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To Those I’ve Lost: Mom, Dad, GW, Brian, Travis




PREFACE

Dear American Public,

Can you believe that bitch Carole Baskin is out there free as a bird while I’m sitting here rotting away in prison?

So much has changed since Tiger King came out on Netflix in 2020, but for me personally, so much has stayed the same. Nowadays everyone here calls me Tiger King. A lot of inmates who just came in the last year have watched it. The ones that haven’t, their families all ask if they have met the Tiger King.

Did you notice how many people in Tiger King had no teeth, or very little? I saw this one meme that was mailed to me, where someone put a photo of a meat grinder with a man’s legs sticking out on top, and next to it said “Carole’s meat grinder,” and on the bottom was a photo of my ex-husband John Finlay with his three teeth, and it said “Joe’s meat grinder.” That was the funniest shit I ever saw. In eleven years of being with John Finlay, I never saw him brush his teeth once.

The Tiger King documentary started filming nearly two years prior to my arrest. I knew a bunch of people in the industry were being interviewed, like my good friend Doc Antle, and I knew it was going to be an animal rights film, but I tried to use it as an opportunity to show the hypocrisy of these animal rights groups. What’s the difference between my place and a place like Carole’s Big Cat Rescue? We were both open to the public, we both took in big cats, we were nonprofit, we raised money. The only difference is I bred and she claims she don’t.

I haven’t seen the show and really don’t care to because I know it’s just gonna piss me off when I hear everyone lying about me. Right now I feel like the most famous homeless person there is. Tiger King done nothing to help me in here; in fact, it’s made my life worse. The staff gets tired of sorting all the mail I get, and—to keep me from speaking with any media—they kept me in isolation for so long I damn near lost my mind.

People have suggested that I was addicted to fame. That’s not true—it was never about fame. Work was my addiction. I wanted to become someone before I died. I did become someone, but I have yet to see what all the hype is about. I guess if I die tomorrow, I will have left my mark on this world, but I almost would rather not be associated with Tiger King now. It’s turned into nothing but a shit show: people making things up to get their fifteen minutes of fame at my expense. How fast people forget you when you’re out of sight, out of mind.

When I first became known as the Tiger King, I did it to help animals, and the people who love them. I raised money, I did Tigers for Tots at Christmas for kids in the hospital (which was a toy drive with bikers), I sent sick people on trips for their last wish, I rebuilt zoos that were in trouble. If someone had an animal they couldn’t take care of, I wanted to help. If the government was trying to take someone’s animal, I wanted to help. I fought for the rights of people to own animals and to stop laws that ban the private ownership of exotic animals.

Ever since I opened the Garold Wayne Exotic Animal Memorial Park, I have fought back against federal agencies impinging on my rights as an American citizen. That is what I stood up against for so long, until they convicted me of a felony and locked me up. I tell you what, I’ve seen some fucked-up shit in my life. I always knew firsthand that this country was full of corruption, and evil people preying on the innocent. I didn’t know the half of it.

As far as I’m concerned, the government kidnapped me on trumped-up charges. They had two flimsy murder-for-hire charges against me that they knew wouldn’t stick unless they made me out to be an animal-abusing monster. And the sad thing is, my story ain’t even the worst of them. There are kids in this jail who made one mistake; now they’re scarred for life because of this place. The prison industrial complex is a moneymaking machine, and very little of it gets spent on prisoners. It’s modern-day slavery.

Everything you see on CNN right now is about systemic racism, and it’s all bullshit and distraction. While people are knocking over two-hundred-year-old statues and rioting in the streets in the name of social justice, our government is kidnapping Black people and Mexicans by the thousands, forcing them into federal court, blackmailing them, and extorting them to sign plea deals. All to keep these prisons full. You put a breadwinner in prison, now the rest of the family goes on welfare, so taxpayers are paying every day for that breadwinner to be sitting in prison, working for next to nothing for a company called UNICOR.

The standards for what human prisoners are living in are far, far below the legal standards required for a chimpanzee in a zoo. Our government leaders should be ashamed of themselves. I don’t think you’re ever going to find an honest news media source willing to expose the politicians who are financially profiting from this. Thing is, when federal agents and prosecutors and judges steamrolled me the way I believe they did, they thought that would be the end of it. None of them expected the documentary on Netflix to become one of the most-watched television shows of all time. And while the US government can restrict my calls, restrict my access to my lawyers, keep me from sharing my story with the news media, they weren’t able to keep me from writing this book.

I’m far from the only person the government has done this to, and there are many men in here who got a rawer deal than I did. The only reason my story matters more than anyone else’s is because I’m the Tiger King. People often ask how I learned to work with big cats, and my answer is always the same: God taught me. It was like a superpower—a gift from God—to walk in a cage with twenty full-grown tigers and become one of them.

You think Carole ever gets in a cage with her tigers? I don’t think so. Carole would be eaten alive by a grown tiger if she walked into its cage at Big Cat Rescue, because tigers can see your soul. She knows her tigers would eat her up, but rather than admitting it’s a personal problem because her soul is so ugly, she tries to restrict people with good souls from interacting with animals. Her tigers don’t have the kind of human interactions my cats had; they just sit in what looked to me like small, rusty cages all day while she makes money off them. The shame of it is, all my tigers are now her tigers. They aren’t better off without me, I can promise you that.

People think I was obsessed with Carole, but in my mind it’s the other way around: Carole was obsessed with me. She was paying thousands of dollars to have people follow me around. I filed complaints; they were all ignored. I was fighting for my life, and the only defense I could think of was to make clear I was a crazy son of a bitch you didn’t want to mess with. Most exotic animal owners are obsessive, like a tick on a hound dog’s ass. The only time they fall off is when they are done sucking the blood out of you, and they make sure the wound they left behind never heals. Some people get into the industry because they must dominate something in order to feel less helpless inside. Makes them feel powerful to be able to control a beast.

My bond with the animals was unexpected. It was never a choice to do what I did, I just stumbled upon this superpower. Carole Baskin was envious of my ability to work with tigers, and that’s why she came after me for so many years.

This is the first time I’ve really gotten a chance to tell my side of the story. You might disagree with what I say, or think I’m a crazy ranting bastard, or maybe you won’t think that much of it because you just see me as an entertaining guilty pleasure. That’s your prerogative, but this is my perspective and I hope you’ll come to understand me better.

It’s a complicated story, but that’s okay because I’ve got nothing but time to tell it. I’ve done my best to make it all make sense, so you can really understand what happened to me and who did what. With that said, there’s no way I can tell everything. Hell, if I were to put every asshole who’s ever done me wrong in this book, it would be as big as the White Pages and just as useless. So all you fuckers who bought this book just to see what I say about you, thank you for your money and I hope you enjoy the read. For everyone else, I promise I’ll tell you everything you need to know so you’ll appreciate who I am and what I stand for.

Maybe you think none of this has anything to do with you. Maybe you don’t ever plan to own an exotic animal and don’t understand why anyone would. Well, let me tell you, this ain’t just about our government telling us what to do with exotics—it’s just as bad with dogs. What would you do if someone tried to take your dog away? Whatever it takes to keep him, I bet. If you have a pit bull you love, I hope you hug him extra tight tonight because who knows if the government will allow you to hug that dog tomorrow.

Did you know in the dog-rescue world there is a thing called retail rescue? Yes, the animal rights people have shut down so many of the puppy mills and dog breeders, and worked to get the laws changed to ban selling puppies in pet stores so people have to go to privately run “nonprofit” organizations to adopt a dog or a puppy. Well, there is a shortage of puppies to sell in shelters, so they apparently fly in loads of them from places like France and auction them off to the very organizations that banned the breeding and sale of puppies to begin with. I imagine they lie and say they were rescued from other countries, but this is called “retail rescue,” and seems to me it is done with the intention of creating a monopoly on adopting dogs. Money talks to people who are elected, and if you donate to the right people, you can get away with just about anything in this country.

If I die before I make it out of here, I want people to know I fought my ass off to help others. I want people to know what really happened at the zoo. I want people to know that no matter how hard life gets, you stand up and fight. If you have to look them right in the face and tell it like it is to get them to listen, then so be it. Don’t apologize for shit if you know what’s right.

I know I’ve made mistakes. And I have lived the hand I was dealt in life to the best of my ability, even in prison. I am the Tiger King. I will always be the Tiger King. No one can take that away from me.

I love you all,

Joseph Maldonado-Passage, a.k.a. Joe Exotic, a.k.a. the Tiger King

Federal Medical Center, Fort Worth Prison, August 2021
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CHAPTER 1

The youngest I can remember, I was already a cowboy.

There was no age requirement to hack weeds out of the milo fields with a machete; that was something we all had to do. It was considered a neighborhood curse if there were weeds in your cornfield, so all the kids had to walk the fields pulling weeds out of crops. I had a brother and a sister that were much older than me, Yarri and Tammy, and a baby sister, Pamela. And then there was Garold Wayne, also known as GW. He was three years older than me, and he was my best friend.

We lived south of Garden City, Kansas, on a cattle farm in a community called Plymell. Our farm had large herds of cattle on wheat fields, fenced in with a hot wire. When it stormed, and wet or frozen tumbleweeds grounded the electric fence, GW and I would walk around and pull them off so the electric circuit would continue. All of us worked on the farm, including my father and mother. Neither of my parents did much else other than work.

Across a two-lane road from our house and farm were three labor houses, where Hispanic workers lived during the harvest season. They would come help with the sugar beets and chop weeds from the fields with a Rogan knife so they didn’t smother good crops out. During corn, milo, and wheat harvest, us kids would stand out on the main highway with signs that said we were hiring combines to harvest the crops.

When I was five, Dad decided I was old enough to start driving. That sounded good to me; it was basically a promotion. Dad would put a pickup in gear, with a hammer on the gas pedal, and I’d steer the truck while Yarri and GW loaded irrigation pipe on the trailer. I kept falling asleep in the seat, so that promotion didn’t last long.

One day in the field, we were using an irrigation ditch to water the corn and Yarri done something wrong, causing the ditch to wash out. Dad was so mad, he held Yarri under the ditch water for a long time, nearly drowning him. My father was a mean man. Anytime we did something wrong Dad took it out on us. If Dad ever did something wrong he took it out on us too, with whatever was in reach.

At the house we had a feedlot, for those to be fattened up for slaughter sales. They ate a special mix called silage, which was ground-up corn stalks with the ears of corn in it. When silage got all packed together you could see steam come off it—that is how hot it got—and over time the corn became sour and had a really pleasant but deadly smell to it. One of our neighbors was inside one of the corn bins one day and the fumes from the fermenting corn overpowered him and killed him.

There was also a rodeo arena right there on the farm, and on Sundays we would have a community rodeo after church. The nuns would cook and serve food, and all the neighbors would rope, ride bulls, and barrel race. So between that and the feedlot, GW and I spent most our lives with animals.

It’s crazy what I can and can’t remember from my childhood. I often say I have a photographic memory, and I do indeed remember so much about working on the farm, but I can’t really picture what Mom and Dad looked like back then. It’s like their faces have been erased from my memory.

Dad was a thin man. The only clothes he had were work clothes because he was always working, either in the fields or with the cattle and horses. We were born to work the farm for him as free labor, just as he and his twelve brothers and sisters all worked in the fields. It was tradition. He had us kids drinking hard liquor at very young ages, which was apparently a German tradition.

Mom… when I picture Mom at her youngest, I see a thin lady with a beehive hairdo. But I can’t remember much else. Mom was a good cook; made a lot of German dishes. She was always canning things like pickles, okra, and peaches and stuff. When Dad was not around she took us to the fields and worked just as hard as anyone did. One time she got kicked in the back by one of Dad’s horses. It gave her problems her whole life, but it never stopped her from working.

Mom tried to make time for us to be kids, watching cartoons and eating breakfast before all the chores started. We never listened to music much, just some German stuff my dad liked. None of us watched much television, but Mom and Dad both liked westerns like Bonanza, and GW and I would watch Mom watch her stories, Days of Our Lives and As the World Turns.

There weren’t many times we ever went to town, other than to go to the dentist, the doctor, or to Mom’s hair parlor. We’d go to the drive-in movies once in a while and Dad would make us lie down in the back under blankets so we could get in for free. My parents never talked about money and hardly ever spent any. Throughout my childhood and even into adulthood, I never saw my parents buy new clothes; they shopped at garage sales and bought everything on sale. Mom would give her last dime to someone else before she spent it on herself. She wore the same blue coat for twenty years.

My favorite memory of my mother is from when I was ten years old. I remember it like it was yesterday. There was a light summer rain, and Mom and I were out in the wheat field, alone, pulling a calf from a young cow that could not give birth on her own. To help her out, we tied one end of a rope to the baby’s legs and the other to the bumper of our green pickup truck.

When it was all over, the mama cow ran off and never looked back. My mom and I wiped off the calf, then Mom gave me a piece of straw and showed me how to stick it in the calf’s nose to make it sneeze and shake the mucus out.

In my mind I can see that calf, I can feel the rain, I can smell the wet mud. And for sure I can remember our shared feeling of having accomplished something powerful, and good. But for the life of me I cannot remember Mom’s smile.

Farm kids are exposed to a lot growing up. We bottle-fed baby calves, we raised goats, sheep, pigs, chickens, ducks, turkeys—you name it, we had it. I witnessed the miracle of life many times, but I also witnessed the most awful of deaths—of animals, sure, but also of friends and neighbors, in car- and farm-related accidents. The two-lane road in front of our farm connected to a major highway through Kansas. There was no light at that intersection, and on too many nights, there were horrible car wrecks. We were nearly thirty miles from town, so every time we heard an accident, my family ran out and stayed with the injured people waiting for an ambulance. Back then, the ambulance was from the funeral home and had only one person in it, and that was the driver. You were pretty much shit out of luck once they loaded you in it.

Right across the main road was the school that served kindergarten to sixth grade. Before I was old enough to start, I would dig a hole under our yard fence and run across that dangerous highway so I could hang out with all the kids on the playground. The principal would always take me in his office and call Mom and say, “Joe is back at school today; would you like to come get him?”

Mom would come get me and take me home and pile bricks and dirt in the hole under the fence. I remember so badly wanting to go to school, and I remember everything about kindergarten, including the bright orange rug I took naps on. I especially remember standing in line waiting to pee. Some kids never made it to the bathroom.

We were surrounded by animals all the time, but a lot of farm kids are. The first dog I had was a toy Manchester named Frisky. Me and that dog was best friends. When I was in kindergarten, Dad got a Saint Bernard. I was in school when Dad went to the train to pick him up. We were having show-and-tell day, and Dad brought him in to surprise me. I can vividly see Dad walking down the sidewalk with that big white, brown, and black dog on a leash. I was so excited to meet that dog!

My true animal hobby began in earnest once I started grade school. Over summer break, I brought home the school’s white mice and by summer’s end, I ended up with hundreds of mice. After that, GW and I were in 4-H and FFA, and we spent our nights going around to different barns, catching pigeons and barn owls. At one point we had over five hundred pigeons. GW and I would show our pigeons, and take chickens and different animals to the local fair. You bet it was hard to raise something, show it, and know it might go to slaughter. Some people just bought them as pets to give the kids money for their projects.

The entire time I was growing up in Kansas until the age of thirteen, I used to bring home every stray dog there was. People from town made a habit of dumping off dogs at the farm, so I always had a steady stream of dogs to claim as mine. I guess they thought they’d be giving their dogs a better life, out on a farm. It never lasted long. Any adult dog I brought home, Dad would take it out and shoot it.

I told you my father was a mean man, and I meant it. It was devastating to me. If a litter of puppies was dropped off at the farm, which happened more than once, Dad would put them in a gunny sack and hold them underwater with a shovel until air bubbles quit coming up. He saw it as a practical matter; better they die now than slowly starve to death. Every time it happened, a part of my childhood was ripped from me.

When I was in sixth grade, Dad won some contest for selling corn, which came with a trip for two to Honolulu, Hawaii. There was no way he could take it because of work, but he let Mom go. GW and I both wanted to go real bad, because we wanted to see all the exotic jungle animals. In the end, GW got the plus-one. I understood; GW was the good kid. I was the one who accidentally burned down a field one time.

GW called when they got there and was all upset. “Honolulu has no jungle,” he said. “It’s just a big, hot city.” That was a real letdown to him and he’d spend the rest of his life talking about his wish to see the real jungles, with real animals, and the real indigenous people who lived among them.

While Mom and GW were gone, I fell on the sidewalk in front of the house and broke my arm. Dad didn’t care; he made me go to school with a broken arm for three days before Mom came home and took me to the doctor. This was the first of many casts and injuries I would deal with in my life.

What I’m about to tell you I’ve never told anyone in my life, and I can only say it now because my dad is no longer here to deal with the shame and all his brothers and sisters are gone as well.

My father abused me, in every possible way a child can be abused. I remember sitting in his pickup truck out in the field, with no one around to help me, and he’d make me touch his penis. This happened many times. I’m sure you don’t want to let your mind go there any more than I do. I felt completely helpless, nowhere to run and no one to help me.

I don’t know if my siblings endured what I did. I don’t know if Mom knew or not. However, soon after my dad started in on me, my brother Yarri began sexually abusing me as well. Yarri used to take me in the bathroom, pull a bottom drawer out to block the door, and make me have sex with him. Yarri kept on abusing me, for several years, until we left Kansas.

Since I have been imprisoned, a BBC documentarian named Louis Theroux sat down with my brother Yarri and asked him about whether he’d sexually abused me. Yarri denied it, but my memories are my memories. I have memories burned into my head that most people will never have to endure. For someone who’s seen the things I’ve seen, having a photographic memory is less a blessing than a curse.

The sexual abuse Dad put me through ended around the time I was eight, but he continued to beat on me. Dad’s rages always came with a high quantity of spit running out of his mouth and into your face. Him and Mom fought every day, and Yarri would often get into the mix, too. If Dad and Yarri were going at it, there was a good chance they’d start swinging at each other. GW was good at staying out of Dad’s way, but I was always pissing Dad off.

One night, Dad was mad at me about something I’d done (I’m not blameless, I’m sure it was something stupid), and he held me down on the couch, choking me.

GW walked in right as Dad was wringing my neck. It was clear on his face that GW had had enough; he screamed as loud as he could for Dad to stop. “I swear I will never hit my kids—I’m going to break this abusive cycle!” he cried out.

Dad let me go and sulked his way outside, his pride hurt. GW had never stood up to him before. That was the last time Dad ever laid hands on me. GW was my hero.




CHAPTER 2

Mom and Dad bought Yarri a bright yellow Ford Mustang Mach 1 for his graduation. Tammy got a small orange car, and took off to live with her boyfriend. When it was GW’s turn to get a vehicle, we drove out to Dodge City with Dad to pick it up. It was a brand-new white Chevy pickup with a camper shell. GW was happier than Christmas morning.

On the way out of town, GW and I were sitting at a red light in the new truck, the radio blasting some old country song. To our right was a cattle semitrailer. I remember thinking, Wouldn’t it be funny if one of those cows shit on our car? Then it happened. Splat. A cow just shit green diarrhea from out the side of the semi, all across the hood of GW’s brand-new white truck.

GW was a softhearted guy, and this was enough to make him cry. But he didn’t scream or get overly upset.

“Doesn’t that just make you nuts?” I said. “It’s like God’s out to get us!”

“God’s not so petty,” GW said. “No use being mad at life.”

When we finally got to wash it off, the cow shit had left a permanent green stain on the white paint. Surely it would have driven a lesser man absolutely apeshit.

GW could keep his cool, but working on the farm was hard on all of us. Then one year Dad went to a big horse sale in Denver, Colorado, and bought a stud named Market Price and hired a trainer.

In Market Price’s first race, the odds were ninety-nine to one. I bought a three-dollar ticket for Market Price to come in third, and Dad bought a ten-dollar one for him to win. Market Price won his first race by almost two horse lengths; then he won nearly every race he ran in Denver and Ruidoso down in New Mexico.

Dad was hooked. With his newfound earnings, he bought a cattle ranch in the mountains of Centennial, Wyoming.

Wyoming gave me the best childhood memories. Our ranch lay at the foot of Centennial Ridge, and we had our own mountain, which we called Hogback Mountain, because of its shape. GW and myself spent nearly every waking hour on horseback, checking on cows and riding in the mountains. There were two horses: a big blue roan gelding named Smoky and a paint mare named Babe. Smoky I’d ride the most; Babe would lie down in the water every time we crossed a river.

One night right at dusk on the new property, GW let out a scream. I rushed outside and he ran up to me, saying, “I just saw Bigfoot, on the top of the hill, walking toward the mountain!”

GW never lied about anything, so if he said he saw something I never doubted him. From then on we kept one eye open at all times for Bigfoot. Some people might think that’s crazy, but a few other townspeople said they saw Bigfoot the same night. It was a phenomenon people in that area claimed to see often.

You want to talk about the Wild West? At the age of thirteen I went on my first real cattle drive in Wyoming, driving two hundred cows around the mountains, from one ranch to another. It would take a couple days at a time. If it rained we’d have to plug holes in our tents with socks just to stay dry. Real Grizzly Adams kind of living. Life was good.

At our ranch, when calves were born, we’d have to work the herd so they could graze up the mountain on BLM land. That is Bureau of Land Management, not Black Lives Matter. BLM assigns you a certain amount of government land each year for your cattle to graze on. We would have to brand them so people knew they were our cattle, and we would cut the male calves to make them steers, so they didn’t inbreed and would gain weight better. This was all done Old West style: the older guys would rope them on horseback and stretch them out. GW and I would castrate the bull calves and throw their testicles right on the open fire. Put a little salt on them and eat them right there. Mountain oysters, they’re called. The texture could be like chicken or fish, depending on how well you cooked them. I couldn’t eat them if they were mushy, so I always had to cook them well-done.

In the winter all the roads would close, so we had to ride a snowmobile to school. After classes, we’d go skiing at the resort just up the road. I did a lot of drinking back then. When you live in the mountains and the roads are closed with twenty-foot snowdrifts, all there is to do is play pool and drink. It can lead to trouble. I was an alcoholic when I was fourteen.

In the summer we’d ride horses or dirt bikes up on the mountain, on deer and elk trails under the aspen trees, across small creeks loaded with beaver dams. The best drinking water in the world was from a creek that came down the mountain—that taste you could never experience anywhere else. Sometimes me and GW would take the dams apart so the creeks would run better, and those damn beavers would work all night, chopping trees down and moving them into place. They’d have everything built and put back together the very next day.

Prairie dogs were everywhere too; they tore up the pasture and dug holes that cows and horses would trip in and break legs. Dad had Yarri shooting any prairie dog he saw, so me and GW came up with a plan to save them. There were three large trout lakes that flooded into each other and the middle one had an island in it. We made a raft just like on Gilligan’s Island and set sail for “Prairie Dog Island,” where we kept and fed all the ones we could catch. At one time we had over two hundred prairie dogs there.

I always loved animals, and continued bringing home every weird animal I could find. Caught my first porcupine, and a raccoon, which I bottle-raised and named Curiosity. Dad was deathly afraid of him and Curiosity knew it; he’d chase Dad all over the place. My little sister found an orphaned baby antelope, which I helped her raise. I also got a new dog, a mutt wirehair terrier named Onion. Onion’s hair stood straight up like he’d stuck his tongue in a light socket. Man, he got run over so many times. A tough little dog. GW got a blue heeler named Misty, and she got caught in a coyote trap and lost one back leg. Poor thing, but she could still herd cattle that way. There’s something real special about the bond between a boy and his dog.

Once I began junior high, people started picking on me for being different. By this time I hated school so bad. I never really had that many guy friends; hung out with girls most of the time. I knew something wasn’t right because even then I had a crush on Rory, the boy from the ranch across the river. I did my best to have a girlfriend because that was the way it was supposed to be. I had a few girlfriends I hung out with. They knew I hated being who I was, even if they didn’t know the reason.

I had some of the best friends in Wyoming, too. Jeff Peterson and his parents had a dude ranch down the road where people would vacation and go on horse trail rides. And I had a friend named Melinda Sharrard, the tomboy of Centennial, Wyoming, who lived in a trailer house there in town. She was a lot of fun; we were always in trouble and doing dangerous things. We both had motorcycles and went up the mountain for rides and raised hell. I think the worst we’d ever done was tent rolling, which is something of a sport in the mountains of Wyoming. Late at night we would go up to the campsites and get on each corner of a tent, pull up the stakes, and roll the tent so the poor saps inside would not be able to find the door. Then we’d stand in the bushes and watch them freak out.

There was an old, abandoned mine shaft we would spend a lot of time around. A tiny vein of gold went through the front of it: fool’s gold. We never had the guts to go that far into the mine shaft. Bears were likely living inside, from what we could tell. I
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