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  We just do what all public safety personnel do—enforce the laws, assist the injured, and deal with death. We just do it in the middle of the woods, in the middle of the night, in the middle of the winter. And everyone we meet is carrying a gun.

  I can’t paint. I can’t build things. I have no gifts when it comes to doing anything creative. But I can find people.

  —Roger Guay


  This book is for all the great, brave men and women who have taken the oath to preserve natural resources and have made it their life’s mission, both present and past. We are a unique group of folks because we hear a different drum beating in our hearts. Embedded in us is this undeniable call to be the keepers of the fields, forests, and waters of the land we love. This thing that burns inside us drives us to keep going in the toughest conditions, risking our lives so that the torch we were handed makes it to the next generation and to the next.

  I dedicate this book to two men who persevered in the Maine Warden Service with me as the Class of ’86.

  Daryl Gordon, my classmate, my friend, my working partner. A man who shared his faith and taught me how to have a personal relationship with God, the Creator. Daryl lost his life while flying his warden plane on patrol in northern Maine. He gave the ultimate sacrifice. I never hear a plane flying off in the distance and don’t think it is him keeping an eye on me. My big brother.

  Rick Stone, my classmate, my friend, a great man, a warden recovery diver, a faithful man of God who gave his all every day until God called him home. Rick died due to cancer a few years ago.

  These men were men of honor. Shining examples of dedication, honor, and humility. They are both legends with whom I was privileged to serve.

  —Roger Guay

  To all the great men and women in law enforcement who have so patiently and generously shared their stories and their time. And, as always, to my patient husband, Ken Cohen, who puts up with my riding around in trucks, asking strangers to share their stories.

  —Kate Clark Flora


  CREED

  Recognizing the responsibilities entrusted to me as a member of the Warden Service of the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife of the State of Maine, an organization dedicated to the preservation of the fish and wildlife laws of Maine, I pledge myself to perform my duties honestly and faithfully to the best of my ability and without fear, favor, or prejudice. I will wage unceasing war against violation of the fish and game law in every form and will consider no sacrifice too great in the performance of my duty. I will obey the laws of the United States of America, and of the State of Maine, and will support and defend their Constitutions against all enemies whomsoever, foreign or domestic. I will always be loyal to and uphold the honor of my organization, my state, and my country.


  CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE

  A few years ago, a retired Maine game warden named Roger Guay sent me an email. He said that he’d always been told he had good stories to tell from his twenty-five years as a warden. People kept urging him to write them down, but he had no idea how to go about it. He was contacting me because he’d read a book I’d written—Finding Amy: A True Story of Murder in Maine. Roger and his brilliant chocolate lab, Reba, had participated in the search for murder victim Amy St. Laurent’s body. He said he liked the way I wrote about the investigation and the wardens’ work. He wanted to know if we could talk.

  That was beginning of a beautiful friendship. I was in the midst of writing about another missing murder victim ultimately found by the warden service and their trained K-9s. Roger had been part of that search as well. I needed his expertise and he needed mine. Our subsequent conversations showed me that he truly did have great stories to tell.

  In the beginning, it looked like it was going to be a lighthearted book. Those stories were anecdotes about fish and wildlife enforcement, about what it’s like to be a rookie and the adrenaline high that comes from beating the bad guy. But as we drove the back roads around Greenville, Maine, in his green pickup, and every corner we turned had a story, I got ever deeper insights into the challenges and demands involved in being one of Maine’s off-road public safety officers.

  Roger’s story wasn’t just about fish and wildlife enforcement or the rigors of wilderness rescue. It was the story of a life shaped by dedication to protecting cherished resources for future generations. It was the story of the patience, endurance, and ability to “read the woods” required to find those who have become lost—and bring them safely home. It was the story of the powerful relationship between a handler and his dog, and how the team became an invaluable resource for finding those lost or dead in the woods, and, ultimately, finding crime victims whose bodies had been hidden or buried in Maine’s vast tracts of wilderness.

  Those of us who live in a world where going into the woods might mean a few hours of hiking or a trip to a civilized campground have little concept of what the warden’s life involves. The job is never nine-to-five. It can be day or night, or day and night, or even many days on end. Like many public safety jobs, it can go from peaceful to full-bore intensity in the time it takes the radio to crackle. An enforcement day may go from driving back roads in a truck to an intense emergency rescue of plane crash victims who have to be put on a stretcher, carried half a mile through the woods, and walked through an icy pond to a waiting floatplane.

  Hunters, boaters, and the drivers of off-road vehicles carry guns. Poachers are active after dark and do not want to be caught. Snowmobilers may get lost somewhere on hundreds of miles of trails and may not be reported missing until night has fallen. They may be driving a powerful machine drunk at 2:00 a.m., when charging through a checkpoint seems easier than getting caught. ATVs allow quick access to wilderness areas that could take days to walk to, and corresponding access to protected ponds, making both enforcement and rescue bigger challenges.

  The big woods can be beautiful but deadly, as hikers or skiers may find on remote parts of the Appalachian Trail or in Maine’s own Grand Canyon, Gulf Hagas. Searches for the lost have a reality-driven intensity—those not found within three days will very likely die. A small child who has wandered off has far less time than that.

  In blizzards and ice storms, day or night, in summer’s heat and winter’s chill, enforcement and rescue must go on, and a lifetime of facing danger, dealing with the injured, and finding the dead takes its toll. From his rookie days in Washington County, where people drove curiously past his house to get a look at the new warden, to the chaos of New Orleans after Katrina, this is a story of dedication, service, damage, resilience, friendship, and recovery.

  It has been my privilege to help tell it.

  —Kate Clark Flora


  PROLOGUE

  New Orleans, Louisiana

  Six weeks after Hurricane Katrina

  We were a cadaver dog team, Wayde Carter and I, along with his German shepherd, Buddy, and my Lab, Rader. In New Orleans on loan from the Maine Warden Service to FEMA to help them locate the bodies of people still missing, we mostly worked in the Ninth Ward. On this particular day, though, we were working in a neighborhood where the houses were still upright and had attached roofs.

  Six weeks after the devastation of Katrina, it was nasty in New Orleans. We worked in a world of mold, mildew, spilled chemicals, decomposing animals and body parts, sewage, and thick black slime. Our job, and the dogs’ job, involved crawling through rubble heaps and through buildings that had been swept off their foundations, tipped on their sides, ceilings downed, walls buckled, and the interiors looking like they’d been agitated in a washing machine.

  Around us, the whole city was out of control. No traffic lights. Few street signs. No social order. There was random violence and gunshots during the day, roving gangs and gunshots all night long. I’d spent my career dealing with people who carried guns. Some of them angry. Some of them drunk. Some of them both. And I was about to have one of the scariest moments of my life.

  Because the city was so dangerous, the first rule in the Big Easy after Katrina was never leave any rescue vehicle unprotected. It was my turn to stand and guard the truck while Wayde and our support team went down the street with our list of missing persons, looking for the address of a name on the list. Our dogs, Rader and Buddy, were in their crates in the back.

  I was standing beside the truck with the driver’s door open so I could hear radio calls, staring out at desolation, a city in ruins. Everything around me was still waterlogged, the heavy smell of rotting garbage and sewage not letting me forget the death and destruction that was everywhere.

  Then I saw this car coming down the road, an old beat-up junker in need of a muffler. There was no reason for anyone other than us to be here. No one could live here or work here. But the car stopped in the road, facing me, and the driver sat there, staring at me in a very unusual manner. Usually people passing just glanced up and looked away, but this guy—his eyes locked right on me.

  A chill went up my spine. Maine game wardens have all the powers of police and I’d policed an armed population for more than two decades, more often than not alone with no backup for twenty to fifty miles. I’d seen that stare before and I knew what it meant. Those eyes were looking for death.

  Seconds passed, then the driver abruptly pulled over about twenty yards away, still facing me. All I could see were his eyes. No face, just those eyes with that look, the look of no return.

  My heart jumped.

  Time stopped.

  Keeping his eyes fixed on me, he popped the driver’s door wide open and stood behind it. He thought I couldn’t see him, but I could see his hands moving and I knew exactly what he was doing. I could only see half the picture from my vantage point, but over the years I had observed this motion replayed hundreds of times, watching hunters in the field and during warden stops. There’s no other hand motion like that. He was loading a gun. From my experience, I could even tell that he was loading a revolver because of the way he held his arms—the left arm locked steady, holding the gun, the right elbow moving up and down, putting the rounds in the cylinder.

  Each time he dropped in a bullet, he looked up at me.

  Within a millisecond, twenty years of my own training, training younger wardens, and dealing with people with guns, activated the “Go Mode” sequence, telling me: Make no mistake, you are about to be in a fight for your life. All the signs were there: the death look in his eyes, the stance a person takes when exiting a vehicle with a gun, the way the body acts as it anticipates taking the shot and bracing for the gun recoil.

  All these things were going through my mind, I thought, I’m not here in a law enforcement capacity, but thank God I’ve got my gun. I could see that this was not a good situation. This guy was going to shoot me just because I was there. Because he could tell from my uniform and the Maine Warden Service crest on the truck that I was some kind of law enforcement. He was just going to park his car, get out, and kill himself a cop.

  This was so messed up. I’d driven here from Maine to help, not to get in a gunfight with someone I’d never exchanged a single word with. But my training and experience taking down people with guns were telling me that things were about to go to hell and none of it was within my control. All I could do was react.

  As I went into tunnel vision, time slowed to a crawl. The only things in motion were his hands and mine. The man had no face, just eyes. Everything in my mind was moving in slow motion and at super speed at the same time. My focus was fixed on him, on eyes and hands and how he moved, while my brain was saying Don’t lose the visual! and running through a list of questions. What if this goes down? Where am I going? Where do I move? Where is safety?

  Safety was getting as much metal as possible between us. I slid into the truck and across to the passenger side to put the engine between us. On TV, they use doors, but in reality, car doors aren’t very good at blocking bullets.

  I drew my weapon—a .357 SIG that held fourteen rounds—from its holster slowly so he couldn’t see me do it; I didn’t want him to know how ready I was.

  Seeing that I had some cover, he left the comfort of his car door and started to quarter me, to cut the angle to expose me to his shot and give me no place to hide. A long black trench coat covered his left hand. At the waistline, his right hand was positioned for the draw and fire.

  Look for the gun, my brain said, cycling the orders of engagement, moving up the force continuum, looking for the key elements to establish deadly force. I needed to see the gun. I picked the point that my bullets were going strike his chest.

  As he moved around, angling so he could fire through the open truck door, I finished sliding across the front seat and slid out the door on the other side. As he was cutting the angle, I was working toward the back of the truck, still trying to put as much steel as possible between us.

  I’ve been through a lot of pretty hairy situations, and I knew we were within seconds of it going down as he came around the edge of his door, in that trench coat with his hand tucked into it and wearing that stare. I didn’t think about hollering for someone to help me, calling back Wayde or the fire fighters who were with him, or doing anything other than locking in on what that guy was doing and what was about to happen. I was 100 percent locked in to tunnel vision. That man was the only thing in the entire universe.

  Suddenly, my trance was broken by ferocious growls and barking from the back of our warden truck as Wayde’s shepherd, Buddy, lit up. It wasn’t some kind of bark, bark, bark. He started roaring, a totally aggressive explosion. The whole truck started rocking. Rader, my chocolate Lab, joined in. They could sense what was happening and the whole truck rocked as they tried to protect me. The roar of their voices echoed through the empty streets.

  That guy stopped dead in his tracks. Then he pulled his stare away, turned his back on me, and just walked away down the street, leaving his car behind.

  When the other guys came back five or six minutes later, I was still shaking. I tried to recount what had just happened and realized that I could not describe my attacker beyond white and male. All I could remember were his eyes, his hands, and a dark trench coat. It was in the seventies that day; that coat was just there to conceal the weapon.

  They looked at each other, and at me, and said, “What do we do?”

  In a normal situation, if that had happened to one of us in law enforcement, there would be an investigation to find out who that person was. Given this type of behavior, it was likely that he was going to go and hunt down someone else. He might do this until he’d satisfied that urge to kill a cop. But this was post–Katrina New Orleans. There was no law enforcement.

  So we all just shrugged and said, “Nothing. It’s just another day in New Orleans,” and went back to the task at hand.


  PART I

  ROOKIE YEARS


  CHAPTER ONE

  A Loss and the Call to Serve

  I didn’t set out to become a game warden. When I was a boy growing up in the small Maine town of Jackman, on the Canadian border, hunting and fishing were my primary activities and the woods, streams, and lakes were my playgrounds. Back then, I didn’t consider poaching a crime. Nobody I knew did. The game warden was the enemy, and the crime was getting caught.

  I still relish all those wild years of running around, doing what I wanted, breaking rules while looking over my shoulder for the game warden. But during my teenage years, two significant things happened that changed my thinking and started me down the road to becoming a warden. Not only did my views of wardens change, my whole way of looking at fish and game changed.

  The first thing that was a major influence on my decision to become a warden, something that has stayed with me through all these years, happened while I was in the hospital for a bad ear infection.

  There was a gentleman sharing the room with me. He was just a huge man, strong, outdoorsy, muscle from head to toe. I was in there for a couple of days and so we got to talking quite a bit about hunting and fishing and sharing our stories about places we’d been, and things we’d done. What struck me, from his side of the conversation, was how valuable being able to enjoy fish and wildlife was to him. He was a really impressive guy, and he got me thinking about things I’d always taken for granted.

  Then, at one point, they came in and closed the curtain. Of course you hear everything through it; it was just a piece of cloth. And what I heard them telling him was that he had cancer and he didn’t have much time to live. I remember our conversations, after that, because we had long talks, lying in our beds side-by-side. He wasn’t lying there talking to me about how important his work was or how much money he made. He’d just been told he was dying, and what he wanted to reflect on was the value of fish and wildlife in his life, and how important it was that that be available for people in the future. He talked about that moment when his son got his first deer, and about getting his own first deer, about the trips they went on together. For him, that was the value of life more than money or possessions, more than anything.

  He was a young man, probably in his early forties. I was a teenager used to taking all that for granted. He really changed my philosophy. For me it was like: Boom! Suddenly I had this new awareness of what was important to that man. Even though hunting and fishing was also an important part of my life, I’d never paid attention to its value before. For the first time, the idea came into me that the special opportunities fishing and hunting can provide had real value and were something worth devoting your life to protect.

  [image: image]

  The second event that turned my thinking around was losing my dad in a boating accident. It was just before my eighteenth birthday. He and my Uncle Lawrence, who had come up from Massachusetts, had gone fishing out on Turner Pond. Normally, I would have gone with them, but I’d just bought a new .22 pistol and wanted to try it out. I was out target shooting with it when they drove by and beeped.

  When they didn’t come home that night, we figured that they’d gotten done late and gone to stay with my Uncle Ernest out in Holeb. We didn’t think anything of it until the next morning, when I called my uncle on the radio phone and he said they hadn’t come to his house. That’s when we knew something was wrong.

  I drove out to the pond and found their vehicle parked there with the ropes still hanging off, just the way they’d left it to go fishing. There was no sign of them. It was a beautiful, crystal clear September day. I remember yelling for my dad on the shore and only hearing my echo in return. As I walked the shoreline calling for him, an owl answered me and landed on a limb in front of me. It was a very surreal moment. The leaves were changing and it was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

  It seemed like it took hours for my uncle to get there. When he arrived, he went to the Turner Pond Camps, found a canoe, and picked me up at the landing. We found their overturned Old Town canoe washed up on the opposite shore. When we flipped it over, we found a dead trout and my dad’s hat. My uncle, who was a deputy sheriff for Somerset County at the time, went back to Holeb, where there was a radiophone at the mill, and called the sheriff’s department and Glen Feeney, the local warden.

  At that time, it hadn’t been clarified under Maine law that recovery work was under the game warden’s jurisdiction, as it is now. It was kind of a “whoever got there first” thing. So the sheriff’s department came up with their divers and started dragging the pond, which completely silted up the water. It wasn’t until that afternoon that the warden service came and brought their divers and a whole lot more expertise. When the silt settled, they found the anchor, and stuff from the canoe. They recovered my uncle but they couldn’t find my dad.

  Now, this whole recovery process wasn’t a matter of hours. It was a matter of days. As I remember it, they found my uncle on the second day. While this was going on, all we could do was wait. In the absence of facts, we substituted false hope, doing what I now think of as the “maybe this or that happened” drift away from what the facts were telling us.

  At the wardens’ suggestion, my two brothers-in-law and my cousins, Rene and Joe, and I kept busy searching the woods, searching the woods line and the edges of the pond, thinking that maybe he’d made it to shore and had hypothermia and couldn’t move or something. That kept us occupied while they were doing the dive work.

  When all this was happening, during those awful and endless days of waiting and watching, I saw a side of the wardens I’d never seen before. I learned that the wardens weren’t the enemy after all; they truly cared and were incredibly professional. They gave their all to those days of searching with no complaints or excuses. Our whole family had never seen that side of them before.

  In particular, I remember a warden diver named Charlie Davis, who was especially compassionate at that time. Although my uncles were there, and my sisters’ husbands, it was Charlie Davis who played the role of father figure for me, which I badly needed at that time. He took the time to let me sit in his truck and explained the whole process, how their search was going to work, what they were doing, and what was coming next.

  I can remember my hopeless feeling, especially after those first few days of searching when nothing was coming up and I had more questions than could be answered, and how, during that lengthy search, my sense of time literally stopped. In the midst of that, through his patient explanations and his presence, Charlie Davis became somebody who steadied me. He took the swirl of anxiety I was feeling and brought me back into the present. I didn’t necessarily need to sit down and talk to him every five minutes. It was his demeanor—so calm and competent—as much as his words that indicated to me things were under control. After a while, I only needed to see him there—knowing that he cared and had the time for me was enough. We’d built a rapport and I trusted him.

  What I learned from Charlie during those days became something I would carry with me into similar events throughout my career. I learned that people in a search situation with a bad likely outcome needed someone affirming and calming to help them focus where they needed to be. The sort of conversation Charlie had with me, which I learned to provide for other people, went like this: Listen, this is what we need to worry about right now. We are going to get divers here. We are going to start the search. We are going to put teams running the shoreline and we are going to concentrate on finding him. That’s what we are going to do today.

  During that initial phase of the search when they’re coming to grips with the idea something really bad has happened and it’s not looking like it’s going to end well, people will get overwhelmed. Their minds go in many different directions. What about funeral arrangements, or calling people? They’re thinking about finances. They’re thinking about how they’re going to get back home, especially if they’re on vacation. They’re thinking about how they’re going to tell people. Considering what they might have done differently to change the result. All of this stuff just comes rushing in and when they’re in the middle of a situation, they can’t figure out how to process all of it. They fill their minds so full that they can’t focus on the immediate circumstances.

  Because I’ve been there, I understand what people go through during a search, especially during those early hours. From how Charlie dealt with me, I learned that in situations like this we’ve got to grab them and say STOP. Bring them into the here and now and tell them: You’ve only got to worry about where you are right now and what needs to be done today. We try to help them ward off all the other stuff that is coming at them and put them in a place where they can sit safely for a minute, and then we let them know we’re going to help them work through it step by step. I say: We’re not going to deal with that right now. We’re going to be here right now, and you need to be here right now. Telling your family—we can help you with that. But you don’t need to be grabbing more than you can handle right now.

  Once we build that connection with them, just like Charlie did with me, they can see that we’re going to help them. We’ll get them where they need to be, help them make the calls that need to be made, and walk them through things step by step. We help them see that they don’t have to deal with it all at once. And it makes all the difference in the world to them.

  The other critical thing the wardens taught me then that made a huge difference in my understanding of them was that they had the expertise to ask the important questions. When the sheriff’s department got there, they just went to work dragging the pond. But when the wardens came, they gathered information to help conduct an effective, focused search. One of the things Charlie asked me was where, in that three-hundred-acre pond, my father and my uncle liked to fish. Where were their favorite fishing spots? That helped them focus the search on the area where my dad and uncle were finally found.

  It was three days before they finally found my father. Only then did it become real.

  One of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life was to separate from my uncle after they found my father’s body, drive home by myself, and have to tell my mother what had happened. That job was left to me, only seventeen at the time, even though I had several adult relatives involved in the search. My mother was a tough, unemotional person. She had no reaction. She just went silent, leaving me to follow suit and put my own emotions on the shelf. I was at that stage where my dad and I were butting heads over issues like what I wanted to do with my life versus what he wanted me to do. Now everything was just left hanging where there could never be any resolution between us.

  I remember my feelings then—half shock and half kinda lost. It was such a surreal thing. One minute he was driving by, honking and waving, and the next, he was gone. Just that quickly and the whole world turned a hundred and eighty degrees. When it happened, my brain’s ability to function clearly went away and all these things just came pounding in on top of me and completely overwhelmed me. In those days, my dad worked the night shift at the railroad station and would walk home. My bedroom was near the front door and I would always hear him come in after midnight. After his death, I would still wake up around midnight and listen for him to come through the door.

  Now I’ve been on the other side of that scenario so many times. I bring a lot of my own experience to these situations that lets me understand what people are going through. It took three days to recover him, so I know, firsthand, what it feels like during those days when someone is missing. I’ve carried that with me on every search I’ve gone to, and I think it’s motivated me, maybe harder than most people, because when I’ve gone out the door on something, it’s been personal to me.

  My conversations with the man in the hospital left me with an understanding of how valuable fish and wildlife were in people’s lives and the recognition that you can’t put a dollar sign on the experience of hunting and fishing. That’s what started me in the opposite direction. From my love of the outdoors and from the way I’d grown up, I was kinda going in that direction anyway. Then this man’s passion pushed me over. I started taking the whole fish and wildlife protection thing much more seriously, because I was beginning to understand its value. Then those days with the wardens when my father was lost and they were searching for him showed game wardens in a totally new light—both in the way they brought their outdoor knowledge to the search process, and in their compassion and understanding under devastating circumstances. That pushed me even further toward the warden service.

  Still, my high school yearbook quote was: Can you imagine Roger Guay being another Glen Feeney? Glen was our local warden. So that transition didn’t happen right away.


  CHAPTER TWO

  Deputy Warden and the Academy

  Before I was accepted at the academy, I started as a deputy warden, acting as a backup when they needed extra hands. It gave me a taste of things to come and a chance to see whether I really wanted the job.

  My first test, as deputy warden, was to issue a summons for dogs roaming at large. The area warden in Lincoln, Norman Moulton, sent me to this lady’s house to give her the summons, knowing exactly what would happen because he’d dealt with her many times before. This lady went crazy on me. She started yelling things I’d never heard before in my life. She hadn’t showered for two months, she had long, greasy hair, missing teeth, she was smoking, and the reek of the house poured out through the open door. It was horrible. She was a very nasty woman, with nasty dogs, but I issued that summons.

  When I got back, Moulton grinned and asked, “How did it go?” I told him all my body parts were intact. And passed the first test.

  Another time, during my deputy days, I was involved in a night hunting case that ended up with a high-speed chase going backward down a road. Night hunting is the use of artificial lights for the purpose of hunting wild game, and it’s a big deal, from a wildlife protection standpoint, because using those lights paralyzes the game, blinds them so they don’t move. You cannot illuminate wildlife from September 1 through December 15. Using the lights, having a loaded firearm in the vehicle, discharging a gun at night, putting out bait to lure deer in to a hunter—they’re all crimes. Catching a night hunter, to a warden, is like catching a drunk driver to a cop. Everyone celebrates when they catch their first night hunter.

  It was Thanksgiving night, and we’d heard this guy was going to be night hunting, so we set up by the field to wait. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before these guys come driving by with a big spotlight out the window. We pulled in behind them and were following them without lights. We had cut-off switches to cut off our brake lights and our running lights. So we came up alongside ’em and Norm Moulton put on the blue lights.

  My job was to shine the flashlight into the cab and get into their truck before they could do anything with the gun. To charge someone with the crime, you need lights, a weapon, and ammunition. Often, hunters would run so they’d have time to pitch the bullets out the window, removing one element of intent, and thus moving fast was critical. We came up right beside them, hollered “Wardens!” and told them to stop. Instead of stopping, the guy threw his truck into reverse, so we threw ours into reverse too. Now we were both backing up, side-by-side, and we had to be going thirty-five miles an hour in reverse. Those trucks were just whining. It was slippery. Pretty soon, our bumpers locked, and we all went sliding into the ditch.

  I bailed out and rushed up to the passenger side. The passenger was just muckling onto his rifle, trying to get it up so he could unload it. He was doing that because it was illegal to have a loaded gun in your vehicle, and they were running because night hunting carries a minimum mandatory thousand-dollar fine, three days in jail, and loss of the weapon.

  When I came around the vehicle, I could see the gun and I could see what he was doing. I can tell the hand motion when someone’s loading or unloading a gun. Everything was unfolding lightning fast. I was racing the clock not only so he couldn’t get that gun unloaded but so he couldn’t use it against me. I popped the door and I grabbed the rifle and snapped it away from him. We got him out and up against the vehicle, and it was a total adrenaline rush like you cannot believe. That was my introduction to the warden’s world, and it will be with me forever.

  After we got done, the game warden looked at me and he said, “How did you like that?”

  I couldn’t even hold a cup of coffee, I was still shakin’ so bad, and I said, “Oh, it was good.”

  It turned out it was okay, though, showing that I was shaking like a leaf. A few weeks earlier, he and I were working our way back into this field, expecting a poacher might show up. Then a guy came in on foot. We were sitting in the truck, it was pitch black, and all of a sudden, poof! Everything lights right up in front of us from someone using a hand-held spotlight, what we used to call a Q-beam. We bailed out of the truck, and the light goes off and we were like: What happened? Then we ran along the edge of the field, trying to find the guy. Our jackets were made of nylon at the time, and he’s making this rustling sound, rustle, rustle, rustle, and he turned around, looked at me, and said, “Twenty-five years and I still shake every time.”

  That total adrenaline thing: pretty much anytime you step into that realm of confrontation, it comes up. And working in the world we did, everyone carried guns, and it was always close and personal.
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  It took me several years to get accepted at the academy. The warden service wasn’t adding many officers. Some years there were no classes at all and all of the classes were small. Even after I passed the test, it was eighteen months before I actually started training. Finally, I got the word that I’d been accepted to the academy. It was really exciting, but first I had to go and take a polygraph.

  I had to go up to Caribou, Maine, about a three-hour drive. I got up at four in the morning, threw the kids in the car, and Jolyne and I drove up there. Now, when you’re going to take a polygraph, every bad thing you’ve ever done in your life runs through your mind and I had the whole three-hour drive to dwell on that. When I got there, they wired me up and give me the list of questions they were going to ask so I had even more time to think about what I’d done. The process was first they’d ask me the questions with the machine off, then turn the machine on and go through the questions again. By then, I’d had all this time to think about it, and built up all this stress.

  I told them everything I ever did. I just dumped it all right out—all the rabbits I’d snared and fish and birds I’d shot even when it wasn’t hunting season—just spilled out every bad thing I’d ever done. They didn’t really care. What they really cared about was if I was trying to evade or lie about something. (Later on, when I did background checks on two people for the warden service, I told them: Don’t lie because the last thing you want to do is to lie on the polygraph. No one is perfect, especially when they’re teenagers. They didn’t listen, and they blew those polys.)

  So I passed my polygraph, and had to go to the academy in Waterville for nearly twenty weeks of training. That was a very scary move. By that time, I had a family and a job and I was really putting everything on the line to become a warden. I’d waited years for this and knew it was what I wanted. But it meant a pay cut, and I had a family to support. I would lie in bed at night thinking, “What have I done? I quit my job for this. Now what if I don’t make it?”

  It was wintertime, and every morning we’d run the streets of Waterville. Outside in the streets. Six or seven miles. Snow, rain, ice, misery. We were building up to our final run, a ten-miler that we had to do, while at the same time, the state police cadets were doing their running inside in the Colby College gym. I’d known that wardens were tough, but this really drove it home.

  I was so mean and lean back then, and my metabolism was so high, that every morning, about five miles into the run, my stomach would flip because I had no fuel. Every single morning, partway through, I’d end up on my knees, being sick. And every morning, my friend Richard Stevens, who was training to be a Passamaquoddy tribal warden (later, he became the tribal governor), would pick me up by my T-shirt and he’d troll me for a while until I got my wind back. As this progressed, there was this tree that was at the five-mile mark, and it became a signal, a trigger. I’d just start thinking about it and it would happen.

  One of the things we did was intensive swimming, which was not fun. It was a poorly heated pool and I had no body fat at all. We’d just swim and swim and swim. One day they threw a big brick in the bottom of the pool, twelve feet down, and we had to retrieve it. When I went down and got it, I dislocated my shoulder. Man, that hurt! I came up out of the water like a porpoise, and they grabbed me and popped it back into place. I couldn’t use my arm for a couple days. It was miserable. At least I got few days off from running.

  People tend to see game wardens and think, oh, the little green men riding around in trucks who are going to screw up my day. But that rigorous training isn’t just to make us fit. We run outdoors in bad weather because we work in bad weather. Enforcement operations or rescue and recovery operations may take many strenuous hours, even days. We swim in chilly pools because chances are we’re going to find ourselves working in freezing water. You have to go out on the ice, and sooner or later you’re going to fall through and you’ve got to be prepared to deal with it.

  We learn high-speed pursuit driving. Firearms. Self-defense. First aid. Search and rescue. Map and compass. We learn to read the woods—tracking and looking for disturbances in the vegetation—because that’s our beat.

  We train in the dark as well as in the daytime because poachers work in the dark. Because lost people don’t conveniently get lost and found during daylight hours. Because as human beings, we’re not very comfortable with doing stuff at night, and that’s something we need to get over. Get over it ourselves and understand the effect of darkness on human behavior. For us, it’s not just about being in the dark; it’s about functioning in the dark. In reality, it’s just the absence of light that you have to adjust to, but it affects how people move and what they do and how they think. Senses are heightened, focus is more intense, there are fewer distractions.

  The culmination of that training was a week of hands-on training on Swan’s Island, a small mid-coast Maine island, about one mile by three miles. There was an old farm complex there with two houses. No water or electricity. That week on Swan’s Island was about the wildest thing I’d ever experienced in my life. All the senior wardens were playing the bad guys and we were sent there to catch them. Things were running 24/7, just like they would be when we were on the job. We did everything: lost hunter scenarios, night hunting, and ATVs. One of the things they told us was that sometime during the week we were going to get into a knock-down, drag-out fight with someone. We never knew when it was coming, so we were always on the lookout. I’m 5’ 9” and my battle took place with 6’ 2” warden Mike Morrison during a night hunting stop. Mike and I retired on the same day and worked a lot together, as he was in my section.

  There were six of us trainees that week, two Passamaquoddy wardens and four of us. Daryl Gordon and I were bunkmates at the academy and we were assigned to be working partners on the island; he later became a warden service pilot and died in a crash while I was working on this book.

  Daryl had kind of become my big brother at the academy and would end up playing a huge role in shaping me as a warden. He was older, about thirty-five at the time, and had grown up in Hartland. A Vietnam vet, he’d seen a lot of combat, so he was very used to hunting things in the dark that were dangerous. The possibility of anything popping up at any time was his norm. Because he was cool with that, our days on Swan’s Island turned out beautifully for me because his demeanor and approach to things helped keep me calm and focused.

  During that week, they were simulating the real world. We would get all kinds of calls, anything from a sick raccoon call to an injured ATV rider to missing people. And those calls could come in any time, day or night. At one point, we got a call on the radio that said people in the farmhouse had just heard someone fire at a deer.

  Just like they’d said we could expect we were going to be in a fight, at the beginning of the week one of the lieutenants in charge of the program had told us, smugly, “Sometime this week, I’m gonna take a deer right out from under your noses and I’m going to drive away with it. No one has ever caught me. I’ve been doing this for twelve years and no one has ever caught me. You’re gonna watch me drive away with a deer.”

  Keeping that from happening became a real challenge to us. Daryl and I got down there where the shots had been fired and ditched our truck in the woods. We went in on foot and hid in the high grass in the ditch and waited. Then a car came down the road, slowed, and popped the trunk. People came out and milled around. They did that two more times.

  Daryl and I were lying on the ground, watching. Then the car came back a fourth time, and we saw a guy heading toward the car, dragging a deer. We’d already gotten to the point where we didn’t really need to talk much. We’d developed an unspoken understanding about how we’d operate, so when we saw that, we just took off running. The way we were positioned, he was going to get the guy heading for the trunk of the car, I was going to get the driver. Daryl grabbed the guy just as he reached the trunk, spun him around and threw him to the ground, while I went right through the driver’s window, grabbed that guy, and spun him to the floor of the car on the passenger’s side.

  It was awesome. We arrested them—Dave Peppard, the district warden for that area, and Lieutenant Langdon Chandler—and put them in handcuffs. The lieutenant, he started getting really feisty. Well, we had two kinds of cuffs that we were using: regular cuffs and flex cuffs. Flex cuffs have a solid piece of metal in the center. If someone starts giving you a really hard time, you just grab those flex cuffs in the middle and twist. It puts all the pressure on the wrists and it really hurts. Daryl knew how to do that. We’d already arrested Lieutenant Chandler earlier in the week and he’d kicked out the radio in our truck, so this time we put him in the truck bed. He started kicking, and I just reached down and twisted. By that point, he’d been cuffed so many times throughout the week that his wrists were pretty sore, so I just had to apply a little bit of pressure and got immediate compliance. We were walking on air after we pulled that one off. It was the high point of the week.

  During that Swan’s Island week, they gave us another scenario around night hunting. There was a complaint that a farmer had heard shots at the back end of his field after dark. When the call came in, we had an hour, hour and a half of daylight left. This was in June. Most of the students took a break after supper, but Daryl and I decided to go look at this place and figure out where the shot was. We looked and saw there was no way they could walk down the field and take that shot without the farmer seeing them. The only way was if they came by boat. So we looked, and sure enough, we found a mark where a boat had been pulled up onto a beach. This was where they were going to be.

  So later they called us out, and Daryl and I went and sat by that little scrape mark on the beach. Sure enough, right after dark, the boat came up the river, they went up in the field and they fired, and when they came back to the boat we grabbed them and handcuffed them.

  It’s a funny mix, the work we do. Our training goes in two directions: one part is all about protecting fish and wildlife and the other part is all about saving people. That’s a pretty complex set of challenges. And we have to train to do both of those things well. We have to have that basic foundation of woods knowledge to carry us, and we build on that.


  CHAPTER THREE

  First Patrol

  I’ll never forget my first days as a game warden. I grew up in Jackman, in western Maine on the Canadian border. It was a real small town and a place where everybody got along. Then I landed in Princeton, way over on the eastern side of the state, with a patrol sector that included a tribal reservation. I quickly discovered there was a lot of animosity between the tribe and law enforcement, particularly with game wardens. This was all new to me. People in Jackman feared and respected wardens but didn’t hate them like I was seeing here. It was such a different environment. I’d never seen people hate game wardens. Hate me.

  I had so much to learn. My days as a deputy warden had given me a taste of the job; now I had to adjust to the highs and lows of doing it every day. The job demanded patience for the many hours of sitting necessary to catch a poacher. It required stamina for lost person searches that sometimes took days. I needed to get used to handling those incredible adrenaline highs that came from confrontation, and the necessity to go on working hours after the post-adrenaline surge would leave me drained and weary. Among the biggest challenges was becoming the guy I’d spent my youth trying to avoid, now that I was seeing it from the other side.

  My first day, I was driving through the reservation, going toward Topsfield. It was about seven in the morning and there was a little boy playing in the ditch. He was probably four or five years old, didn’t have a stitch of clothes on, and he looked at me and flipped me the bird. Right then I said to myself, hang on to your hat, buddy, ’cause this is going to be a ride. I mean, that child, at that age, already hated game wardens.

  That was a real rude awakening to me. I thought: I am in a different part of the world and a different culture here.

  When you’re a warden in woods country, you’re an important figure, whether you realize it or not. A lot of people talk about you at the dinner table. They want to know as much about you as they can. It’s kind of a law enforcement thing. But also, they want to be able to recognize you before you recognize them. When we moved to Princeton for my first patrol, the first night we were at the house there were all these people driving by to see what we were like, checking to see what our personal vehicle was like, literally driving into the yard and turning around. It was kind of like a parade.

  Jolyne would go into the market and walk toward the deli, and all conversation stopped. She got a kick out of it. She also got a few notorious poachers to wave to her by just adjusting her visor when they passed each other on the road.

  I was very fortunate, though, that in our warden academy class we had someone from the Passamaquoddy tribe go through with us. He helped me so much in understanding his culture, so I could get an idea of how things really worked. One thing I figured out right away was that while we had no authority to deal with fish and game violations that occurred on tribal lands, they were always sneaking across the line because that’s where the game was. So what I started doing, which had the biggest benefit, other than catching them, was working with the kids. I did some speaking engagements at the school—classes, really, in some of the useful things wardens did that would appeal to outdoorsy youth—things like using maps and compasses and outdoor survival techniques. I really worked hard to break that cycle of hatred toward game wardens. I kinda had to put the hardcore enforcement aside a little bit to get through the door to work with that generation of kids. But with Richard’s help, I made some pretty good friends, and I like to think it made a difference.

  From the challenges of that first patrol, I learned one of my most important life long lessons: if you’re open and willing to learn, the people you meet can teach you a lot. They can give you different windows into the world. I remember Timmy Bacon, this older guy who lived at Grand Lake. He had been a deputy warden in his younger days, and he sat there one day and told me he was mad at the state biologists.
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