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For our sons






When the bears sleep, I sleep—right under the trees.

—Steve Searles, on his field study of black bears
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It’s hard to know if the bears are his spirit animal, or it’s the other way around.

—Peter Alagona, environmental studies professor, UC Santa Barbara
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Let Nature be your teacher.

—William Wordsworth








INTRODUCTION

In the late 1990s, the snow-globe village of Mammoth Lakes, California, hired hunter Steve Searles to shoot and kill sixteen troublesome bears. In the course of his preparations, the bears won Steve over, and he soon developed nonlethal tactics to keep them out of harm’s way.

This memoir honors Steve’s benchmark-setting work. But it salutes the bears as much as it does Steve, each bear offering a different lesson in such virtues as patience, dignity, and tenacity.

In time, Steve becomes a local folk hero, a reality TV star, and a nationally recognized expert in the humane treatment of animals. Don’t tell Steve that. The gruff outdoorsman will quickly remind you the bears are the only heroes in this mountain hamlet five hours north of Los Angeles.

The most important life lessons come from them.

Experts say dogs can sense human sadness. To Steve, bears share an empathy that is even beyond that—almost a moral compass, an innate gentleness—that guides them in their encounters with man and beast.

Displaying the same adventurous spirit as Henry David Thoreau and John Muir, Steve Searles finds a fellowship with nature. Do bears understand things we don’t? Are they dialed in to some greater mystical force, some sort of bear magic?

At first glance, this is simple stuff: the memoir of a reposeful naturalist, and the bears he saved from death row, and a template for how we can better live together in this shared world. You’ll find this story to be not only a deep dive into one of the last wilderness areas in the American West, but also about the toll fear takes on all of us. And how fear leads to prejudice. And how knowledge is always better than bullets.

Close readers may find the timeline a little off. To tell the most compelling story possible, we adjusted some of the sequences. We took no liberties in the facts or the events themselves, just the relative order of them. Neither is this a textbook on the history of Mammoth’s bears. It relies, almost wholly, on Steve’s boots-on-the-ground experiences, as well as news clips, TV, and documentary projects and two years of extensive interviews I did with him. Together, I hope we captured the single-minded intensity, and the love, he has for his wildlife work.

Over the years, Steve also had to “put down” many animals that were injured by cars, ill, or wounded by hunters or other bears. There was never bloodlust involved. In fact, quite the opposite: Usually the mercy killings tore at his gut. In the course of his career, Steve believes he’s probably euthanized more bears than any man on Earth, all necessary, all to put them out of their anguish.

This is some heavy stuff.

Forgive his language, for it is often colorful. Forgive his actions. Though necessary, they were often rough. Hence, the chronic silent battles Steve faced that often manifested themselves in anguish and even tears.

With total respect, I will tell you that Steve’s a true weirdo, a real wack job, a total individual. I loved every minute of working with him, learning the way his keen mind works, his insights into worlds usually far beyond human comprehension.

Steve has a practical IQ that gets him through unique situations with bears. He always put this magnificent land and its inhabitants before himself. And, damn, is he ever entertaining. He is truly one of the most fascinating people I’ve ever met.

In the words of Jack Kerouac, who seems a kindred spirit, Steve runs “from one falling star to another.”

This is his star-kissed life story. I hope you find it as layered and poignant as I do.

—Chris Erskine






CHAPTER ONE BEARS, BEARS EVERYWHERE


Inch by inch, hour by hour, the flames are bearing down on us. We are a town under siege.

Through the same canyons that usually funnel wind, rain, and snow to Mammoth Lakes, comes a wall of fire unlike anything anyone has ever seen. Plush and super dry, the forest floor may as well be laced with lighter fluid.

The epic high winds feed a fire so hot it sterilizes entire swaths of wilderness. It is the potential apocalypse of all I hold dear—lakes, mountains, trees, animals, my house, my neighbors, my son.

My town, Mammoth Lakes, is almost a parable. Everything except locusts has hit the Sierra Nevada region since I moved here: floods, droughts, blizzards, avalanches, quakes, and, most destructive of all, this ferocious wildfire.

Thick, acrid ash falls during this 2020 fire. From this ornery orange sky, dregs of poison oak smear our faces, plug our tear ducts and noses. The next day, it’s the manzanita that burns, a scruffy plant used in folk medicine. In short time, we become connoisseurs of our burning forests. We breathe it. We eat it warm. It is as if someone has opened a giant urn. The ash isn’t just wood ash and leaves; it is forest life, scorched.

We can feel it lumpy under our eyelids.

Nothing is surviving. Tree roots are burning underground. The nests of bald eagles, often reused for years, are scattered in this stinging ash fall, which includes the remains of tens of thousands of fleeing forest creatures.

How can I be so sure of this mass cremation? Because the mountain town of Mammoth Lakes, with its beltways of creeks and golf courses, its sprinkler systems and its pools, would have been their only escape route, their interstate out of the savage Creek Fire, as it is named. There is no Pixar parade of fleeing animals, though. They simply vanish, the deer running till their lungs explode, followed by bobcat, cougar, raccoons, porcupines, owls, skunks, moths, chipmunks, even the worms that churn and condition the soil.

The quivering aspen and the pines—lodgepole, Jeffrey, pinyon—all gone. The forest floor is wiped out—manzanita, buckwheat, bitterbrush, goldenrod, black oak, mule ear, and ferns. The nectar in the flowers, the wings of butterflies, sterilized and possibly gone for a generation or more, all the seeds cooked, along with hopes of a rapid and glorious recovery. We are witnessing the death of an ecosystem, an entire food chain falling on us now in an awful gray and black confetti.

By now, Americans know all about wildfires—we’ve been living with them and hearing of them for years. What makes the Creek Fire different, what raises the stakes, is that this is an especially magical piece of the planet, a carousel of national parks and wilderness areas. All appear at risk: the Ansel Adams Wilderness, the John Muir Wilderness, Yosemite National Park. The vaunted Pacific Crest Trail runs through Reds Meadow. Long-distance hikers heading to Canada will lay up for five or six days here, have a fling, play the flute, pound a burger, drink an ice-cold beer.

When outsiders ask me if the Sierra Nevada has ample wildlife, I wait a beat, then answer in my Sam Elliott growl: “It’s Jurassic Park.”

In essence, this is a sanctuary city for all manner of wildlife, a place that attracts and protects its forest creatures. After forty-four years up here, I’ve learned to read these woods. I can tell the time of year by the spots on the fawns wading a mountain creek. I can read the shadows, the sunlight, the chatter of the geese as if they are the pages of a kitchen calendar.

This is spectacular terrain, fierce and fragile, among the loveliest regions on Earth. The spirits of John Muir and Ansel Adams still roar through these tall granite canyons. Take particular note of the veritable wind tunnel that delivers rain, ocean winds, and—starting around Halloween—epic snows. By late December, we’re the North Pole—so much snow that we hot-wax our shovels, as you would a set of skis. In winter, the air is especially fresh, as if it’s just been born.

Indeed, this is California’s Switzerland, well-muscled, almost brutally snowy. Come January, the icicles alone—big as tree trunks—could kill you. All winter long, they cleave off the roofs of cabins and hotels, another lethal reminder that winter up here is a form of war.

Most times, this tunnel of winds and wet storms is a superhighway of much-needed moisture and snow for Mammoth Lakes, a tourist town five hours north of Los Angeles. In winter, it coats the world-class ski runs and half-pipes where gold medalists such as Shaun White and Chloe Kim train. In summer, it feeds the crystalline rivers and lakes popular with fishermen. The hurricane-force winds, frequently topping one hundred miles per hour, ruffle these mountains a bit, adding movement to the painterly landscape and knocking loose the seeds that will be the next generation of pine trees, gusts that scatter the bees, the pollen, the fuzz of the wildflowers.

When the winds hit one hundred miles per hour in Florida, it’s the lead story on CNN, the talk of Twitter. Here, no one says a thing. We go on with our lives and head out to the hardware store—just another day in this frosty paradise.

Mammoth Lakes is also a vital headwater. A snowflake that falls atop a black-diamond ski run might end up in someone’s iced tea in Pasadena. It might come off the mountain on the tip of someone’s snowboard, melt into a parking lot storm drain, feed a gushing creek on the way to reservoirs that flow into the canals that loop all the way to Southern California.

The Eastern Sierra is to drinking water what Wisconsin is to cheese. We are the kitchen faucet for millions of humans, dogs, cats, canaries, horses.

Obviously, this is a very abundant place, the glint of sun coming through those massive icicles, across a snowy tree branch, over the cross-country trails, the waterfalls, the On Golden Pond–caliber lakes filled with rainbow trout. Sometimes it feels almost greedy, this bounty, just miles away from the stubble of the relatively dormant desert. In Mammoth, this lush and popular pocket of the Eastern Sierra, we have too much of everything: water, snow, coyotes, tourists, cheeseburgers, putting greens, ski shops. Most notably, perhaps, bears.

The bears are where I come in.

Over three decades, I have been the bears’ gruff camp director. As the town’s wildlife specialist, reporting to the chief of police, I have been responsible for all the black bears that decided, among other things, that a schoolyard is a nice place for a nap. Or that a luxury hotel lobby is a convenient place to grab some calamari. Or that someone’s Range Rover still smelled of the peanut butter sandwiches the kids left half-eaten under a seat. To a bear, that’s bait. Hey, why not punch out a window and climb inside, tear up the seats, set off the air bags, gnaw the expensive leather on the steering wheel? Yum.

I was the one-man SWAT team that responded when any of that happened. If you dialed 9-1-1 and shouted BEAR!, I was the ponytailed first responder, roaring up in my white pickup and getting out with my trademark orange shotgun.

Known as the Bear Whisperer, I shooed and snarled at the five-hundred-pound trespassers, cowboy-cussed them, even shot them with nonlethal rubber balls to get them out of harm’s way, off highways, and out of hot tubs and parking garages.

My career was crazy and remarkable. Somehow, I still have both arms, both legs. In fact, in all the years of crawling into bear dens to study their sleep habits, to watch them birth their babies, in all the years of confronting bears, nose to nose, in culverts and cabins, in trapezing lost cubs out of tall trees, I haven’t suffered a single scratch.

Yet, in the late summer of 2020, this incredible life, this extraordinary stretch of bear magic, seems to have run its course.

Only the bears—the kings of the forest—manage to make it out of this firebox. In Mammoth Lakes, they begin showing up by the dozens, parched and frightened beyond measure. It is a California black bear’s nature to do as little as possible, to conserve body mass. Bears are constant eaters, gorging themselves with seeds, wasp larvae, grasses—the occasional cheeseburger—to survive long winters snoozing in their dens.

So, the bears haven’t panicked the way the other animals have, haven’t run themselves to exhaustion. They stay only as far in front of the fire as absolutely necessary.

Now here they are, sooty and disoriented, the newcomers clashing with the bears that already reside here. It is as if two conventions have come to town, when we only have the space for one.

You and I, we use our noses to keep our glasses on, or to sniff an occasional IPA. The bears’ noses are their sensory command centers. Their range can be measured in miles, their snouts thousands of times more powerful than ours. They use them to sniff out food, to anticipate changes in the weather and the seasons, to determine where the fresh water is, maybe a colony of bees, or where someone left some shrimp shells in the trash. They use them for romance; they use them to know when it’s time to climb into their dens for five months when it snows.

In the normal course of my work, I might see eleven bears on a busy fall day, when they’re preparing to go into their dens for winter. Now there are at least three dozen in our four-square-mile town. At least, that is how many I’m able to count. There could be twice as many here, the others hiding in the shadows, under decks, and behind the drapes of empty cabins. Generally, bears don’t like the limelight. Like me, they prefer to exist in the margins.

With their snouts caked in fire ash, the fleeing bears are essentially blind. They can’t source food, or sense enemies or territorial boundaries. Their lungs are parched, their kidneys starved for replenishment. At my urging, hundreds of residents leave five-gallon buckets of drinking water on their porches at night; the water is gone by morning. Inexplicably, at least to me, authorities are telling residents not to leave out water, saying animals will develop a dependency. Instead, they should rely on streams and lakes miles away.

I sit on my porch in the center of the village, at the cabin that has been my longtime home, and watch the bears’ tragic migration. It probably hits me harder than most.

For I am this town’s wildlife officer, known through countless encounters as the go-to guy when wildlife is in distress, particularly these misunderstood, quarter-ton outcasts.

I know very well that grizzly bears, shot to extinction in California, are alpha predators; they’ll eat the tire off your truck. By comparison, all a California black bear wants to do is mow your lawn. They are the tie-dyed hippies of the bear kingdom.

Still, they get into more mischief than you’d hope. They learn faster than we do, good or bad—where to find free food and lodging, all the life basics, even where to find a fridge full of cold cuts and beer.

Since the late 1990s, I have chased them out of the grocery stores, the condos, the tourists’ big SUVs. Bears have been in so many homes, often more than once, that I’ve lost count. Certain parts of town are almost a wildlife park. Everyone has my cell number (937-BEAR) in their phones.

Across the decades, I have tied myself financially and emotionally to these bears.

Now they need me more than ever. But my career has just come to a sudden, dramatic end. COVID has descended on Mammoth, just as it has on the rest of the world, triggering fear, confusion, and the kinds of heated debates that end friendships: During a pandemic, should a tourist town welcome outsiders, hoping the wilderness will be safe and restorative? Or should it hide and hunker down like everyone else?

There is a showdown over that, everyone panicky and in each other’s faces, including me, a longtime resident with a few valid opinions.

As if all that isn’t enough, the largest wildfire in California to date is now on the doorstep of my cherished little town, threatening to eat it whole, causing this mass migration of bears.

Now, you should know that I’m six-foot-five and noisy as a chainsaw, rough as ship rope. I’m gnarly, not easily spooked. I even look like a bear, more handsome than some, less than others.

I’ve thrived in this demanding region of lethal winters and fiery summers for almost half a century. I can fix anything, hammer together hotels, race a bike, chase a raccoon out from under your favorite pillow after he’s shredded your couch while digging for stale popcorn.

Indeed, I’ve prepared my entire life for 9-1-1 moments like this one. Till now, I’ve always risen to the occasion, stood up against tough guys and rogue bears in near-impossible standoffs and on a popular reality show that reached the far corners of the planet.

Yet, here I am after the job loss, at a personal low point, so inconsolable I can barely breathe. The hopelessness of the situation is crushing me.

I am surrounded by these bears that have been my life’s work. Bears, bears, everywhere, lost and in need.

To me, their ghostly presence is perhaps the most surreal element of all.






CHAPTER TWO A GOPHER IN MY GLOVE


I grew up in Orange County, California, a land of pavement, palm trees, and toothy smiles, certainly a long way from the pine needles and waterfalls of Mammoth Lakes, a half day’s drive to the north.

As a young boy, I am passed around like an old college couch. Everybody wants to get rid of me, nobody really has the time. If it weren’t for the verbal and physical abuse, I wouldn’t know adults even existed. A dozen times, they kick me out of the house.

The pattern rarely changes: Everyday conversations quickly turn to arguments, turn to rage. At Christmas, police are in the living room. There are court dates… drinking, late parties, cheating. When I am in elementary school, I come home to an empty house and don’t see any adults till the bars close.

When I am seven, my stepdad decides to do me a favor and teach me how to swim. He tosses me like a load of towels into the pool. I splash frantically, trying to suck in some air, kick and thrash to the edge of the pool, where he stomps my fingers, crushing them. As I shriek, he laughs.

We are like that dysfunctional family in the TV show Shameless. Maybe worse.

In the fifth grade, fed up with me, my folks put me in a camper shell, where I use the stove to keep warm. I am ten or eleven. I am the punchline in the old quip: the beatings will continue until attitudes improve.

The family fridge is like a liquor cabinet, the freezer full of TV dinners. I’ll go to Mom’s apartment, open the fridge for a snack—nothing but booze.

As the weakest link, the slowest and youngest of the three kids, a misfit, a loser, an obligation they don’t want, I am beaten with a belt, slapped around, thrown into walls.

In the sixties, of course, children are expected to be seen, not heard. My folks and stepfolks take that seriously. We aren’t allowed to speak at the dinner table, yet when I am in fifth grade my mother lets us all drink and smoke cigarettes around the table at Thanksgiving.

My sister, Stephanie, and my brother, Michael, and I pack for a weekend visitation with my estranged dad, and he doesn’t show up. We sit on the curb with our suitcases in the dark, waiting. Finally, our mom comes out and says, “Come on, let’s go inside.”

Michael, the middle child, is an all-star baseball player and an all-star kid. Straight-A student. At twelve, he gets up well before school and picks up litter and cigarette butts for petty cash in restaurant parking lots. Over time, my brother saves $120 to buy a Schwinn Varsity ten-speed, the sweetest ride at the time, so he can get a paper route for the Orange County Register and save money to buy a car.

Even my brother, a standout in math, a near-genius with numbers, can’t escape judgment, the angry accusations, the domestic tensions, the hair-trigger rages. “Don’t look at me like that, you little…” The moment he turns eighteen, my brother packs up and moves out at first light. “See ya, Steve,” he says. “Sorry, I gotta get out of here.”

Our childhoods in the land of endless summers were very dark.

My folks are heavy partiers, ne’er-do-wells on almost every level of domestic life. Between the two of them, there are five marriages before I turn fifteen. They seem in competition on this—three weddings for Dad, two for Mom. I bounce between them, living with every single couple more than once.

I look around, see the developmental differences between me and my siblings, me and my classmates. There are so many. I just lag. Even putting on shoes and socks is a struggle. I don’t know my left from my right.

And no one is around to insist that I be happy with myself, because nobody wants to be around me. I am a latchkey kid, on my own, unreliable, a modern-day Huckleberry screwup.

If you tell me not to do something, I do it. At age eight or ten, I am smoking cigarettes, playing with matches, setting dumpsters on fire behind the strip mall.

I am a misfit, an eight ball, that square peg. By adolescence, I am smoking weed and drinking beer.

To punish me, they like to send me off to the barber to have my head shaved, which I’m forced to pay for myself. This is in the late sixties, when everyone has flowing, bitchin’ Bee Gees hair. Not me. I am in none of the class pictures. When the teacher tells everyone to come in the next day ready for the class picture—in good clothes, hair combed—I’ll be sure to ditch school.

When we change for PE, my junior high classmates see the belt marks on my back. Buddies head to the gym office and say, “Coach, you gotta help Searles.”

While I’m still in elementary school, my mother takes me to a skin doctor for open sores on my hips, chest, and face. Turns out I have cystic acne, a terrible skin condition no doubt compounded by a lousy diet and stress. I live with that through my late teens—years of torment and teasing over this disfiguring disease.

In my late teens, I go on my own to specialists, who use me as one of the early test cases for Accutane, now a common and often successful acne treatment. Derived from vitamin A, it reduces the amount of oils released by the glands.

Every inch of my skin falls off, like a shedding snake, compounding my bad self-esteem.

My education is spotty. I blow off my homework. No one pushes me, checks in on me. I don’t read well. I am a slow learner. “He never does anything the way he’s supposed to,” my teachers say.

Mom sees I’m not a good student and not fitting in. Frustrated at my progress, she encourages me to read by letting me borrow sex books, including the Kama Sutra. I read them cover to cover in elementary school.

There are few family dinners, no road trips, no projects with Dad.

Unsure of what to do with me, my real mom puts me in Little League, hoping to add some structure to my life. Maybe I could be a good athlete like my brother? Maybe there’ll be one thing I am good at: Checkers? Auto shop? Let’s start with baseball, a rite of passage for Orange County kids in the 1960s.

So, there I am, standing in the outfield, at that age when players are still more intrigued by butterflies than fly balls.

“Get the ball, you idiot!” the parents scream at me standing lock legged in the outfield.

“That Searles out there?” I hear the parents say. I already knew I don’t fit in at school. Now I don’t fit in in the dugout, the outfield, anywhere. My coaches are as disappointed in me as my parents.

“Yep, that’s the Searles kid.”

“What an idiot.”

“His brother Mike was super good… a prodigy… an all-star.”

“Well, he sure ain’t Mike.”

Thing is, when that ball is hit to me in the outfield, I could not care less. Life has already left me numb to nastiness and heckling. What do I care that a bunch of strangers are screaming at me? Adults are always screaming at me, or worse. I just tune it out, like I do with all the other stuff.

Besides, I have something better in my glove than a baseball. While standing around the scruffy outfield, waiting for something to happen, easily distracted, as I so often am, I discover a gopher hole; the place is infested, maybe fifty two-inch mounds the gophers have made.

I kick at it, the way kids do. The hole is about the size of a golf ball and freshly dug on the awful sunbaked field. The jittery little rodent pops his head out, then withdraws.

Hey, come here, buddy. It’s all right. Come here…

With bits of dandelion and grass—a slobbery piece of Bazooka bubble gum—I manage to coax the little critter out of his hole and into my glove. It takes an inning or two, and there he is, in the pocket of my baseball glove, warm and safe.

Though I’m not much good with people, I seem to have a knack for critters. Every now and then, he peeks out at me, then withdraws.

“Searles, get the ball!!!” the parents scream.

Yeah. Sure. Screw you.

One day, my sister tells the family that it is a very special day: “Steve didn’t cry today! Not once!”

Immediately, I start to cry. So much for streaks.

Because of all the dysfunction, normal adults become heroes to me—people who smile at me or feed me wholesome food stand out. My godfather, Larry Freeman, and his wife, Mickey, show us there can be another side to family life. We go to their house, and instead of over-sugared Kool-Aid, he and his wife serve us apple juice. Larry and Mickey are a loving, caring couple who will look after me my entire life. They are like rainbows to a kid who’s seen nothing but darkness for as long as I can remember.

They don’t necessarily fix the problem; they just give me hope.

Still, I am a square peg in a round world, nothing like anybody else. Freeform. Feral. My childhood is an era marked by adolescent trends and tastes. Free love. Rock ’n’ roll. Cheap weed. Honda motorcycles. Bleachy, beachy blondes in cutoffs. My friends and I work part-time jobs, listen to Hendrix. Most days, we stand on the wet and chilly Pacific sand with boards tucked under our arms, squinting into the mist, trying to read the surf breaks.

At sixteen, another rare sign of someone believing in me: my folks send me off to spend the summer in Colorado with my dad’s father. My grandpa, a gentle man and an avid outdoorsman, teaches me the trees, the plants, the stars, the animals. It is an outcast’s dream—all this new territory to explore. No crowds of kids to mock me, no adults yelling at me, no unhealthy temptations—just a 14,000-foot mountain.

For the first time in my life, I feel at home.

Once back in Southern California, though, my life continues to be nothing but bad drama. I drop out of school in the tenth grade, make a few bucks buying and repairing old bikes, then selling them at the beach. We advertise by having girlfriends in bikinis ride them down the strand. The girls take off on two bikes, then return twenty minutes later on one bike, one girl riding on the handlebars and waving a wad of fresh cash.

By then, I’ve moved to Newport Beach, a splashy enclave on the coast, where some buddies and I manage to pool our money and afford an apartment. Back then, Newport is a regular place, full of middle-class folks, not the high-end weekend escape that it is today.

I surf, I rack up tons of parking tickets, meet a girl named Julie Cena, who manages to find a tolerable person behind my angry teen-boy persona.

She sits in the lifeguard tower in the late afternoon, when the guards have gone home. In the glow of late afternoon, she wags her tan legs while watching me surf. Some of the guys I surf with are starting to find their way a little. My buddy Chris, who runs the bike business with me, is learning to be a deepwater welder, an actual career that could lead to a sustainable and comfortable life.

Me, I still have a little problem with responsibility. I am content to sell the bikes, surf a lot, drink beer, have bottle-rocket wars, make Julie giggle. Amid all my troubles—or because of them—I’ve developed a knack for making people laugh.

At sixteen, I don’t have any money or anyone to take care of me. I buy a tool belt and carpenter tools, scuff them up so they don’t look new, and head off to construction sites to find work. I approach a supervisor. He says he has no work. Without budging, I say, “Sir, I’ll work my ass off for free for one week, to prove myself. Just give me a chance.” He gives me a stone-cold stare, then a smile. The foreman says he’s never heard an offer like that and gives me a tryout. I wind up working for him for three years.

Suddenly, I’m almost twenty. Drifting. Aimless. Handy at fixing flats and most anything else, but too often a little stoned, selling weed on the side.

One day, a friend of Julie’s mom offers us work at a condo complex up in Mammoth Lakes. “Where’s that?” I ask. “Let’s go!”

I have nothing to lose but my girlfriend. Besides, I still can’t get my grandpa’s Colorado mountains off my mind.

“Let’s go,” Julie says.

Before we leave Orange County, I want to make things right—an uncharacteristic need to clean up after myself. I drive down to the courthouse to pay my parking tickets, wait for hours without an appointment, finally stand before the judge as everyone is packing up for the day.

He says: “Who’s this? What do you want? We’re closed.”

I tell the judge I want to pay off the thirty parking tickets before I leave town, though I am short on cash.

The judge laughs a little, looks at me quizzically. He isn’t sure what to do with this kid with $1,200 in traffic fines, and finally decides that if I’ll sweep the stairwells and stamp some files, he’ll waive the outstanding tickets.

With a clean conscience, I load my truck, and Julie and I head off to the unseen little condo in a place I’ve never been.

All I know is it’s up in the woods, at the base of a bunch of mountains. The drive up is kind of trippy, with Julie tight against me on the pickup’s old-school bench seat, a houseplant next to her.

On my left, the jagged, frosted slopes of the Sierra Nevada range. We pass through these little nowhere towns, locked in time—Lone Pine, Independence, Big Pine—ringed by Native American reservations, jerky stores, bait-and-tackle shops. We pass Mount Whitney, at 14,505 feet the highest mountain in the contiguous United States and a busy hub for serious hikers.

With every passing mile, the mountain range grows more striking and thicker with snow. Off to my right, cactus and scrub. I am sure we’ll leave that behind, but the desert seems to dog us the entire way up.

What kind of strange wonderland is this? What will I do? How will we support ourselves?






CHAPTER THREE FINDING MY MAGIC MOUNTAIN


For me, the bears will come to represent the opposite of all that I faced as a child. When I start working with them, I realize I’ve pretty much already seen the worst that can happen to a person. Given my upbringing, it is really a miracle I didn’t end up in real trouble, in a cult, or even dead.

But, as you’d expect, the transition from Orange County surfer dude to a respected wilderness expert hardly happens overnight. This three-hundred-mile move is a big jump for a kid who was merely playacting at being an adult. Obviously, I am still nothing like anybody else. I’ve grown up enough to realize I have to get my footing, establish a trade, or even get a temp job of some sort. I need to develop a circle of friends, some steady work habits, carve out a life in this rough and unfamiliar region.

More than anything, I learn that, at nineteen, I am on my own in the world.

I love this place immediately. This is God’s country, simply breathtaking. When Julie and I arrive in 1978, Mammoth Lakes, California, isn’t a city. It isn’t a town. It is a village. Compared to the thriving ski mecca it is today, there is virtually nobody here.

Work crews with chainsaws have carved out a two-lane Main Street in a thick pine forest. Up on the ski hill, Dave McCoy, a visionary who boasts a big dose of mountain chutzpah, is still hand-lighting sticks of dynamite and dropping them down holes to crater out the bases for the massive lifts.

It is raw wilderness. Cowboy hats are common. Avalanches are everyday threats. There is no auto club. If you skid on a patch of glare ice and spin out into a ditch, you have no choice but to get out, cuss a couple of times, and just start pushing.

When I arrive in town with Julie and the houseplant—Julie in the middle, my hand on her leg—we find ourselves in a parking lot two miles from our rental. I see a big building and say to myself, “Wow, they have a huge jail here.” It isn’t the jail. It is the ski resort’s Warming Hut No. 2, a grim four-story Soviet-style building with slotted windows. To me, it looks just like the Orange County Jail. What do I know of warming huts?

In those early days, pretty alpine architecture is not yet a thing. The emerging little ski village is spartan… utilitarian. Back then, mere survival is job one. The mountain is nothing like the world-class destination it will become. We are a drinking town with a skiing problem, yet the runs are epic, as the kids like to say. We ski in jeans. If you want to reach the best runs, such as Wipe Out, or the super-challenging Avi Chutes, you put your skis over your shoulder and start hiking.

I love this hill. I am home! Over time, tens of thousands of people will move here, decide it’s too harsh for them, then leave. I never leave.

The autumn we arrive, Mammoth is already biting cold. In the heart of the village, eight thousand feet above sea level, temperatures often plunge into single digits by mid-October, whipped by sixty-mile-per-hour gusts through the passes. Not used to the freezing temps, and underdressed, I come down with pneumonia right away. It is humbling for this SoCal kid, more attuned to surfing than slip-sliding around an icy construction site. My first winter here, I wear snowmobile boots—terrible boots. I borrow this little twelve-inch electric chainsaw for firewood. It is like a kitchen appliance, a joke. Hardly an instant woodsman.

Fortunately, I am a strappy longhair with a chip on my shoulder, and I am eager to make a life up here. I almost kill myself pounding nails, working six full days a week, half days on Sundays. It is wholesome, hard work, amid the lodgepole, the fir, the heavy sap-filled pine cones ka-booming randomly off the roof of your car as you and your girl go off to dinner. Wow, Christ, what was that? I remember thinking.

At night, we dance on the bar, spit chewing tobacco on the floor at Rafters, a popular hangout on Old Mammoth Road in the heart of town. Today, visitors know Rafters as a stylish restaurant built around a two-story open fireplace. Back then, you half expected Wyatt Earp to blast through the door looking for a fugitive. Trust me, there are a few of those around. In those early days, everyone was fleeing something.

It is the Wild West with a contemporary twist: the decadence of the eighties.

A pal told me once, only half kidding: “Never lend your truck, your chainsaw, or your girlfriend to anybody in this town. They’ll never be returned the same.”

At night, it is not uncommon to buy blow from the bartender you are ordering your drink from. You see glass ashtrays, heavy as bricks: face up, that means they are for cigarettes. If they are face down, with a straw across the top, they are protecting small mounds of cocaine. Cocaine is becoming a very social drug, used by folks with jobs and decent clothes. It helps them the way caffeine does, offsetting the wooziness of the booze, a way to continue the night longer than it probably should go. We close the bars almost every night; you can’t possibly do that without an accelerant.

If you are wise, you get to know the bouncers, who pass as a rough-and-tumble police force. There are no cops. Literally none. The town hasn’t been incorporated, so the police department we have today hasn’t yet been formed. At that point, I suppose the county has responsibility for us, but you rarely see the sheriff.

A family is a family is a family. Though flawed, this one is far better than the one I left behind in Orange County. The social scene is like a schoolyard. No one is “needy.” We are restless souls, forming sloppy, rollicking friendships. Almost everyone is a little promiscuous. Roommates steal girlfriends; girlfriends steal roommates. Brothers steal their best friends’ younger sisters. It is Animal House. On weekends, we party till we puke. No AIDS. No condoms. First base, second base, third base, score. Hardly hip or fashionable in any way. When we dress for a Saturday night out, we dress like you would to go hunting. Everyone wears plaid. Pendleton shirts. Gaiters over Levi’s. Sorel Caribou boots; they weigh a ton, and your feet are always cold.

We get up in the morning, go to work. We never miss a day. Even the most hard-core punk-ass kids who live in Mammoth today wouldn’t hold a candle to us. Nothing to brag about, of course. Decadence isn’t admirable. But we are young and charging ahead.

Just as today, Mammoth Lakes women don’t take any crap. They have to be gritty or they won’t make it past January. Though outnumbered, the women are as fun-loving as the men. We look out for them. We won’t let one be disrespected. If you hurt a woman, you’d better hope a sheriff’s deputy shows up, because we’ll rip you up way worse. Same with anyone of color. You don’t dare slur them. For such an untamed place, there is an enlightened ethos, an unwritten code of conduct. We are all working and partying too hard, side by side, to bother with bullshit prejudice of any kind. Mammoth Lakes is a boom town, with blue-collar values, back in the days when that represented courage and fairness.

Despite the rough-hewn look of the place, it is a chill scene. There is enough of everything—jobs, adventure—for everyone. All bosses ask is that you show up on time, or earlier, and leave at the end of the day with a few more calluses on your hands. Fair enough.

The town is loaded with square pegs—rough country kids from California’s Central Valley, city kids like me up looking for a break, Australians or Brits lured here after hearing too many Beach Boys songs. They’ve taken a wrong turn and ended up in a village with too much testosterone and no string bikinis. Instead, the women all wear flannel and could probably kick your ass in a ski race or a bar fight. The square pegs all found a place where they fit.

But there is lots of California sparkle, plenty of sun. Mammoth Lakes is noted for an abundance of clear days. Still, at times it snows great gobs—sixty feet some seasons. When it snows, there are no plows, because there is no municipal government to buy them and hire drivers. In winter, you ride your snowmobile straight to the bar. To buy weed, you head over to a beaten-down mobile home park called Walt’s Ghetto, which has Christmas lights glowing all year long. Dingy, no pavement. Funky town. Mud.

Mammoth Lakes is a giant thrift store of pain and pleasure.

What a place for a drifty kid like me. That smell of pine, the forest floor, the lightness of the air at this elevation. In the mountains, the sun starts to dip below the horizon at three p.m., blocked by high ridges and snow-capped peaks. Dusk lasts four hours. At night, the Milky Way.

For some people happiness is the beach; for some people it’s the jungle; for me it is these mountains. It smells like Evergreen, Colorado, my grandpa’s house.

We are at the apex of the California wilderness; drop-dead gorgeous Yosemite is just over the ridge, walking distance in a day or two. When you exhale, it smells like pine needles.

Of course, my teachers were right: I never do anything the way you are supposed to, and here is one more example. I mean, everything seems on a whim, including finding this mountain mecca only because a friend of Julie’s mom happens to know of an open condo. Yet, thank God for Julie getting me into the mountains, where I belong. It is a perfect fit for a feral, easily bored dude in search of new experiences and adventure.

One nasty blister at a time, I am helping build the bones of what will become one of the West’s premier resorts, the go-to destination for Southern California skiers looking for a huge hill a half day away. In time, they will paper Mammoth Lakes in $100 bills, which will prove good for anyone who invests early and halfway wisely.

In the meantime, my coworkers and I have gas in our trucks and beer money in our Levi pockets. Jobs are plentiful, wages weak. We are paid piecemeal, not hourly. We are framers putting up stick walls. We frame the walls on a slab, stand them up, tie them off so they don’t fall over, then go on to the next slab. If I really grind, I make a hundred bucks in a day. It comes to eleven cents for every square foot of what we build. All the work boots come to have salty white stains from me sweating through the leather.

The vacation condos can’t go up fast enough. Labor comes from all over the world. Some of us are good with our hands; others just have strong backs. If you can work a circular saw, you have a better-paying gig. Carpenters are in such short supply that an all-female crew is hired to finish projects and clean up sites, an alpine version of Rosie the Riveters.

Rich-quick stories start to pop up. One local developer, Tom J. Dempsey, sells his station wagon to buy lumber for the first house he puts on the market. From there, he comes to build dozens of developments in Mammoth and across the West. His crown jewel: the 355-acre Snow Creek condo development, which is just starting up when we arrive in the late seventies.

He and ski guru Dave McCoy become local heroes… almost living legends. They create this town and the adjoining ski resort by charging ahead, figuring it out as they go—lionhearted men who learn the vagaries of this unforgiving climate and know when to take a risk.

I feed off that. I see in their success the possibility that I might make it as well, or at least not become the total screw-up everyone predicted.

I work my ass off for Tom Dempsey that first summer. On Sundays, the town is dead quiet, except for the sound of my lone hammer framing out houses by myself. I am nailing off roofs by hand. I just went gangbusters at it. I say to myself, “Dude, you only know one thing, so you better just do it and do it every single day.”

In the summer, I build condos. In the winter, I find snow-related work. Looking for any in, I start a snow removal company with sixty employees with shovels and ice-breaking tools. I charge $7 an hour and pay my employees $6, pocketing the difference. I start the first work-furlough program in Mono County, hiring inmates who want to work, along with guards. I hire truckloads of Native Americans, Aussies, Kiwis. They crew by themselves; I never mix and match. They dig out the bus stops, clear roofs, shovel decks where residents can’t open the doors anymore. I get a real estate map and start coloring in the ones I have accounts with. I see one that isn’t colored in and visit the managers and owners, till I have the whole town colored in.

After a three-foot storm, we pull up to a development with several trucks and finish in an hour. Shoveling snow sucks. But we get after it. We are young; we are fit; we are tan; we are full of piss and vinegar. On the roofs, we have guys up there with ropes, crampons, and carabiners to keep us from flying off. Music blares.

Way over my head, not sophisticated, but I am getting it done. All this will later help me in my approach to business and working with the bears. I am methodical. I am creative. It amps my work ethic. It develops my style of problem solving.

I am building confidence; I want more. I have no credit. I come up with an idea: I spend months collecting credit card applications and mailing them off. Once I get twenty cards together, I put them in an accordion holder and head to a nearby real estate office. I tell them I want to buy a place. The guy looks at this crazy kid in front of him. I don’t blink. He wants to know what kind of down payment I have. “Any sort of collateral?” he asks. I smile and pull out this accordion file full of cards. “I got these,” I say. He laughs at me.

Well, somehow it works out, and I buy my own place; in fact, I like it so much I still own it. Now I have collateral, which I use to buy a rental property. It will take years, but I will accumulate seven multiunit properties, based on that initial credit-card semi-scam.

By this point, Julie has taken off for warmer pastures, and I am spending my spare time in the surrounding forests. I buy a shotgun and a .22 rifle cheap, install a gun rack in my truck’s back window, and head off to hunt geese, ducks, and deer. I set out early, sometimes at three a.m., so early that the coffee freezes in my thermos.

We learn; we screw up. The glorious mysteries of the wilderness begin to reveal themselves. We move up the food chain as we hunt, quail and waterfowl and chucker, a bird that looks like a small chicken. It takes thousands of hours to master the bird calls, the proper camouflage, and all the techniques—the scat, the habitat. You get it wrong a hundred times before you get it right. People think of hunting as Elmer Fudd blasting away at things. Not the way we approach it. We learn every nuance of every animal. One time, at night, an owl knocks my hat off as I imitate its prey. “Screw this, I’m going home,” I say.

Coyotes, as wily in real life as in the cartoons, sneak in and steal our duck decoys. You can get $100 for their pelts. I am a murdering bastard. We use the latest gizmos to mimic the mating sounds of our prey. My buddies and I will hunt for a few hours, then wipe the camouflage paint from our cheeks and foreheads and go work ten-hour construction shifts.

By then, coyotes are starting to be a problem all across California and other parts of the West. They constantly snatch dogs and cats out of backyards. The ever-present yip-yip-yip isn’t coyotes celebrating moonlight kills, as is commonly believed. That would be like announcing over a PA that you have fresh meat. In truth, kills are done quietly. The yipping you often hear is a social indicator; the coyotes are either mating, or recruiting, or playfully challenging rival packs. Up here, we find that coyotes are better fed, less mangy, and stronger than their timid brethren on the outskirts of suburbs and cities.

In Mammoth Lakes, the coyotes are growing bolder and bolder. For decades, an old woman has fed the coyotes on Mammoth Mountain, the ski resort, and they’ve become acclimated and fearless. Generally, residents treat the coyotes like stray dogs, whistling at them, feeding them. Little by little, they’ve become more than mere pests. They are a danger.

The most troubling development: ski school instructors near chair 7 begin to pat down the kids before class to make sure they don’t have candy in their pockets, because the coyotes have started to go after the candy as the children scream in terror.

In 1984, the cowboy town of Mammoth Lakes incorporates, and a couple of years later it boasts a police department, a city manager, and a full range of public services. My reputation as an avid and trusted outdoorsman has grown. One day, a representative for ski resort owner Dave McCoy comes to me.

“We want you to take out the coyotes that are terrorizing our guests,” the rep explains.

“Consider it done,” I say.

So, in exchange for a Yamaha snowmobile from the ski mountain, I am assigned to grim-reaper the coyotes, in a situation that, as always, is really caused by careless residents leaving their cat bowls and their garbage out everywhere.


LESSON NO. 1: MOST WILDLIFE PROBLEMS AND ISSUES TURN OUT TO BE CAUSED BY BAD OR CARELESS HUMAN BEHAVIOR.

After the ski mountain work goes well, the town manager asks me to assess the situation in the residential areas and take out any coyotes that are dangerous.

In a dense, increasingly popular tourist area, we have to be extra careful with public safety and shooting lanes. I enlist a partner in the project, a great buddy by the name of Kevin Peterson, an avid outdoorsman and one of the most capable guys I know. We spend months spotting where the coyotes lurk, then strategically and surgically planning the shots. I learn to imitate the sound of a dying rabbit to attract coyotes. The rabbits are mute their entire lives till they are killed, at which point they sound like screaming babies. Hungry coyotes race to that sound with bloodlust in their throats.

We work undercover—not as hunters, not as cops—so we won’t alarm bystanders. Boom! Boom! The sound of a shotgun rings out between the canyons of ski hotels, breaking the night stillness. Everything about the town is new, everything is paved. The shot echoes loudly. As alarmed guests switch on hotel room lights, Kevin and I go quickly about our business. Often, bystanders have no idea what just happened. By identifying the alpha males who are at the heart of most incidents, we are able to keep bloodshed to a minimum.

Kevin and I are frequently amused by the low level of attention the gunfire draws—almost none. We speculate that visitors from L.A. are brave about such things. Or maybe the visitors think it is merely the World War II cannons the ski mountain uses to reduce the risk of avalanches, when crews fire shells preemptively into at-risk mountainsides, triggering the avalanches so they won’t occur when skiers are around. In any case, few guests come to the windows when we pull the trigger and the shotgun rings out. Even fewer come out on their balconies to ask, “What the hell?”

One day, police chief Michael Donnelly tells me he wants to include our coyote kills in the police blotter of the local paper, along with the DUIs and stolen cars. I think that calling attention to what we are doing would be pretty stupid, and I tell him so. He insists, and from that point, in a line or two, the local papers print details of the kills: “1:30 in the morning on May 11, on Main Street, wildlife officer destroyed two coyotes.”

Nuts, right? To me, it seems obviously wrong. We are just begging for a citizen backlash. Yet, there is no outcry. There are no “poor coyotes” letters to the editor. The consensus is, “Steve is doing the wet work, and we’re going to support him.” I even appear at city council meetings and explain the latest incidents.

Turns out, it is a genius maneuver by Donnelly. He uses the police blotter as an opinion poll, knowing that if residents don’t approve, they’ll speak up, at which point he’ll change his policy. He knows that being transparent in our work is important, and far better than having some animal activist discover the coyote culling long after it is over. In that case, it would look like a cover-up, and we’d all be seen as cold-blooded assassins. It is a terrific example of the advantages to being transparent in situations like this.

Little by little, and with utmost care, we take out the coyotes. We still have the open garbage dumps in town, where everyone takes their trash. It is a major draw for the animals, a bait station. We use it as a safe kill zone. We also fill Folgers cans with bait and chain them to trees. I have mixed feelings. This is a wildlife problem created by man, with humans’ sloppy waste management and poor behavior the root causes. At the same time, dogs and cats are disappearing, and we wonder, “Will a toddler be next?” That’s how we justify it, as a public safety issue, pure and simple. As the packs grow, they became bolder. I know that the more you shoot, the more you have to shoot, because the animals start double-whelping—meaning they produce extra litters to make up for the ones that are lost.

Misunderstandings about wildlife have been rife for decades. From here to Montana, our national parks used to feature rental cabins with pails hung by the door, where visitors could put leftovers to feed the bears and other wildlife when they come around.

In Mammoth at this point, residents and visitors still feed the coyotes; they even whistle for them. That’s a death sentence for the poor animals. To test their mettle and their level of threat, I put a .357 Magnum in a McDonald’s bag and rattle it. We never shoot the ones that run; they are no harm. The ones that approach, we blow them up. It is a horrible thing to have to do.

I tell my partner, Kevin, this situation is unacceptable. We can’t let the town continue to feed animals to the point where someone has to put them down. I find myself increasingly furious: “This can’t fucking go on. This can never happen again.”

The culling of the coyotes takes months. I work with Kevin, and sometimes alone. I set up a camper van as a scouting point. In the chair 2 parking lot one night, I am parked next to a couple making out in the car as their twin girls play nearby in the snow. I stay because I know the coyotes are coming. The girls start squealing, from the cold, from the snow down their backs. That brings the coyotes fast, thinking it is a rabbit.

As the coyotes start coming, I step out of my camper van with a shotgun. The parents see me and start freaking out in a language I don’t understand. They don’t see four coyotes approaching their girls. Lord knows what might’ve happened.

Of the forty-three coyotes we kill, forty-two are males—more aggressive and the main culprits in rampant overbreeding.

At this stage, I am selling windows to builders and homeowners, and I have an encounter that perhaps foreshadows what the future holds.

After arriving for a bid in the nice part of town, I feel this vibration under my feet. I look down to see two bear cubs clawing at the drain grate I am standing on. Oh shit. Before the homeowner can even open the door, I dart inside. The owner looks a little confused. What a trip.

The town’s bears are taking up where the coyotes left off. They are now everywhere.

Donnelly calls me into his office.

“Look, we’ve got a bigger problem than coyotes,” the chief says. “Steve, we want you to kill sixteen bears.”

There I am chasing almost every kind of critter with a gun. Must seem odd today, given how much I defend wildlife. Like much of my life, it makes no sense.

Here’s the irony: when I was hunting for sport, I never shot a bear. I would get tags that allowed me to shoot one, but I never did.

Few Californians realize that hundreds of bears are taken by hunters each year in California, from early October till late December, one per hunter. Under state regulations, up to 1,700 bears can be hunted down, with sows with cubs, and cubs themselves, off limits. In 2021, the California Department of Fish and Wildlife reported, hunters “harvested” 1,266 wild bears.
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