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  Introduction

  Alaska State Troopers, like all law enforcement officers, are willing to face tremendous responsibility and risk. Yet, there is one key difference in the Last Frontier: these men and women in the forty-ninth state are frequently covering territories the size of Massachusetts or larger.

  The troopers are assigned to five geographic detachments that provide patrol, enforcement, and search and rescue to all areas of the state. There are no county police departments and only about a dozen municipal departments. Their call of duty covers sixteen boroughs and their entire state employs an average of 419 troopers who cover an area nearly three times the size of Texas. Their territory includes a handful of highways, a few paved roads, and countless, winding gravel and dirt roads. And in rural Alaska, these troopers are the only law a citizen can call.

  During the winter, troopers respond and work in some of the deadliest weather on the planet. Their dedication is utterly remarkable. They’re driven by their passion for their jobs, for adventure, for the love of their state, and for a pledge to the oath they’ve taken to protect that state’s unique citizens. They face incalculable risks with fearless commitment in the face of a fully armed populace—often with no assistance. On any given day, they could face a rogue bear, an unstable armed resident, a drug dealer, a smuggler, a terrorist, or even an errant moose.

  They use floatplanes, helicopters, jet boats, ATVs, snow machines, airboats, and yes, even the occasional cruiser. You would find these men and women obsessed with unswerving dedication along with a deep admiration for the state they serve.

  During the interview process, it became apparent that although these stories are truly remarkable, they are commonplace among most troopers. Many rural troopers have found unexploded ordnance or dynamite, scraped a frozen body off the floor of a remote cabin, or had to move a thousand-pound moose off a lonely stretch of road—alone.

  This book chronicles just a few of the stories that were told to me personally by the Alaska State Troopers who participated in and witnessed these events. They are true and not exaggerated. And, in a place as wild and untamed as Alaska, the circumstances make these behaviors seem typical. Yet, they would be atypical anywhere else in the United States.


  History of the Alaska State Troopers

  Highway and rural law enforcement is a challenging job anywhere. Even in the western United States with large expanse and lonely roads, most State Troopers know what it feels like to be alone with no backup. However, in Alaska, a State Trooper faces challenges that can’t be equaled by any other state in the lower 48. One-fifth the size of the contiguous United States, Alaska comprises 586,412 square miles of extraordinarily diverse territory and climates that are life-threatening even in the summer.

  State Troopers cope with blizzards, hundreds of inches of snowfall, avalanches, winds in excess of 100 mph, sub-zero temperatures, and heavy rainfall. The state has more inhospitable vertical terrain than anywhere on the continent, with endless mountain ranges, glaciers, tundra, and rainforests. There are more than 3,000 rivers, more than 3 million lakes and a coastline of 6,640 miles. The vast expanses of the state often possess more danger than the traditional form of violence associated with a law enforcement career.

  The evolution of law enforcement in Alaska began in the mid-1800s when the United States Army and Navy was the sole law enforcement authority throughout the vast region. Later, United States Marshals were appointed but were far too few in number. The tumult of the Gold Rush period, both at Skagway and Nome, first brought to focus the need for an additional law enforcement organization to supplement the US Marshal’s Office. However, the US Marshals would continue to bear the responsibility for law enforcement in Alaska for the next forty years.

  By the early 1950s, the Federal Department of Justice recognized the increasing law enforcement needs of the Territory, particularly in the bush areas of Alaska. The Territorial Legislature responded in 1953 by establishing the Alaska Territorial Police to provide law enforcement services for the entire Territory. Total strength: thirty-six officers. The Alaska Highway Patrol had already gained a reputation as an elite corps, and formal training became a hallmark of the new Territorial Police. As the officers began to serve in remote posts, they gained a reputation for integrity and capability, a reputation that has been carried forward to the present day.

  With the advent of statehood in 1959, the name of Alaska’s law enforcement agency was changed to the Alaska State Police and the organization became a division of the Department of Public Safety. The new State Police added thirteen former US Marshals and ten new recruits to their ranks, increasing their number to seventy-eight commissioned officers. During this time, the State Police would provide “contract officers” for communities willing to pay for trained law enforcement. Kotzebue, Kenai-Soldotna, Seward, Palmer, and Bethel were among the communities to pay for a contract officer from the State Police.

  During Governor Wally Hickel’s first administration in 1967, the name was changed to the Alaska State Troopers. Under Commissioner Mel Personett, the troopers focused their work in areas of Alaska not being served by community police and offered more sophisticated services to law enforcement organizations statewide. Also in 1967, the Public Safety Training Academy saw its first year of operation.

  Today, the Alaska State Troopers number approximately 240 commissioned and 190 civilian personnel. The major components of the Division are: the Alaska Bureau of Investigation, which investigates major crimes and enforces bootlegging and illegal drug distribution throughout Alaska; Judicial Services, which is responsible for prisoner transports and providing security for Alaska courts; and the Alaska Bureau of Highway Patrol, which keeps Alaska’s highways safe by their presence on state roadways and through public education campaigns. The detachments are headquartered in Ketchikan, Palmer, Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Soldotna.

  You may visit the Alaska Law Enforcement Museum in downtown Anchorage at any time.

  
    The Alaska Law Enforcement Museum

    320 West 5th Ave

    Anchorage, Alaska 99501

    907-279-5050

    www.alaskatroopermuseum.com

    Admission: Free

  

  * Special thanks to FOAST and the Alaska State Troopers for this historical information.


  The Trapper Creek AMC Eagle

  The call came into the Talkeetna sub station where it was forwarded to Trooper Dan Valentine’s voice mail. The Trapper Creek caller made a special request: “I need to talk to Wildlife Trooper Dan Valentine. Don’t send me a Blue Shirt; I want a Brown Shirt,” he said. The trooper was off duty, but had checked his voice mail that afternoon.

  After listening to the message, he phoned his lieutenant to see how he should respond to the caller. “Go see him. He has given us great information in the past, and he’s quite the character,” said Valentine’s superior. He called the man back and told him he would come by sometime the next day.

  Trapper Creek rests at Milepost 115 off the Parks Highway, two hours north of Anchorage and less than three hours south of Denali National Park. The town is two miles across the Susitna River from Talkeetna, although there is no bridge linking the two villages. Gold and the building of a rough wagon road brought people to the Trapper Creek region. In 1905, gold was discovered in the Cache Creek mining district some forty-five miles west of the Susitna River. In 1917, the Petersville Road served as a supply station to the gold-mining operations still active at the end of the Petersville Valley, fifty miles to the northwest into the interior.

  The crossroad town of just fewer than five hundred consists of a gas station/campground/motel, a gift shop/DMV, a pizzeria/bakery, a post office, an eclectic museum, petroleum services, and a cultural gifts store known as Wal*Mikes. Much of Trapper Creek enjoys sweeping views of the Alaska Range with staggering vistas of Denali. Not a touristy town, its populace is known for being remarkably independent with many living a subsistent lifestyle.

  It was early May, a time when Alaskans are excited by the prospect of summer. Although at times immersed in melting snow and sloppy roads, sunsets start to linger past 10:00 p.m. around this time.

  After catching up on some paperwork and teaching a boating safety class at the Talkeetna Elementary School, Trooper Valentine headed north up to the Parks Highway. Within twenty minutes, his Ford F250 pickup truck was sliding down a greasy road to the end of a grass airstrip at Mile 3.5 on the Petersville Road. He concluded the four-wheel drive would need to be parked, and he hiked the last five hundred yards. He saw a man driving toward him on a mud-soaked snow machine on the boggy road. The time was about 2:30 p.m.

  The landowner, nicknamed Gator, was a classically gritty Alaskan bearded man who wore soiled Carhartt insulated work clothes. He greeted the trooper in a comfortable manner: “Thanks for coming out. I needed a Wildlife Trooper. I have something to show you.” They rode back to Gator’s house on the snow machine in the mud, never touching any snow.

  The caller’s home was an old Alaskan Railroad worker bunkhouse car that had been converted into a makeshift dry cabin. A door and a few extra windows were installed with the help of a blowtorch and were sealed with spray foam insulation. The car used a wood stove for heat, and by most accounts, would have been considered austere. It certainly wouldn’t meet any neighborhood association’s approval in the Lower 48. Abandoned cars circled the railcar, along with a few vans, railroad hardware, and a single maroon 1980s AMC Eagle station wagon. The wagon was parked fewer than seventy-five feet from the railroad domicile. The autos had remained parked since the 1990s when the property owner had run an impoundment and tow service for the Troopers.

  The trooper surmised that, since the man had been a big game guide in the 1970s and he had assisted the troopers in several poaching cases, he was more comfortable talking to a “Wildlife” Trooper than a regular “Blue Shirt” Trooper. After a discussion about a firearm that was taken five years ago from another call with a different trooper, he brought Valentine’s attention to another matter.

  “I’m getting concerned about this, and I’m not sure what to do,” said Gator.

  The two walked over to the AMC, and the property owner requested the trooper look inside. “I’m not sure exactly what that stuff is made of, but I don’t think it’s safe,” he said, his tone nonchalant. Trooper Valentine peeked through the twenty years of accumulating dirt smudged on the window and he could see a blanket with some stacked material underneath in the far back of the Eagle.

  “Can I get inside?” asked Valentine. With a calm affirmation from Gator, the officer lifted the handle of the tailgate to find out that it was locked. “You mind if I break this lock?” After another calm approval from Gator, the trooper put his duty boot on the bumper and jammed his Leatherman utility tool into the keyhole. After a few kicks from his boot and hits of the folding tool, he vigorously shook the back of the vehicle until his Leatherman broke off in the keyhole.

  “Well that’s not ideal,” he said under his breath, knowing he had just broken a brand new sixty-dollar folding tool.

  Gator then spoke up and said, “I think the driver’s door is unlocked.” They walked a few steps in the twenty-four inches of wet-packed melting snow, and the trooper opened the door with ease.

  “I’m not sure what influenced me to be more cautious, but I grabbed a stick to lift up the blanket,” recalled Valentine during our interview.

  When the trooper raised the blanket, he could see a collection of oval tubes tied end to end. A gelled liquid oozed out of the paper seams and some of the tubes had crystals growing on the ends.

  “Hmm,” he said. “Mind if I take one out?”

  With a long reach forward, he pulled one of the tubes out and read HIGH EXPLOSIVES on the package. He took a photo with a digital camera and gently put it back.

  “I knew it was an explosive, I just didn’t know it could be unsafe. We really don’t have any training to deal with these circumstances,” he explained.

  After gently lowering the blanket down, he asked the resident what he thought the packages were if he knew where they had come from.

  Gator had evidently purchased the railcar from a local person who bought several from the State when it sold equipment from the Alaska Railroad. It was unclear if the railcar was completely full of these packages or if the only explosives on the property were the approximate 550 pounds in the Eagle. Gator told the trooper he had no idea the explosives were in the rail car when he purchased it.

  In 1983, President Ronald Reagan signed legislation authorizing the transfer of the Alaska Railroad to the State of Alaska. When the federal government divested the railroad to the State, thousands of items, from railcars to scrap iron, were sold to the public in private sales and auctions throughout the following years. The hardware can be seen in villages strewn throughout the state as storage bunkers, and frequently, as in this case, housing.

  “I’m just figuring that the stuff might be dangerous, and I have no idea what to do with it. I thought you guys could tow it away or burn it. Maybe you could blow it up for some kind of training. That would be a good thing, right? I was going to use it for either gold mining or maybe to clear a pit to keep buffalo in,” Gator announced proudly with a sense of purpose. “Why don’t you take some back to the office to show your boss?”

  The sense of trepidation started to grow within Valentine. Call it intuition or heightened awareness, but he thought it was time to gather more information and he politely declined the offer to take some back to the Substation.

  After clarifying these were the only explosives left on the property, Valentine told Gator, “I need to make a few calls. I know ‘the Troopers’ don’t have anyone to deal with this, but I’ll be right back.”

  He walked off through the woods and mud back to his truck.

  Now completely caked in mud, the trooper called dispatch and asked, “Do we have a number to call for an EOD (Explosive Ordnance Disposal) Team?” Evidently, it was not a call the dispatcher received with any frequency; however, after a minute or two, Valentine was given a number for the EOD unit in Metro Anchorage.

  When a sergeant picked up the phone in Anchorage, Valentine explained the circumstances, including the estimated five-hundred-pound weight of the explosives, the script on the packages, along with the condition of the tubes, including the leaking and crystallizing.

  The APD sergeant asked, “How far are you from the Eagle?”

  Valentine responded, “About a quarter of a mile.”

  The Anchorage sergeant immediately responded, “You need to double that, right now.”

  Just then, Gator was running the snow machine toward the truck. Valentine stepped out and said with a sense of urgency, “We need to move, now! You can’t go back home. It’s not safe.”

  Gator was amused by what he believed was a joke. “What? Are you kidding me? What the f— do you mean, I can’t go home?”

  After a convincing conversation, Valentine backed his truck up a half mile and Gator followed on his snow machine. While this was going on, the trooper was still connected on the phone with Anchorage EOD. The sergeant told Valentine he was going to make a few calls and call him back.

  The trooper’s phone rang a few minutes later and it was an officer, one of the EOD specialists at Fort Richardson Army Base, which was part of Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson (JBER). The base borders the Anchorage city limits on the Glen Highway. “This sounds pretty bad, but all of our gear is packed and we’ll be shipping out to Afghanistan tomorrow. Listen, call the EOD team at Elmendorf. Here’s the guy’s number.”

  Valentine immediately called the Air Force number at the neighboring base and reached the EOD team. After hearing the story, the Elmendorf officer was highly concerned and wanted to deploy a team to the site immediately. However, there was one problem. “We can’t operate outside of an Air Force–sanctioned assignment on public soil without at least the oversight of the FBI. I’ll call you right back.”

  With that, Valentine observed that Gator had grown decidedly more agitated and less cheerful with every phone call the Trooper made. Valentine reiterated he could not return to the railcar.

  “Okay damnit, I’m going to get my mail.” With that, he jumped into his pickup and headed to town in the opposite direction.

  With all the information at hand, the trooper called his commanding officer in Palmer, one hundred miles away, and explained the circumstances. He was told to keep him informed and call back the moment the FBI contacted him. In the meantime, they would send an additional trooper from Willow, about sixty miles away.

  Minutes later, Valentine’s cell phone rang. It was the FBI. They were sending two bomb technicians from Anchorage. The EOD team from Elmendorf had also been deployed. Their ETA was approximately two hours by vehicle. About that time, Trooper Terrence Shanigan arrived, and the two troopers evacuated a few of the closest homes.

  When they finished the evacuations, they encountered a makeshift emergency vehicle parking lot on the Petersville Road as numerous personnel descended on Trapper Creek. The Techs from the FBI arrived first, and then the EOD team from Elmendorf gathered at around 8 p.m.

  Additional troopers had also been assigned to help with further evacuations and traffic control. A Red Cross shelter was set up at the nearby elementary school, just outside the two-mile evacuation circle. Several fire and rescues units arrived from Talkeetna, Willow, Big Lake, and Wasilla up to eighty miles away. The EOD and FBI personnel strategized about the possibility of moving the Eagle to a gravel pit just one mile away for a safe detonation.

  As they suited up in their bomb gear to go in and assess the situation, Valentine noticed Gator had returned and was carrying a twelve-pack of beer. More perturbed than when he left to get the mail, he yelled at Valentine: “Why did you call the Fed Man? This is a State problem!”

  The trooper confiscated the beer and asked Gator to calm down. He told him they would know something soon. Minutes later, the troopers, with the help of a local pastor, removed Gator, who was now screaming, and put him up in a room at the Trapper Creek Inn and Gas Station four miles down the road.

  When the EOD team returned from the site inspection, they determined the explosives were fifteen to twenty years old and included ammonium nitrate and nitroglycerine. “This is really bad . . . I’m not kidding. We can’t move that Eagle an inch. Hell, if you were to just step on the bumper, it could easily blow! A small earthquake could set it off! We’re going to blow it right where it sits,” said the senior Air Force EDO tech.

  Valentine wasn’t sure if he should feel sick that he almost orphaned his family, or lucky that he and Gator were still alive. However, it was apparent everything the homeowner currently called his own in the railcar and yard was in serious jeopardy of being instantaneously destroyed.

  The phone and radio traffic reached a fever pitch. One of the trooper’s helicopters had been dispatched to the site to look for anyone within the possible blast radius with infrared vision.

  Emergency personnel had now swelled to more than seventy-five persons with numerous ATVs to get to cabins not accessible because of the deep snow and mud. An ambulance team even removed a bed-ridden elderly woman since her home was considered to be inside the blast radius.

  As the EOD team prepped the twelve-pound charge to be used as the detonator, and while an all-clear for a two-mile circle around Gator’s home was being declared, another call came in. This call was to alert the team that Gator’s permission had to be secured to blow the car.

  Assisted by another trooper, Valentine drove to the Trapper Creek Inn to see Gator and to receive permission on tape to blow the Eagle. “It wasn’t a very comfortable moment, and we were definitely considerate of his feelings. We felt genuinely bad for him. But, clearly, he knew there was no going back home with 550 pounds of nitroglycerine parked next to his bedroom,” said Valentine.

  During May, Alaskan daylight gains an average of more than six minutes a day. The call came in eleven hours earlier at 2:30 p.m. and it was now past midnight with twilight finally turning to near darkness around 1:00 a.m.

  With Gator’s permission recorded, and an estimated two hundred residents out of harm’s way, the area was ready for detonation after 1:30 a.m. A final, infrared-viewing flight of the helicopter provided a last all-clear as the ground support people readied for the blast.

  Valentine huddled with three other troopers in a patrol car. “We were instructed to make sure all the glass was rolled down, and if we had eye protection, to wear it. With my ATV goggles on tight, I waited for the detonation. The first thing we noticed was a bright flash. Just about the time I thought this was no big deal, the shock wave hit the car with a vengeance, rocking the heavily sprung Ford multiple times. There was debris in the air, and the sound was intense.”

  Not a single resident of Trapper Creek was unaware of the explosion. Valentine said his sister fourteen miles away on the Talkeetna Spur Road awakened thinking it was an earthquake. Fire crews quickly checked for ground flashes, and the EOD team verified the entire cache of nitro was completely destroyed. Valentine went to the Inn, where he found Gator now engulfed in whiskey and inebriated beyond reasonable communication. He was in no condition to be allowed back to the site until later that morning.

  Once the all clear was given, residents headed back to their homes, and Valentine headed home for some rack time. In the morning, he headed back to the site to complete the follow-up interviews and assess the damage for his report.
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