my career.














 PART II




  YosemiteThe Range of Light




 

    The mountains are calling and I must go.




  —John Muir
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ALMOST HOME





  Our little red Land Rover creeped up the steep grade, the temperature gauge climbing toward red. Tioga Pass, nearly 10,000 feet in elevation, the eastern portal to Yosemite National Park, was just ahead. We left Pennsylvania on Labor Day 1974 and headed west. It had been a long, hot week, driving at 60 miles per hour with no air conditioning, the black interior like a bake oven. We drank gallons of water and iced tea to stay hydrated. The long journey was nearly over; we were almost home.




  At the entrance station, a dark-complexioned little guy wearing a large Smokey Bear hat greeted us. He was full of enthusiasm and obviously loved his work. He tried to charge us the $3 entrance fee, but I explained that I was the new ranger reporting for duty. He immediately brightened and got on the radio to announce that the “new ranger” was here. It was our first experience with Ferdinand Castillo, “Mr. Tioga.” He was the first person we met, and he was the last person we said good-bye to 11 years later.




  The sharp granite peaks of the Kuna Crest framed a large alpine meadow of fading wildflowers as we descended west. Emerging from lodgepole forest, Tuolumne (too-AH-lum-nee) Meadows, one of the largest in the Sierra, came into view. Framed by the spires of Cathedral Peak and acres of glacially carved granite domes, this was a bustling place. There was a large campground, a ranger station complex, a lodge, concession stables, a store, and a visitor center. The Tuolumne River, birthed in the high mountains to the east, wound its way through the meadows. The Pacific Crest and John Muir trails skirted the meadow. I was smitten and wondered if I would ever get to work up here.




  Tenaya Lake was next, a sapphire-blue gemstone set in granite. At Olmsted Point, we got our first glimpse of iconic Half Dome. Descending through forests of red fir and lodgepole pine, we unknowingly passed by our house at Crane Flat. Turning left at the junction, we continued on toward Yosemite Valley (hereafter the Valley), where I was to check in.




  The narrow, twisty road tantalized us with glimpses of a deep void far below. Suddenly, breaking out of the forest, there it was: the incomparable Valley. Even Ansel Adams’s dramatic photographs couldn’t capture its grandeur. To the right was Bridalveil Fall, flinging a white spray of water out into space; the massive granite monolith of El Capitan loomed over the valley floor to the left and, centered in the distance, iconic Half Dome. The Merced River wound its way through deep pine forests and hidden meadows far below. It was a view I’d often seen in pictures that somehow didn’t seem real. And then it struck us: we were going to live here!




  At park headquarters, Bill Wendt greeted us warmly. It was good to see him again after four years. Our house wasn’t ready yet, so, still on travel status, we got a room at Yosemite Lodge. After a few days, we moved into our house at Crane Flat.




  Our moving van hadn’t arrived, so we slept on army cots and made do with some basic government furniture. That first evening foreshadowed things to come. An ambulance with lights and siren went by the house on its way to the Valley. Later, the phone rang. It was park dispatch—they already knew I was there. The dispatcher asked if I would run up to the fire lookout to check out a report of someone walking around shining a flashlight. I didn’t even know there was a lookout nearby, let alone where it was. I found it and met Al Hines, the fire lookout for many years. Together, we found a visitor who was just walking around with a flashlight, looking at the stars. I escorted him out. Welcome to Yosemite.




  Our new life began. There was the traditional welcoming potluck to meet our coworkers and neighbors. I met my new boss, Jack Bixby, the Big Oak Flat Sub-District ranger. Bob Johnson was the assistant. He taught me the ropes, showed me all the nooks and crannies of the district. After college, Bob left his father’s ranch in Texas and became interested in a career in the Park Service after working seasonally in Yellowstone. He got a permanent job in Yosemite in 1971 and worked his way up to Mather District and Valley District ranger positions and retired as special park uses officer in 2002. Bob and I spent countless hours together over the years, and we remain good friends.




  It was autumn in the Sierra, warm days and chilly nights. Leaves were turning gold and red on the oaks and dogwood. Grasses turned brown, and flowers in the meadow disappeared with the first frost. It was all so beautiful. We explored our surroundings, took some amazing hikes. Sonora, 60 miles distant, was “town” for us—groceries, doctor, and dentist. It was all new, this California. We settled in, waiting for the first snow to arrive.




  “PIG SCHOOL”




  One of the first things Jack Bixby said to me was, “Have you been to ‘Pig School’ yet?” When I replied that I hadn’t, Jack responded with, “Aw shit.” Jack knew that I would be leaving for an extended period to attend the mandatory Basic Police School at the Consolidated Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Washington, D.C. All permanent law enforcement park rangers, indeed all permanent federal officers, must attend this or a similar agency-specific basic law enforcement academy. It was a job requirement; there was no getting around it. Although I had just arrived, I would be leaving again soon.




  Donna and I packed up and flew back East. On January 6, 1975, I began the 14-week Basic Police course. Donna spent time with our families in Pennsylvania. My fellow students—all 46 of us—lived in an apartment building leased by the government. We walked to class, a converted office building three blocks away. My roommate, Larry Trombello, a ranger at Shenandoah National Park, took charge of kitchen cleanup as I did all the cooking. It was kind of like being back in the dorms in college.




  A comprehensive course, a few of the main topics included ethics and conduct, constitutional law, detention and arrest, search and seizure, court testimony, criminalistics, crime scene investigation, rules of evidence, interviewing, crowd control, bombs and explosives, narcotics investigations, and traffic accident investigation.




  Physical defense tactics training was conducted in the makeshift gym several times a week. We learned takedowns, come-alongs, handcuffing, baton strikes, and other defensive physical maneuvers. Jim Hannah, my partner, was a big guy—about six feet four and 240 pounds, solid as a rock. He threw me around pretty good, and it was a challenge for me to do likewise to him. I had to work extra hard to control him, and he didn’t make it easy. We became good friends, and I got to see him again in Alaska, where Jim was the ranger/pilot at Wrangell St. Elias National Park. At our annual law enforcement refresher training in Anchorage, Jim was my partner—it was like old times.




  Proficiency with firearms is a crucial skill in law enforcement. We spent a great deal of time at various shooting ranges, doing combat shooting, shotgun qualifications, and special weapons familiarization with weekly qualifications courses. One of the best training opportunities was “shoot/don’t shoot” drills. Realistic scenarios required us to make split-second decisions, to instantly determine whether to shoot the bad guy or not shoot an innocent person. It’s purposely very stressful and needs to be, for it’s often this way in the real world of law enforcement.




  Defensive and pursuit driving training took place at an abandoned airport near Beltsville, Maryland. We received instruction on high-speed driving, escape maneuvers, and precision driving through a cone course. On the skid pan, a large area coated with oil and water, we learned to regain control and recover from a violent skid. It was good training for all the snow and ice I drove on for the rest of my career.




  Weekly written exams compelled us to study to maintain the required minimum score. Flunk two exams, and you were sent home. No one wanted to fail, and the pressure was on. It was a long winter in Washington, and I was glad when April came and it was time to go home. We said our good-byes, promised to keep in touch, and wished each other well. You really bond with people when you spend so much time and share hardships together.




  Donna and I flew back to California on April 12 and found our house literally buried with eight feet of snow on the ground. Springtime in the Sierra! Our good neighbors and friends had shoveled out our sidewalk so we could get into the house, and we were glad to be home and finally get back to work.




  CRANE FLAT—THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE (THIS) HOME





  We settled into our new home. But we weren’t the first residents. Grind holes in granite slabs in the meadow and obsidian chips are evidence that Native Americans pounded acorns into flour, fashioned tools, and found this a good place to live long before white men arrived.




  At 6,200 feet in elevation, Crane Flat is a hidden gem, offering respite from the hustle and bustle of the Valley and a chance to get away from the crowds. About 30 acres in size, the meadows are ringed by open forests of mixed conifer: sugar pine, red fir, lodgepole pine, Jeffrey pine, and incense cedar. Some of the trees are massive, estimated at more than 300 years old and approaching 200 feet high. A grove of giant sequoias was just down the road. In summer, the meadows erupt in a carpet of wildflowers: blue camas, pink shooting stars, purple lupine, corn lily, and bright yellow coneflowers. Crane Creek originates here, meandering through the meadows before plunging toward the Merced River far below. Spring peepers announce the arrival of the season when the snow melts in May. Fall brings golden oaks, crimson red dogwood, and faded wildflowers. Snow lies deep in winter, offering a chance to experience total quiet, skiing across the meadow in the moonlight, a million stars wheeling overhead in the cold, clear sky. It’s home to deer, black bears, coyotes, and a pair of great gray owls. It was also our home for the next 11 years.




  [image: Our house at Crane Flat.]


    Our house at Crane Flat.




  Our house was built in 1940 by the Civilian Conservation Corps, replacing the first patrol cabin built in 1915. The duplex provides living quarters for two families. There are also a four-bay garage, storage sheds, and a generator house. Except for the nearby Yosemite Institute campus, we were the only residents, our nearest neighbors eight miles away.




  The marginally insulated frame house was never intended for year-round occupancy. During our time there, a metal roof replaced the shake roof, and some minimal insulation was added. There was an entryway into the kitchen, a small bathroom, two small bedrooms, and a large living room that featured a 14-foot cathedral ceiling and large granite fireplace. A large picture window filled one end of the room.




  Propane was expensive, so a beautiful wood-fired U.S. Army Cavalry–era cookstove became our primary source of heat. The inefficient fireplace, used only in the evening, took the chill off that part of the house. There was a gas range with an oven, but Donna learned to use the woodstove because it was always “on.” The woodstove was handy to dry laundry during snowstorms or when the outdoor clothesline got buried.




  [image: Donna tackles the never-ending chore of splitting wood.]


    Donna tackles the never-ending chore of splitting wood.




  Since wood was our primary source of heat, we spent a great deal of time finding, cutting, hauling, splitting, and stacking. An annual ritual was to fill one garage bay with stove-sized wood, shared with the neighbors. Donna spent hundreds of hours splitting wood. I worked at it after hours and on days off. Sometimes, the forestry crew dumped a load of lodgepole logs in our dooryard. We got a permit to cut wood on the adjoining national forest and hoarded the oak we found. We burned about six cords of wood annually.




  An aging Witte four-kilowatt diesel generator provided our power. At first, the tunk, tunk, tunk sound of the “one lunger” was very evident. After a few days, however, it just became part of our background noise, and we never heard it—until it stopped and became dead quiet—which occurred more frequently as the years went on.




  Living with an old diesel generator presented some challenges. We quickly learned not to use multiple heating-type appliances at the same time. For example, Donna had to unplug the space heater in the bathroom before she could use the toaster. We bought a dryer, only to discover we couldn’t use it at all because it overloaded the generator. Our washing machine had to be modified so it didn’t blow a fuse during the spin cycle. Brownouts were common. I quickly learned how to troubleshoot the beast, adding coolant when it overheated and keeping the oil topped off. A maintenance person came once a week or so to service the generator.




  As a law enforcement ranger, I was subject to “required occupancy.” This meant that I was required to live in the park to respond to emergencies. For the next 31 years, we lived in government housing. And, yes, we paid rent—there was no free ride.




  Due to its location and because we were generous folks, our home became the place to stop for a cup of coffee and, if you were lucky, a piece of Donna’s shoofly pie. People came in and out with just a quick knock on the door and made themselves at home—to get warm and dry out, use the phone, or just to say hi. The coffeepot was always on.




  Our backyard was the perfect place for the bear techs to work up a captured bear. It was quiet and shady and had water available. It wasn’t unusual to come home and find them tagging, measuring, and weighing a bear in our garage. We ran a “bear hotel” where bears in culvert traps spent the night for relocation the next day. It was routine to see bear traps, horse trailers, snowmobiles, and patrol cars in our backyard.




  Life wasn’t easy in winter. An average of 250 inches of snow fell at this elevation annually. Getting stuck in the driveway, lugging groceries into the house, and tunneling our way into the back door became routine. When the snow got really deep, we had to shovel the roof to avoid collapse. I’m sure Donna and I shoveled tons of snow over the years.




  This was our home. Surrounded by massive trees, a meadow with a gurgling brook, wandering bears, and a beehive of activity, we settled in to work and play in this wonderful place.




  LAW ENFORCEMENT—CRIMINALS TAKE VACATIONS TOO





  Park rangers perform a wide variety of duties. Often, one event involves multiple disciplines, such as law enforcement, emergency medicine, and technical rescue. As the following examples demonstrate, a ranger must possess a diversity of skills to successfully accomplish the job in today’s parks.




  Law enforcement is one of the primary duties a ranger performs. In fact, it must comprise at least 51 percent of the job to qualify for enhanced annuity and mandatory retirement at age 57. But how did we get here? A quick look back at the history of law enforcement in the parks is in order.




  A man named Harry Yount is widely recognized as being the first real park ranger. He worked as a “gamekeeper” in Yellowstone shortly after it was established in 1872. Harry was the sole person responsible for keeping law and order in the entire 2-million-acre park. As the first ranger, Harry is a hero to us all. An early photo shows him in his buffalo coat and mountain man hat, and he looks like a tough old bird. Harry felt overwhelmed by his responsibilities and resigned after one year.




  As parks evolved, it became apparent that they needed protection. Park rangers, jacks-of-all-trades, were hired to do the job. They fought fires, rescued people in trouble, did game management, collected entrance fees, maintained law and order, and performed myriad other jobs. Over time, their job became more specialized and increasingly complex, requiring more technical training and equipment as more people visited the parks.




  I was fortunate enough to begin my career at a time and place where some of the “old-time ranger” skills were still required. It was still a time when rangers wore many hats. We did law enforcement, fought wildland and structural fires, performed technical rescue work, provided emergency medical care, and made extended backcountry patrols with horses and mules. Trapping and relocating problem bears was part of the job. In winter, we traveled into the backcountry to do snow surveys and learned survival skills.
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