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The fishermen know that the sea is dangerous and the storm terrible, but they have never found these dangers sufficient reason for remaining ashore.

—Vincent van Gogh





INTRODUCTION

I played on a softball team on Thursday nights for two years before learning what my teammate, Rich King, did for a living. Sometimes he would miss a game or two, later mentioning only that he had been away for work.

When I heard he was a U.S. federal marshal who once guarded Unabomber Ted Kaczynski, September 11 conspirator Zacarias Moussaoui, and former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, I was taken aback that this modest man could possibly be in that line of work. Months later, over coffee, Rich talked about the Hussein assignment, simply saying, “I looked at it as another job,” as if he were merely tying his shoes.

Except for a Marine and a firefighter who live down the street, few of my friends, relatives, and neighbors (e.g., plumber, librarian, attorney, Realtor, teacher, dentist, small business owner) are likely to experience any serious physical harm while at work unless they get clobbered by accident. They don’t go too far above or below the ground nor do they endure hazardous or miserable working conditions. As for me—before I starting writing books—I wore suits, ties, starched shirts, and polished shoes for thirty years doing government work, and never felt at risk other than when ducking an occasional insult hurled by an irritated state legislator during a legislative committee hearing.

How is it, then, that some people end up in occupations that take them to that thin edge where they confront true danger and where the consequence of error could cause severe injury or death to them and others? And, what is it about the public’s fascination with reality television programs like Deadliest Catch, America’s Toughest Jobs, Ax Men, Ice Road Truckers, Dirty Jobs, Lockup, and Pirate Hunters: USN, in which daring people, from crab fishermen and storm chasers to loggers and pirate hunters, show what separates them from those who dwell a little too long in the likes of Walter Mitty’s vivid fantasy life? Sure, there are weekend warriors among us who seek thrills through rock climbing, skydiving, bungee jumping, deepwater scuba diving, and extreme sports, but these pursuits are more often hobbies or personal quests than they are paid work.

I wrote this book because I am curious to know why people like Rich King choose jobs in which the odds of getting hurt are considerably greater than at a desk job and if there is anything that distinguishes them from people who squirm at the slightest discomfort. So, I set out on a search for men and women who would talk candidly about why they take on dangerous work, how they deal with it, what type of jams they get into, and what the job means to them.

I began by typing the words “dangerous jobs” in Google’s search engine and up popped a list published annually by the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics that identifies the top ten occupations by the number of fatal injuries in the United States.Year after year, the following jobs rank high in bad things happening:



	fishermen (from extreme weather, shipwrecks, being swept overboard, slippery decks)

	loggers (from log handling, tree-felling, poisonous plants, animals)

	aircraft pilots (from crashes, exposure to hazardous chemicals—namely, crop dusters)

	structural ironworkers (from falling, being hit by equipment or steel)

	powerline workers (from falling, electrocution)



Typically rounding out the bureau’s annual top ten are police officers, garbage collectors, farm workers, roofers, and truck drivers.

I collected additional suggestions from friends and strangers, clipped newspaper articles about gutsy people (like a story about crop duster Gene Hamner’s frightening crash in a vineyard), and picked up some ideas from television programs. I also got a lead on an interview during a flight from Houston to Belize City from a fellow passenger who said his wife’s cousin is an alligator trapper who would be interesting to meet. And, when I was looking for a cheap place to stay in Kodiak Island, Alaska, I met a woman on the Internet who mentioned that her son-in-law, Matt Corriere, was the sole survivor of a tragic accident aboard a crab fishing boat.

My list of candidates to interview was almost complete when I went looking for a tree trimmer, crane operator, and foundry worker, but I decided to swap those job categories for a pizza delivery guy, cab driver, and psychiatrist, because the latter are vulnerable to becoming targets of an assailant. I wanted to hear if they had anything to say about being at risk. As psychiatrist Peter Yellowlees cautions, “You never know who is gonna walk through the door.”

I was ready to hit the road. I started with bullfighter Joe Baumgartner, who, the day after the interview, got a concussion after being hooked under his chin by a bull’s horns and flung into the air and landing on his head. Then to Florida to talk with storm chaser Jeff Gammons, on the road with the Ringling Brothers Circus to talk at center ring with tiger trainer Vicenta Pages, and to Jerusalem to listen to Washington Post journalist Griff Witte describe a story about Palestinian smugglers. Then off to Pennsylvania to drink beer and eat barbequed pork chops with coal miner Jeff Shiner, to the San Diego Chargers training camp to interview two-time Pro Bowler Kassim Osgood after practice, to New York City to meet with Ula the Pain-Proof Rubber Girl, a knife thrower’s assistant, and later to Chicago to talk with high-rise window washer Walter Diaz.

It became clear in the early interviews that sitting in an office cubicle is not for these people; rather, it is often the pull of an adrenaline rush that sucks them in, such as for search-and-rescue ranger Keith Lober, who hikes the rugged terrain at Yosemite National Park. “I’m an adrenaline junkie, like a lot of people in this business,” Lober told me. “We go from one adrenaline rush to the next.You get addicted to it. ... What we do is critical, and it’s important.We make decisions every single day whether people are gonna live or die, literally whether they will live or die. I love being involved in that.”

Similarly, Bobby Burrell gets his adrenaline fix by jumping over the pit road wall during NASCAR races to change tires, despite being severely injured one time when a car crashed into him. “It’s not a job for the weak-minded,” Burrell says. “You have things hitting you so fast you got to think in a split second what to do. ... You got to have a little bit of adrenaline junkie in you to go do what we do. Fear is not an option. If you’re scared or have just a hint of fear, you could get yourself hurt or somebody else hurt.”

Speaking of fear, wildlife filmmaker Andy Casagrande, who shoots video for the Discovery Channel and National Geographic, shows the clarity and guts that characterize almost everyone featured in Risky Living. “I was scared the first time I ever got outside of the cage with a great white shark,” he said. “But at the same time, I realized if I allowed my fear to invoke panic then things could get bad quickly, so it was best to keep my head and keep my courage such that I didn’t invoke a chase reaction.”

Some people just know how to make the difficult seem simple. They have steel nerves. Lieutenant Frank Weisser, who flew thirty-four combat missions in Iraq and now flies high-speed aerial maneuvers with the Navy’s Blue Angels, says, “When you’re in formation, streaking through the skies eighteen inches from another airplane, doing flips and rolls, and you’re doing five hundred miles an hour and under heavy Gs, one-hundredth of an inch of movement in the stick would lead you to hit that airplane. That could potentially cause a four-airplane fireball.”

Soldier Cameron Begbie, who fought in Fallujah, Iraq, during one of the fiercest military battles since the darkest days of the Vietnam War, is willing to dare because of his commitment to duty and allegiance to his buddies. “Kicked the door of this one house and got into a firefight,” Begbie told me. “There was four of them. They were coming out of closets, shooting.We shot back.We got into a little hand-to-hand.We’re hooking, jabbing, stabbing. ... It’s kind of a barroom brawl without the alcohol. It wasn’t a schoolyard fight where you sit there and you say, okay, we’re both going home. One of us isn’t going home. I guarantee you I’m gonna go home at the end of the day. Then, one of the bad guys pulls a grenade ...”

For some, recognition is the attraction to risk, as it is for veteran hockey player Jeremy Roenick. “That’s all I want to be known as: a warrior that came to play every night,” Roenick said. “I want people to say they didn’t know whether he was gonna hurt us on the scoreboard or hurt us in the corner or hurt us in open ice. I want to make sure that people knew when I was on the ice, that something was gonna happen.... I’ve had over six hundred stitches in my face. I’ve broken my jaw twice—once in four places, the second time in nineteen places. Broke every finger at least twice. I broke every toe. I’ve broken my ankle, broken my wrist, broke my ribs, separated shoulders, dislocated fingers, ten or eleven concussions, nine broken noses, pulled groins, two coccyx breaks, hernia surgery on both sides.”

It is the pride in doing a job few seek that drives coal miner Shiner: “When you go to work, you get into the elevator, the doors close, you go nine hundred feet underground, the doors open: Welcome to hell. We walk where the devil dances, that’s what people say, because you’re so far underground and you travel two or three miles in.... You’ve never seen anything that dark in your life.... To work underground, it takes balls.”

For others, the decision to work where danger lurks is basically a family matter, as it is for commercial fisherman Joel Helgevold, who does what he does because “I’m a son of a son of a sailor. My dad’s dad owned a boat, my dad owns a boat. I’m gonna own a boat, and that’s how it is.”

Choosing a job laced with risk might be for pay or adrenaline or duty or adventure or recognition or to avoid boredom. The forty-two men and women in the book might, at times, doubt themselves and pause briefly to seek safer ground, but rarely do they turn away. They know what search-and-rescue ranger Lober means when he says, “We seek and hire the guy who marches toward the sound of the guns when everyone else runs the other way.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “A hero is no braver than an ordinary man, but he is brave five minutes more.” Although nobody in Risky Living claims to have done anything heroic, they would be ready to act if needed. They, in their own style, would be there for those “five minutes more.”

In the oral history tradition of Studs Terkel, I tried to preserve the tone, rhythm, and speaking styles of the interviewees. Their words are edited primarily for clarity and brevity. At times, fragmented comments are rearranged for a clearer sequence of events. Some people asked to read their transcript before publication, such as Hollywood stuntwoman Katie Rowe: “Do I get a chance to read what you write before it is published? Since we fall down for a living, I don’t want to sound dumb.”

I hope you get a kick out of meeting these fascinating people who make their living working around beasts, fire, extreme weather, guns, high altitude, deep water, speed, explosives, big things, bad guys, and a lot of other scary stuff. I sure did.
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KEITH LOBER

SEARCH-AND-RESCUE RANGER

“I’m an adrenaline junkie, like a lot of people in this business. We go from one adrenaline rush to the next.You get addicted to it. Whether you’re a city paramedic or a firefighter or a race car driver, I think there’s an addiction to adrenaline. This job also has the plus of it being a mix of mountain climbing and drama. What we do is critical, and it’s important. We make decisions every single day whether people are gonna live or die. I love being involved in that.”

Keith Lober manages the emergency services operation at Yosemite National Park. On this winter morning, he leans back in his chair in his search-and-rescue office and talks about his work. “Because Yosemite has such a high incidence of wilderness rescue, we spend a great percentage of our time rescuing people out of the backcountry, which is both emergency medical and rescue work. It’s a law enforcement job, because law enforcement is designated the responsible party for search and rescue.”
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“A protest against rules banning the sport of parachuting from cliffs in national parks went horribly awry yesterday when a veteran jumper plunged to her death from the top of El Capitan in Yosemite.”—San Francisco Chronicle


BASE jumping is not allowed here in the park. They were doing a civil disobedience jump, where they’re lining up and jumping. The last person to jump was a lady named Jan Davis. My instructions were to meet and greet everyone at the top, to advise them that it is illegal to jump from the top of El Capitan. I was not to interfere. I was talking to her: “You will be arrested at the bottom, you know that, of course.” She said, “Yes, thank you.” I said,“Have a nice jump.”

She was in love with life and happy. This kind of sport is one of these things that people love doing; they’re addicted to it. I appreciate it for what it is, but it is illegal, and so I enforce it, and I’ll arrest you if I catch you BASE jumping, because they pay me to do that, but it doesn’t mean I don’t totally support it. I do, and I think it’s wonderful. My personal opinion is that it’s a sport and it should be authorized here in the park, but it’s not. So, I was the greeter at the top, like the Kmart greeter: “How are you doing, Jan? All right, Jan, when you jump here, expect to be arrested.You know the rangers are gonna put handcuffs on you, they will book you, and then they will release you. Okay?” It’s all very cordial.

It was a good management decision not to try to interfere, to allow them their civil disobedience, because if you try to stop it they’re gonna jump someplace else, and do it in a hurried fashion. We thought that was more risky, so it was a risk decision to allow it. It backfired. She got killed. She impacted the ground as we’re counting—by nine seconds from the top, the chute should open. So we’re counting, “One, two, three,” and between three and nine you should hear the chute pop open, and then “ten, eleven, twelve.”You knew “thirteen” was the deck. Her chute didn’t open. She hit so hard it set off car alarms a thousand feet away.

I’m an army brat, so I have grown up everywhere. When I was in my early teens, we lived in Alaska and my dad commanded the 172nd Brigade, which is a mountaineering brigade for the army. I would get dragged around on the glaciers and the mountains by army sergeants. I think it started me down this path. Climbing is in your blood, or it’s not. I mean, I was exposed to it, read about it, and knew that that was the direction I was headed. And a part of it was also the romance of rescue work, you know, the old stuff that was done in the Alps, which was as intriguing to me as the actual climbing.

I started out as a professional mountain guide in Rocky Mountain National Park, in Colorado. I did that for the first six years of my employment. I was young and had good knees and a strong back. I got out of it at around twenty-six years old, because I realized there was very little money in it and a huge amount of work; the glamour wore off.

Then I realized that I really liked emergency services work, so I became a ski patrolman, and then eventually a firefighter paramedic in Washington, D.C., which is a whole other story. You see so much so quickly in a big city system that it polishes your skill sets, because you get inundated with so much; it’s like going to the University of Carnage and Trauma. When you come out here in a rural setting such as in Yosemite, there’s very little that one hasn’t seen.

In Yosemite, 96 percent of this park is wilderness. It’s 1,200 square miles; it’s bigger than some states and bigger than many countries. This is “climbing central.”The thing that brought me here is that the incidence of rescue is so frequent, so constant, you do it all the time. Sometimes a case goes wrong or goes sideways and you wish you had done something different, but I don’t dread or shy away from making those decisions, and no one here does. We seek and hire the guy who marches toward the sound of the guns when everyone else runs the other way.

We average 250 backcountry missions a year, but the meat and potatoes of this job is on the Mist Trail, which is the heavily used corridor of the Yosemite Valley up to Half Dome. There’s a waterfall there that mists across the trail. Our job is to clean up people with damaged ankles who fall down on the trail. It’s not glamorous, we hate it, it’s boring, but it’s got to get done. So we just go up there and we wheel them down. We have a litter that has a big wheel on it. We will do that in the summer, sometimes once or twice a day.

There’s everything in between that and up to the big El Capitan climber rescues where they are three thousand feet above the ground. We have to go down under the face of El Cap and pull climbers off.We’re very good at that. Back in the seventies, it was just an unbelievable operation. Those days are gone, because we understand the animal, and we can pull off an El Cap rescue in a matter of hours without blinking an eye. That’s not bragging; we’re trained for it. All the guys that we use have climbed the face of the Cap multiple times.They’ve done it at night, they’ve done it in the day.We’ve mastered that skill, and our technical expertise is the one thing that we’re known for. But what we’re not recognized for is the volume of calls that we have. We’re the masters of disaster. We manage chaos—that’s what we do whether it’s an earthquake or a rockfall event.

Our operation gears up from the staff like you see around here, which is pretty much nonexistent right now, to a huge team the busiest five or six months of the season. We form emergency teams on the fly, but everyone knows their roles. We’re very good at managing emergencies because we do it with such frequency. We cover so many different hazards from fire to rockfalls, from law enforcement to emergency medical traffic accidents to search and rescue; you name it and we will manage it. We operate comfortably in high-angle terrain, and we aren’t necessarily always roped. We try to minimize our risks, but there are certain inherent risks of just being able to move in terrain that preclude you from being roped up. Most of my team is very comfortable in technical terrain, so the level of which they personally feel they need to rope at is much higher than what we force them to use the rope.

Less than probably 2 percent of our caseload is actually a real search; probably 40 percent is an overdue report that you got to follow up on. That’s where people haven’t turned up when they’re supposed to, for whatever reasons: unrealistic expectations on the person who’s reporting it, delays because of weather, or they just didn’t get their itineraries right. But that 2 percent tends to be a big part of our workload, because a search for a person in a 1,200-square-mile park can be huge.

I’ll give you three events that have happened here recently that were each slightly different but uniquely interesting. In the first one, I was the IC, the incident commander. I ran the operation and directed the troops. The next one is an avalanche where I was simply a rescuer, one of the team members that went out. And on the last one, I was the operations chief directing actions on scene. So the first one is a missing person, the second one is an avalanche, and the third one is a suicide where a man threatened that he had a gun and was going to jump off the upper Yosemite Falls, which he eventually ended up doing after a five-hour standoff with our tactical team.

The first event is the Steve Frasier search. Steve came to the park by himself, hitchhiked into the park from I think someplace like Atlanta. Why that is significant is that there’s no trail for us to follow to find him, so when eventually we were told that he might be overdue, there was no way to track him through the system. A lot of people leave a car, they use a credit card or a cell phone; he had none of that. So we didn’t know anything. We get a call on the ninth of November saying, “I have a friend who might have gone to Yosemite, but I’m not sure. He hasn’t returned, and he had a plane ticket to return on the ninth, and it didn’t get used. Is he in the park?”

One of the patrol officers takes the initial call—we get this kind of crap all the time, and that falls in the category of crap, because there’s not enough information to deal with—and the officer goes, “There’s no way to track that down.” The next day it gets dumped onto my office. We discussed some strategies, which included running all the backcountry permits that were taken out and, bingo, fourteen days earlier his name shows up on a permit. All it says is that Frasier is going to Sunrise, which can be a trail, Sunrise can be a High Sierra camp, Sunrise can be a specific campground, but they are all in the geographic north middle section of the park. Then we developed a large investigative search team who are looking at permits and campgrounds, and some are running credit cards, looking for cell phone records.We’re aware that we’re not gonna have much to go on, but there’s enough to indicate that he might have been here in the park.We don’t want to end up in a bastard search situation, you know. “Bastard search” is just what it sounds like: It’s a search for someone who’s not in your jurisdiction and you’re wasting your time.

We start searching in the north middle section of the park, a two-hundred-square-mile area, but it turned out it was the wrong place. What really solved this case was criminal investigators who persisted in calling back and trying to find friends who might know him, and they found someone who he had discussed his plans with. So we now changed the direction of the search 180 degrees and now had a four-hundred-square-mile area, because now we had the possibility of him being in the north—because that’s where his permit said he’s going—and in the south, because this person said, “He pointed out that he wanted to go to the south end.”

So I jumped into the helicopter with the search manager and took a joyride with him, because I wanted to actually see the terrain that I was gonna assign people to. And as we were flying over, we find Steve Frasier. He had written “SOS” in the snow in ten-foot letters outlined in pine boughs. It stood out so dramatically that as we’re going by, bingo, there he is. We flew the itinerary that he had given his friend, and he was on it. He just got snowed in. He’s out there forty miles out in the backcountry and had four feet of snow drop on him. It was like the Donner Party, except he didn’t have anybody to eat. He had been out there for thirteen days on two days of food, so he had gotten very skinny. I mean, here is a guy who had scratched his last will and testament into what we call a “bear canister,” which is a canister that is bear proof so bears can’t tear into it and eat your food (it’s not to protect your food, it’s actually to protect the bears from being habituated by constantly getting your food). And then the helicopter flies over. He was elated. We landed, and it’s like, “All right, problem over. We did a good job; a life saved.” Steve knew he was gonna die, until we arrived. He told us that.

In mid-February, a group of Korean climbers were siege-climbing the northwest face of Half Dome, where it’s colder than can be in the middle of winter. What they’re doing is they’re climbing a technically difficult low-altitude climb, but it would mimic almost Himalayan in its proportion because of the cold and the snow and access problem. It has many of the overtones of a huge wilderness mountain in the far-out distant regions of the world because of the circumstances. It’s a challenge.

So they’re climbing it in winter, which is a very legitimate although difficult proposition. It’s cold and miserable and nasty. To facilitate access to the face where the actual real climbing begins, North Face is like a 2,500-foot dead vertical rock wall. Just the access to that is a three-thousand-foot chute that comes up from Mirror Lake, and part of that chute is subject to avalanche in the right conditions. Now, the Sierra snowpack is a fairly stable snowpack, and avalanches don’t happen with the frequency that they happen in the Continental snowpack, which is a real dry snowpack. But when they do happen, they can be catastrophic events and equally hard to predict. In this case, there was a real warm spell and rain was falling on the snowpack, percolating through it, lubricating it from below, and loosening the adhesion to the surface below.

There were about eight climbers, male and female.And, because the weather had been so atrocious, they were going up and down on fixed lines, meaning that they had fixed ropes from the base of the actual start of the climb to the valley floor, so they could access it safely.

I’m gonna guess that they were like a week into the climb. This one guy was going down the fixed lines, by himself, when an avalanche struck and swept him down three hundred to four hundred feet. He stopped before the pour-over, or he would have gone off like a five-hundred-foot cliff. But he’s in the debris field of the avalanche, which, because it’s a Sierra snowpack avalanche, the rubble is computer-terminal-sized blocks of ice—it’s like being put into a dryer with bowling balls—and he has been ground up in that.

The report came in to us from members of his party around 4:00 PM—they had those little family-band radios, the kind you buy from Kmart, they’re very common in climbing, inexpensive, and they work reasonably well. This guy was supposed to go to their base camp and he never arrived, and so the two teams—the one on the wall and the one at base camp—started talking and they realized he was missing. They sent another couple of people down the wall to go look for him. When these two guys go down, they find their friend ground up in the rubble, with a broken femur, a broken arm, he has altered mental status because he has got some kind of closed head injury, and he can’t breathe right because he has some kind of compression injury on his chest. He’s very critically injured.

Well, in February we’re at our lowest staffing levels that you can imagine in the park, because we’re seasonal, and at this time of the year, we’re on an adrenaline deficit. So we’re eager, we got something to do. We’re like hound dogs, we want to run, every one of these guys wants to run. We release our units as they become available. We try to pair them up into groups of twos and threes and send them out so they can watch out for each other. Ideally we would like to send them all at once, but that resource isn’t there, yet we want to get it started, because even a rescuer who’s ill-equipped on the wall—or not equipped to complete the mission—can actually get started fixing lines and carrying supplies up to the high points on the trail for the next team to come up.

We launched the rescue, but there’s a certain hesitancy, because there’s three things going on. One is we initially weren’t aware that this was an avalanche. Two, it gets back to us that the Korean climber has actually been ground up in an avalanche, so that’s two red flags of operational risk that we know as we walk into this thing. The third was ongoing avalanche activity. Since there’s avalanches going on, what’s the potential of more avalanches above us? Are our approaches, for the most part, protected and safe?

So we now have the three red flags, which is to say, Hold on, we can’t put people into a known avalanche chute when they’re already climbing through debris where the avalanche has run, or will run, or can run. Then, the incident commander pulls the plug. He says, “I’m not gonna send people in there. It’s too unknown and too operationally hazardous. Pull the people back.” That’s a hard decision for a guy to make, because he’s potentially signing the climber’s death warrant. But it was good operational risk management. I have to give him credit for that. I probably would have made that same decision, but I wanted to run up there, get as high as I could, and get a scene size-up. I wanted a boots-on-the-ground feel for what was going on in there. I would have come to the same decision had I been in I think reversed roles.You really want to go get this guy, but we put our life safety at a very high premium, meaning that if we injure one of our people, we’ve made the situation worse.We say,“Our life is not worth their life.” We’re not gonna kill ourselves to get you. There’s a point where we’re gonna pull the pin and say a person is on his own for a little bit. We can’t get everybody.

So we pulled out. I think the units all got back by about ten or eleven o’clock that night.You’re dead tired, you crawl back in here, you’re hammered, and you go, “Thank God I got out of there.” It would have been an all-nighter if we had actually made it up to the guy and got him.You just hope that he’s less critically injured and he’s going to survive the night, but you don’t know.

Well the next morning, he was still alive. The two Koreans stayed with him in the middle of the face. These were intelligent, skilled Alpinists, and they took good care of this guy. They had him packaged up right. We sent people back up the fixed lines and we brought in our helicopter with myself and Jack Hoeflich. He and I got dropped out the door on the hoist line as the two members of the ground team arrived. Jack and I are completely self-sufficient. We carry all the medical gear, all our rescue gear, all our own climbing gear.

We get the Korean climber on the litter, the helicopter snags him and takes off. We can request the helicopter to come back and get us, but we can actually get out of the avalanche zone a lot quicker if we just run. So we run the lines and climb out of there. The Korean ends up in the hospital and survives, and he’s banged up, but he gets off the mountain. The other Koreans eventually abandoned their ascent, not so much because their friend got injured, although I’m sure that factored into it, but I think they just ran out of time, and the weather was never cooperative.

The third incident is something we dealt with just last week, which was we got a 911 call saying that there’s a gentleman who had called his sister saying he’s gonna kill himself from the top of the Yosemite Falls, and he’s got a gun. He says his life is in turmoil, he’s got legal problems, he’s got personal problems, he’s got life problems, all of the above. Which one stood out the most? Who knows?

One of the patrol officers and I get dispatched to be the initial crew to hump up to the top of Yosemite Falls. It’s a 3,600-foot vertical elevation gain. You’re doing that with cold-weather gear, military tactical gear, an M16 rifle, magazines, handcuffs, Taser, a vest. So it’s a hump up there, and we beat the helicopter. This has the tones of a law enforcement event, but it also has a certain component of rescue to it, because the guy can change his mind anytime. He’s self-medicated—he’s drugged—he was staggering. It took us a while to find him because we didn’t have a clear idea of exactly where he was.

I left here like at one thirty; it took me about an hour and a half, two hours, to get to the top. Well, it is the top of Yosemite Falls, it’s full-on winter, there’s eight feet of snow on the ground, and he’s standing on a rock out in the middle of the river. There’s snow, and a rock bridge that goes out to his rock, but he’s pretty well-isolated out there. The only way that we can go out there is if we walked to the rock, but of course you don’t want to do that, because if you fall in you’re in the laminar flow of the Yosemite Falls and you’re going over. He has tactically placed himself in a position where we can’t go reasonably try to get him.You can’t Taser him, because then you own him when he falls in the water.You can’t shoot him because there’s no reason to shoot him; you’re trying to save him.And, he says he has a gun. So this becomes a police standoff with rescue overtones. And we have a rescue swimmer there who’s in a dry suit; he’s ready to go in, plus we have a hostage negotiating team that deals with people in stressful situations. It was kind of a no-win situation.

The standoff goes on for like four hours. Just before dark, he decides that’s it, game over. He lowers himself down into the water and gets swept over the falls. We haven’t recovered him yet because he got swept over and he’s now in the ice cone at the base. We will recover him in two or three months. But I got to tell you, in twenty-five years in the business, that’s the first time I’ve ever seen anyone purposely kill themselves.

If you’re way too sensitive, this is not your job. I mean there’s been cases that I probably still have huge misgivings about how they were handled, and I have lain awake at night.You know, the worst trauma doesn’t affect me. You just move on to the next case. You become somewhat like a lot of emergency workers and disaster workers: hardened to human trauma and the tragedy of that we deal with. It’s natural survival. You disown other people’s human tragedy so you can move on to the next case. When you start owning it, that’s where you start getting into trouble, but everyone does to a certain extent. There’s always something that bothers them.

I’m fifty-five. I’m going to retire in about a year. I’m going to do something else. I just have a need to move on to the next chapter in life. I’ll miss the adrenaline and drama of this job, and I’m trying to wean myself a little bit. I might go into commercial emergency services with a company that does international work. I worked for one company last year as a nongovernmental operation, so I had to take time off from my job here.They flew us down to South America to do recovery operations for a helicopter accident on a Peruvian peak. The helicopter was carrying ten people and it impacted a mountain coming back from a mining site. The mining corporation wanted the bodies of their execs returned to the families. The site was on a jungle cliff face; it was like an adventure expedition, with indigenous local people hacking their way through the jungle with machetes, and porters carrying loads on their heads, and different versions of venomous snakes. It was quite exotic. We got to the accident site on a big cliff face and recovered the bodies.

That’s one of those things that I wouldn’t go into full-time, but I’d stay on the Rolodex as someone who can be picked up on a catch-as-catch-can basis. I want to be deployed in the field and manage an accident scene, just to maintain the adrenaline flow, because I don’t think I will ever get over it.
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JAMES IRVIN

MIXED MARTIAL ARTS FIGHTER

James Irvin holds the record for the fastest knockout in Ultimate Fighting Championship history by beating Houston Alexander eight seconds into the first round of their fight. James is thirty years old, stands six feet two inches tall, and fights at 205 pounds. He runs a mixed martial arts training center. “This sport is still so new that it’s all misconceptions, people don’t understand. When I opened this gym about a year ago, the city would drive by our parking lot with a camera like five times a day until we had our permits and our licenses because parents were complaining that we were gonna be teaching kids how to barroom brawl. People think we’re teaching eye gouging and fighting in a cage with bottles and bats. They don’t understand. That’s partly because of the way the UFC was branded when it came out in the nineties. It was blood and guts, no gloves, no rules. Now, it’s the biggest sport in the world.”
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I am a professional mixed martial artist. I fight for the UFC, the Ultimate Fighting Championship. It’s no-holds-barred fighting. There are actually rules to it, like there is no eye gouging, there is no groin strikes, there are certain submissions that you can’t do, there are certain elbows you can’t do, you can’t bite, and stuff like that. I’d say it’s the most fierce fighting:You bring the attributes from different martial arts and you blend them.

I didn’t grow up in martial arts. I didn’t wrestle, I didn’t know karate, I have no parent that was into that. I watched the infant stages of UFC fighting in the early nineties like everyone did. Just watching these guys, I knew I could compete with them athletically.

I trained for many years to be an athlete. My dream always was to be a football player. I never doubted that. So when that washed out, I just don’t think I was ready to give up being an athlete, but I never thought mixed martial arts fighting was it. I always felt like a tough guy, and I was always big and a mean-looking guy, but I couldn’t back it up. I think I had been in two fights my whole life, in high school. I knocked both people out.

I went to my first fight and I thought I could compete with them. Little did I know what was really going on in the cage. At that first fight, I’m seeing these guys who are out of shape, they look like barroom brawlers. I’m like, I’m gonna whip these guys’ asses. I went home and got a phone book, picked up the nearest jujitsu place that I could go to. If you don’t know about Brazilian jujitsu, it’s ground fighting; you start on the ground, most people fight off their backs; it’s all submissions, no punching, no hitting; it’s chokes and arm bars, joint manipulations, twisting your arms certain ways; it’s hard to explain. So I went to this place, and I’m 240 pounds, and I start rolling around with guys there that are 170 pounds. I left there with like almost black eyes—not from getting punched—from being choked, with marks around my eyes. I think I got choked unconscious at least once my very first night. I remember going there thinking that these are the guys that I would have picked on if I ever had to. These are guys in a bar who would be the first ones that I went after if they ran their mouths to me. I instantly gained respect for them. I had piercings in my ears and nipples, and I took them out that night. They were all bleeding anyways.

After about six months of doing that, I got to where I could hang with everyone in there, not beat anyone, but none of them could make me submit no more. I was very comfortable on the ground, and I wanted to try my first cage fight. My coach at the time said, “Okay, we need to try and see how your stand-up is,” so the next day in practice, I put boxing gloves on. I left there with a bloody nose, a bloody mouth, a fat lip. Coaches don’t beat you up—they are the only ones who care about you; they are showing you your mistakes; they are playing pitter-patter with you. He could have knocked me out numerous times, but I left there with a smashed face. I left there thinking I need to keep on doing this. Then, I went and joined a boxing place to learn kickboxing. Then I had my first fight. It’s just evolved from there. This last June, I’ve been pro fighting for five years. I had seven or eight knockouts to get to the UFC. Usually it takes much longer. I’ve been fortunate enough that I had a lot of wins to get there.You start fighting at small area shows, like at Indian casinos where they are not regulated—they are a pretty scary deal. You kind of work your way up, and you kind of have something to prove. I remember a lot of fighting on a Friday, and then on Saturday all of us went to bars and were getting into fights. But that was before I realized this was gonna be my career.

I don’t care how experienced you are, that fight-or-flight syndrome kicks in. I thought for about half an hour after my first fights, I was gonna have a heart attack. I don’t even remember walking out to the cage. I remember bits and pieces of fighting. I don’t remember leaving. I remember being backstage lying on the ground asking for an ambulance to come. I never had an adrenaline rush like that before. At that time it was scary. I didn’t know what was going on. I don’t do drugs. I mean, can I be having a heart attack? It was the adrenaline.

The last twenty to thirty minutes before a fight, I’d pee like thirteen times. That’s your fight or flight kicking in. It’s making your body lighter; a natural animal kind of instinct. It’s your body getting ready. Brandon Vera, one of the top-level guys who fights in the UFC, pukes before every fight, right backstage as he is walking out, usually ducking off puking as they are announcing his name.

I’ve been pretty lucky. Most of my fights have been on the winning end. I really haven’t been beat up. I’ve lost fights. I’ve been knocked on my ass and I got twenty stitches across my face two months ago when I got knocked out by Anderson Silva. That was the first fight I’ve ever really been blown out of the water, but I haven’t been in too many spots where I was dominated and beat up to where I even got to consider giving up and just go, fuck this, I’m out of here. I’ve had people on my back trying to choke me out for long periods of times, but there are certain things you don’t give up to. Chokes are one of them. As far as I’m concerned, if someone gets you in a choke, you keep fighting until you fall asleep, because they are not something that really hurts that much; a blood choke especially. In a fight, there is so much energy you’re giving, you should be fighting as long as you can. Usually, when people give up on chokes, it’s at the same time that if I had held a little bit longer, I probably would have finished the guy. It’s funny how that line is right there. But choking is one of the things that I don’t feel someone should give up on.

There are different kinds of chokes. The carotid artery choke—or blood choke—don’t hurt at all really. It’s just pressure from both sides, and you just fall asleep. There’s triangle chokes, they don’t really hurt, but a lot of people give up because you get scared because you are pinned. There’s also like old-school chokes, like a guillotine choke, when you get someone from underneath and you just squash them. That one sucks, but there’s lots of ways out of there.

There also are certain submissions that will snap your arm, so you need to give up on them, and when someone is on top of you just punching you and punching you, a lot of times you know the refs will step in. The refs really make sure no one will get hurt. We have never had anyone die in a no-holds-barred fight yet, so they take real good care of us.

A lot of guys don’t understand about mixed martial arts. Some guys think it’s their way or the highway, like kickboxing is all you need to learn. It’s not. You need to learn boxing, kickboxing, Muay Thai, wrestling, grappling, and then you got to take all those and practice and mix them all together. The sport is still so new that I could go to a kickboxing coach who is a world champion in kickboxing, but he doesn’t know nothing about wrestling. I’ve had a boxing coach, a Muay Thai coach, and I wrestled with a bunch of guys where I really had to check my ego at the door.

I get inspiration from my coaches. I go in there “yes sir, no sir,” doing what they say. What they say has a lot of impact on me, and I have faith in them. I pay them a lot of money to whip my ass in practice, to push me much harder than I can push myself. I have one coach, he has made me cry a couple of times in practice, not because he was hurting me but because he made me go to that point where I thought I was gonna pass out. He has gotten me so many times to that point on hard runs or running up mountains or something like that, that I’m really thinking, I’m gonna pass out if I take another step. But I’ve done that so many times, it’s almost like I get a kick out of it now, seeing how hard he can push me. And there will be practices where I will start laughing, like there is nothing you can do to me. I push and push and push. It’s about how much you can overcome, like be in a cage and be getting dominated and still not give up, and then come back and win.

You know, a good day at work for me is getting a bloody mouth and a black eye. My best practice is when I get beat up, because that’s the only time you get better. It sucks. If I stay here in my hometown and just beat up all my training partners, you never get better. You can see a lot of these world champions—I’m not gonna say names—but for some reason or another, five years ago they were unbeatable. Now, they are getting beat left and right because those are the ones that stay at home and they have all their own training partners that they all beat on. They do the same thing for five years. But if you are looking at someone like Urijah Faber, or other guys that stay at the top, they are constantly traveling, constantly bringing in new partners, and most times the guys are better than you at least in one thing. A lot of guys don’t want to do that, because it sucks.

I can go to a boxing place and they have all guys that have been boxing for five to ten years, and they will whip my ass. But, let me start kicking those guys, and things will change. Then when we go to a kickboxing place, they will kick the hell out of me. College wrestlers are the worst. Most have been wrestling their whole lives. I haven’t been doing martial arts my whole life, so take someone who has been wrestling their whole life, and now wrestle him, it’s like a joke. How can I possibly compete with these guys? They will get a hold on you and just pretzel you up, smash you on the ground, and throw you around. Deep down inside, I know that I’m not a wrestler. I’m just taking part of that and I’m gonna meld it with punching and kicking. I can see it in a lot of their faces, they are like, I can take this guy. It’s a look I get all the time. Every time I go to a different gym, it’s a look I get from these people, and they put in the back of my head that I got to stay positive, and I’m thinking, let me put cage gloves on, let me and you have no rules, and let’s see what happens. For some reason I seem to be lucky when I get in the cage. I’m able to put things together. But in practice with a lot of these guys, it’s a tough job.

What I do is, I practice to finish fights by hurting people. I happen to be a striker; it’s something I gravitated toward. My first three or four fights, I don’t think I threw a punch while standing and kicking. Like I said, I put people on the ground because I was so nervous, and that’s what I was comfortable at doing. Then it evolved for me. I have the fastest UFC first-round knockout and the fastest UFC second-round knockout in the world: an eight-second first-round knockout, and a nine-second second-round knockout.

The eight-second first round was when I fought Houston Alexander. This guy was the scariest-looking guy in the UFC. They call him “The Assassin.” He looks like a pro body builder, which is rare in our sport, because most guys don’t carry a lot of muscle. This guy has a six-pack, a bald head, a big goatee. Like I said, I just have a knack for fighting the scariest-looking guys in the sport.

In his fights, he had come off a couple of big knockouts against guys that were much better than him, and he was known as a tough guy. I haven’t had no one bullying me around yet, and I wasn’t about to. Right off the bat, I threw a Superman punch at him. It’s not something you ever throw at someone—it’s where you throw a kick and you punch at the same time.You don’t land the kick, but it’s too late for them to cover the punch, because when you go to kick, people’s first reactions usually are to block it. So, I walked out, throw my right kick at him—only about four or five inches off the ground, just enough for him to look down at it—and at the same time I threw my right hand. He actually didn’t go for it because you usually you have to set it up by peppering him and hurt him with a leg kick. We both came right at each other, so he did half the job for me—a right hand across the chin, right hand, right hand, and his chin kind of kicked back. It’s funny about getting hit in the jaw: Any tough guy can be hit right in the jaw, and you just go to sleep. He dropped like a bag of rocks. I remember seeing him fall. It’s so fast I’m just thinking, finish, finish, finish, so I’m jumping down and I’m going to punch him, and the ref’s already jumping on top of me. I had no idea it would be it was the fastest UFC knockout ever until they announced it afterward.

That’s why I have these big knockouts in the fights, because I’m coming right at them and not giving them a second to breathe or letting them decide how the fight is going to dictate. That’s the kind of fighter I am. For me, it’s all about imposing my will. If I go in there and just get all barroom crazy and start throwing punches, that does me no good.

My fastest second-round knockout was against Terry Martin, which was my second UFC fight. I had been beat up the whole first round. He held me down and sat on top of me, barely punched me once or twice. It was very frustrating. So, in the second round, I walked across the ring and threw a flying knee at him. It’s just what it sounds like: I jumped in the air and shot my left knee right across his face. It’s pretty Hollywood-looking. He’s out cold. Nine seconds. It’s something I would have never expected to land and knock someone out with. That was the first time anyone has ever left in a stretcher in UFC history.

One time, I come off a couple of losses and I had to fight my way back. I fought Hector Ramirez, a training partner of mine that was a national champion wrestler. In training, he always whipped my ass. I didn’t want nothing to do with him, but when the UFC gives you a fight, you have to take the fight. For three months, I was battling with how am I gonna beat this guy. I went into this fight, and sure as hell, he beat me up. I had a concussion, I had black eyes, I had a bloody nose, he mauled me the whole first round. I go back to my corner, I can’t breathe, and I’m looking for a way out. I’m almost thinking of throwing in the towel, giving up. My cornerman, Scott Smith, calmed me down a little bit, and I kind of got my second wind. I went out there and—for some reason I’m pretty lucky when it comes to knockouts—I caught him on the way in with a big right hand and knocked him out.

Even though I won, I looked horrible. I didn’t do the stuff we worked on, and it wasn’t till I relaxed and finally landed my huge shot that you can see my body just kind of go, okay, here we go. But up to that point, I was rigid and tense for whatever reason.You are fighting high-level competition, and I will be scared to death, but if I go in there and do what I worked on and compete at my best, then I’m happy as hell.

I’ve always been a pretty humble person, so I’m not the kind of guy to flex and jump around and cuss. I always kind of keep my head down and just let my work show what I did. Most fighters are that way. There are a few that are very brash, but we all know your own ass kicking is only one fight away. I shake my opponent’s hand, leave there, inside feeling tremendous, then you hear the crowd, trying to take it all in, because that’s three months of work for that twenty seconds where you finally get to “this is what I did this for.”

Yeah, I get nervous, but it evolved from those beginning fights. At first, fighting was an ego thing, then it turned into a money thing. I started making big money because I was very good at what I did; then it turned into actually being able to make a living from this, and now it’s about wanting to be a top-level fighter; it’s about wanting to be recognized as a top ten guy year-round. It’s about getting a chance to fight for a belt. Now, it’s all a sport for me. I have money in the bank, I have the notoriety; now it’s all about what I do in there on my own, getting in the cage and performing as hard as I trained. I push myself as hard as I can.

Anyone who has been in the sport understands that the first fight you fight is getting out of bed in the morning, every day. Everything hurts to hell. I wake up hurting, and I won’t feel good till I finally start walking around. I have days when I will just stay in bed. I will lay there and keep hurting, but once I finally talk myself into getting up and get moving, it’s like, okay, here we go. Then, I’m crawling out of bed.

In this job, it doesn’t matter how good you are or how hard you train, every so often you are going to catch that punch that you didn’t see, or you are gonna get hurt, or you are gonna get cut. Sometimes it’s a something as simple as that.You never go in there feeling like a million bucks. There is always injuries and stuff. I’ve broken both my hands. I’ve broken my nose. I have a deviated septum. I’ve broken both my feet, and I’ve had knee surgery, let alone numerous bruised ribs, hyperextended joints, and I think I’ve had about thirty or forty stitches. But, going in there knowing that I trained as hard as I can is where I get all my confidence from. Knowing that I had the best coaches, knowing that I trained my ass off, knowing that I’m in good enough shape—those are the things that keep me from being nervous and not be able to perform.

I got at least five more years left in this sport, but I want to be remembered for a long time. I want to get a chance to fight for a belt and get a belt. I’m thirty now. When I’m thirty-five, I will probably look and see where I’m at, how my body is holding up.
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RICH KING

FEDERAL MARSHAL

A few days after returning from conducting a federal marshal’s operation in Seattle, Rich King sits outside with me at a coffeehouse, talking about his career, including his assignments in the Ted Kaczynski “Unabomber” case, at September 11 conspirator Zacarias Moussaoui’s trial, and at former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s trial and execution. He is fifty years old.
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I’m a deputy U.S. marshal.

Early in my career, the Marshals Service sent me to New York for an assignment on the first World Trade Center bombing, when we were doing the trial of those guys and the blind sheikh. Back then, I was just a regular deputy. Most of the time, I got put on night shifts there and was doing security of the building. A couple of times, I worked on the court team where we’re transporting jurors. We had different types of teams doing different things during that trial, like protection on the judge.

I would say, back then, I was an average guy with tactics and pistols. Then this guy in our district wrote a proposal that gives us an eleven-man response team here in Northern California, so that like if you’re working a warrant and all of a sudden you locate a guy and you think he might be a problem, you can have all our guys on the same sheet of music with an operations plan.You then can just put out a call, and we’ll go and take this guy down as safely as possibly. Or if you have to do any high-threat moves, you got guys operating on the same piece of paper and they’re a little bit better shots, a little bit more tactically oriented; it’s just better and safer. We put in over 350 hours of training just on the handgun alone, to where your arms are so sore you can’t even hold an empty gun. But it’s served me well, even to this day. Now I’m older, I’m not in the shape I was back then. That training I got has still kept me head and shoulders above the rest of the guys, and even though I don’t practice as much as I used to, I’m better than most of the people that are shooting.

[The Unabomber,] Ted Kaczynski, was my first big thing out here when they moved him to Sacramento. He was caught in his cabin in Montana. Anytime you’re arrested on a federal warrant, you go before the nearest available magistrate, so he went before a magistrate in Montana, but he had mailed a letter here that blew up in an office and killed somebody. So they decided the jurisdiction and trial is going to be in Sacramento. I remember we flew him out to Mather Air Force Base, and we went and picked him up and put him in his own little cell, all to himself. I was in the motorcade for that movement, in the follow car right behind him. I was armed with a 9mm MP5 [submachine gun].

Yeah, we talked, but it was real small talk. He’d get by himself and would hum classical tunes. He always asked for books. Once he was in custody, he was no threat at all. In fact, he was kind of a klutz, because like the first day he tripped and fell going up the stairs to our courtroom.We always sent people in waist chains and handcuffs. Well, since he fell, they didn’t want him to hurt himself, so I always had to hold on to his arm and walk him. I had to have hands on him from the time he left the cell till he got in the courtroom.

Everything went fine. I think they had half the jurors picked, and then he decided to take a deal. He pled life imprisonment instead of facing the death sentence.When we got him out of here, we flew him straight to Colorado.

When I first came on with the Marshals Service, we traveled quite a bit; they call it “special assignments”—like witness security, where we give someone new identities. Sometimes they have to go testify in court and then, depending on the nature of what he has been doing, we may have a detail on him. I was traveling a lot, and I enjoyed going out and seeing different parts of the country.

Well, we started getting shorthanded in the Sacramento office and weren’t hiring anybody for a while. I thought about trying out for our special operations group but really didn’t want to devote that much time to it, and my kids were in high school. But then they made selections for the special operations group, so I went and tried out. Since then, all my things have been with the special ops group, like my two tours of Iraq.

I was in Baghdad twice. The first time I went over in September of 2004. Basically we’d had one rotation of six deputies that went over in April, and my team relieved them. Our team got split up, one half was assigned to the Ministry of Justice, and that’s what I was assigned to; the other half of the guys were assigned to interview people for the upcoming trial on the war crimes for Saddam Hussein and all his cohorts, like Chemical Ali. I don’t remember when Hussein was caught in Tikrit, in that hole. I can’t remember when he was caught because I really don’t pay attention to details; I’m more of a single-job-oriented guy: Give me a job to do, I go do it; then give me another job to do.

My job when we went over there was we were trying to set up a training academy to train the security officers who provide security in their different courthouses, for Iraq’s Ministry of Justice. We also went to their courthouses, looked at them, and then would say, “Okay, you need to get this done, this done, and this done to upgrade your security.”That’s what I did for my first six months.

I went over for the experience. I really didn’t know what to expect, wasn’t ready for it. It took me a little bit to get used to the environment. When we got there, the first team had only three days to get us up to speed with projects they had set up that we’re supposed to continue. My first three days in Baghdad I didn’t sleep very much. We’re staying in tents with cots, and it was 118 degrees.

We set up an academy with a contract company right in the middle of the desert in Al-Hillah, where the ArmorGroup—I think it was—would train the Iraqi security guys, teach them how to shoot, teach them proper searching techniques.And then we would go down and oversee the training to see how they’re doing.

It’s a fine balance: You’re there as an advisor, you can’t tell them to do it, but you’re also overseeing it, so you’re trying to say, hey, get young guys, don’t hire a sixty-year-old guy to go through a three-week thing in the desert when it’s 115 degrees. You don’t know who they’re bringing in. The guys you’re dealing with during the day could be the same guys that are out at night shooting at you. So, you would kind of just watch them, and then if something didn’t work out, you said, “You need to get rid of this guy, you need to get rid of that guy.” After my first tour there, I was glad to come home. I was glad to get out of there.

I went back again in September of ’06 for what they called the “Iraqi Higher Tribunal.” It was my decision; I wasn’t forced to go back. The [second] Saddam trial had already started. I was gonna go back to the Ministry of Justice to do what I did before, but I was assigned to take over the security at the trial.

You got to remember you got a little courthouse, and you got approximately 120 Iraqi police that are assigned to just do security at this courthouse. They have a lieutenant and a captain that’s basically running it, and we’re advising them: You put guys here, you rotate them at these different times. And then you’re also dealing with security for Iraqi judges. Say, an Iraqi judge is Sunni and he’s got an Iraqi police officer that’s Shia. Maybe their tribes conflict: “I’m above him, he won’t tell me what to do,” and you’re trying to explain security to them. So a lot of the security issues I had to do with were just trying to please people, and you can’t please people when you’re trying to maintain security standards. I mean, one time I had two Iraqi police who didn’t see eye to eye and all of a sudden they’re squaring off and they’ve got Glocks and AKs. Thank goodness they put the Glocks and AKs down before they went to strapping. I had to go running out there to separate those two guys. So, basically, I’m dealing with attitudes and security, not to mention now and then you got the mortars coming in that land near the compound.

When the Iraqi judges would go into session for the Hussein trial, the military and we would work together. The U.S. military had control of the detainees at different locations. I know what base they were at, but I can’t say. They would bring them in helos at night and then move them out at night—it was only probably a six-hundred-yard drive from the landing pad to our courthouse.

The military basically controlled the basement of our courthouse where the cells were.When court came in session, the military would bring the defendants up in one old elevator that you could only put one detainee and one soldier in. I had three other deputies assigned to me to monitor things like badging—people had to get badges to get in there, and all badges were scanned outside about two hundred yards before you even entered our compound. They had a magnetometer and one of these new body scanners over there—when you could get it to work—and we had another body scanner on the fourth floor, prior to entering the courtroom. Then we had cameras all throughout the courthouse that we could monitor. We had like 130 cameras.

The defendants basically were treated as prisoners of war and had to obey the guidelines. A few times a prisoner would refuse to go up to court, but we had procedures. Saddam was defiant and egotistical. I would actually have to go down and read a damn document to him through an interpreter. It was basically to read the Iraqi law, like, “You have been ordered to appear in court according to section so and so; if you fail to do this, you will be removed.” I had a six-man response team of all Iraqis that would actually go down into the basement—that’s the only time they would really go down there—they would put hands on him and escort him up to the court. I was nervous because we videotaped everything we did like that, you know, just for our protection and everybody’s protection. But I read him the thing. It was like he was playing a game. He goes, in English, with an accent, “Mr. Marshal, you want me to go to court, I’ll go to court.” Just like that. And he would say, “I’m not afraid of the dogs”—the dogs were the Iraqi police.

We got notice the execution is going to come down real quick, and we need to set up an operations plan to move him. The Iraqi judges wanted to do it as fast as possible. This was right around Christmas, in December of ’06. He was hanged on December 30. There was me—I’ll not say names—but it was four of us that went with the military who was gonna be transporting him. We knew where, we didn’t know when, but we knew it was coming up. So we drove out to their place, had a big meeting, and then we actually did a walk-through at the site of what we’re gonna do.

The U.S. military was gonna sign over custody of Saddam to the Iraqi government. Things about security had been talked about and we’re still communicating with Main Justice because they want an American presence, someone to make sure he’s not beaten while he’s in Iraqi custody. After many phone calls, they finally said, “Okay, get the U.S. Marshals Service there,” even though our headquarters was saying, “No, don’t do it.”

On the twenty-ninth, I went to work on my normal thing at the ISOC. I was there at probably six thirty in the morning, and my boss calls and said, “I’m sending you.” So, four of us from the Marshals Service went to a meeting, and then we headed off to another location to start the process. We met up with the military and then motorcaded to the death house where they were going to perform the hanging. By the time we got out to the site, it was like thirty-three degrees. It was one of the coldest nights I have ever been in Baghdad, so I kept jumping in our Humvee. I wasn’t prepared for the cold, and I was cold as hell.

I didn’t really take anything with me. I took some rations and my backpack, but all I really had was my regular Royal Robbins 5.11 pants—the light tactical pants with pockets—an Under Armour shirt, and an automatic M4. I had my vest on—a level-4 plate carrier—and my Rhodesian rig: It’s the thing that carries all your magazines. I think I had put my long gun in a Humvee with a military guy that was posted right outside. I had a jacket, but I left the jacket in a container where we kept all our equipment in the palace inside the Green Zone.

All I wanted to do was go get sleep. I was tired, and I wanted to get back to my trailer and sleep. I was cold. I was hungry. I had started work the morning before, and now it’s in the morning of the next day, the thirtieth. I’d worked a couple of long days before, and we all just wanted to get it over.

We did our stuff with getting the security set. I want to say it was something like fifteen high-ranking Iraqi officials that were gonna view the execution. They each had their own protection, and everyone’s got guns. Now, you’re talking high ranking that we are gonna search.We say, “No phones, no nothing, no protection is going with you.” It ended up turning into a nightmare. Here we had like fifteen protection details all showing up at the time. The Iraqi officials all wanted Iraqi protection details, their own guys, and we’re saying, “No, you’re not going. Yeah, this official is going”—like the head of the Ministry of Justice—“Yes you’re going, but it’s just you, no phone, no camera, no nothing.”

The military got Saddam in a helo at probably about two o’clock in the morning. At about two thirty, they put him in a holding cell while they were doing everything else in the death house and getting the VIPs. Myself and another marshal were right outside the holding cell. Not all the Iraqis want to get their faces shown, especially the ones that hanged Saddam. So they’re all running around with AKs and balaclava masks on.You don’t trust anybody. You don’t know who is who, so it was kind of an uneasy feeling.

We stayed with Saddam probably for about three hours.

Saddam’s cell was a hole in the ground, just enough to piss and shit in. That was it; just a square holding cell with a door, no bars, no windows. He was by himself. He was dressed in a suit without a tie, and he had a coat on. He was fine. He basically just sat over in the corner. He had a book, a Koran. I don’t know if he was reading. He just sat there. Me and my partner were going in and out. We would kind of switch, until it was time.

There also was an American contractor that was like an advisor to a couple of Iraqi guys that were in charge of the Iraqi correctional officers on how to run things for a prison. So it was like us two, this American contractor, and the correctional officers, and then some of the Iraqi military and our military would come in and say, this is going on and that is going on. There also were other high-ranking Iraqi guys.We’re all just kind of sitting there waiting, basically waiting for us to be told we’re going to march him from the holding cell to the death house. It seemed like a long time.

Finally, once the VIPs got in the death house and the decision gets made that they got everything set up, basically the Iraqi correctional officers told him it’s time to go. He just got up with his head held up and walked out of the holding cell. Didn’t say anything. All businesslike.

Now, you got a big presence of correctional officers. They walked out of the cell. Some of the guys that were running around the death house wore masks and some of these guys didn’t wear masks. The guys that were gonna actually do the rope and pull the lever, they were already in the death house. That was all done by Iraqi corrections. We had nothing to do with it. The death house was all Iraqi. Once we got to the door of the death house there was no American presence inside.

From the holding cell to the death house, it was about a two-hundred-yard walk.You had to walk out the holding cell and through a big metal gate. On the side of the metal gate, they had a door open. They all walked through the door and then you had about a hundred yards of a straight, beat-up, asphalt-dirt road. I walked to the death house along on the left, to the rear. Basically all we were told was just to make sure Saddam’s not violated and is not beaten.

It was a little noisy because we had protection up top. We had helos flying low. The sun hadn’t come up yet.

I think they hanged him right around six o’clock. I remember it was still dark outside. The back wall of the death house was all lit up inside so you could see perfect shadows of the outlines of the gallows, the noose.

They walk him along and then there’s another little gate, and they go through the gate. Then they get to the door of the death house. I’d been in there two days before when we did our walk-through. When we’re talking about the death house, it’s real primitive. It’s these mud-type walls and a dirt floor. Just a set of gallows built up.

As soon as you walk through the door, there is a scale that they weigh him on. Whatever his weight is, that’s what they measure the rope with. From there, there’s a small room he goes into where he’s read a court document in Iraqi that explains his sentence. Then they got his prayer rug. He gets to fold his prayer rug out and is given time to pray and do whatever he wants to do. From there, he just comes out and then goes right up the steps. I could see him—his outline—walk up the steps. You could see him turning. You could see the Iraqi correctional officer go to put the hood on and Hussein pull back and say, “I don’t want the hood.” Then you could see the shadow of them putting the noose over his neck. He stands there. Then, you saw him drop.

Once he dropped, it got real loud in there. I remember all those head Iraqis start chanting and praying real loud. It’s like celebrating at a soccer game.

After it’s all done, we got the VIPs out of there. Saddam was down on the dirt floor when I got there. He was on the ground with a Z in his neck. You could see his neck had snapped. The military put him in a transport bag and then got him on a chopper and they took him up to Tikrit.

I just remember it got done. I looked at it as another job.
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