


  CHAPTER 1


  Palassou Ridge: The MET Meets for the First Time


  
     I can learn to persist


  With anything but aiming low.


  I can learn to close my eyes


  To anything but injustice.


  —RUSH, “RESIST”




  The cell phone chimed at 6:00 a.m., waking me up from a much desired sleep. It was a Monday morning in June 2004, and I had had about three precious hours of shut-eye following a long spotlighting patrol for deer poachers the previous night. With game wardens being on call 24/7 throughout their districts, and with no rest for the weary, I reluctantly stretched my stiff back and answered the annoying beast, muttering to myself, “This had better be good.”


  It was GI, a family friend and private-sector wildlife biologist who works throughout Santa Clara County.


  “GI, what’s going on? Why are you calling me so damn early?” I grumbled.


  “Sorry, Trailblazer, I know you worked late last night, but this is important and strange,” he replied.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, you know I’m doing my graduate study up on the Palassou Ridge and monitoring two creeks that are habitat for yellow-legged and red-legged frogs. Yesterday when checking a channel just north of Dexter Canyon, I noticed the creek flow had completely stopped. When I did a quick survey upstream, I didn’t see a single frog, fish, or other aquatic species during the entire hike. Something is going on upstream, and it can’t be good.”


  GI explained that the creek flow was normally heavy this time of year, and because the area is so remote he was fearful of a water diversion. If he was right, this diversion would surely kill all fish and aquatic species in the stream channel, including the frogs (which are on the federal and state lists of endangered and threatened species). In addition, this channel fed directly into the headwaters of Coyote Creek, a natural steelhead trout waterway.


  I asked GI if he would be available later that day to hike with me into the channel and investigate. We agreed to meet at the gate of the Palassou Ridge property around 8:00 a.m.


  Located in south Santa Clara County near Gilroy Hot Springs, the Palassou Ridge contains about 4,000 acres of steep, heavily wooded, rolling hills used in the past as a deer hunting club and cattle ranch. In the mid-1990s the ranch was purchased by the Santa Clara County Open Space Authority for public hiking and enjoyment. Since the land became an Open Space Authority property for future public enjoyment when development funds became available in the future, human presence decreased considerably. With the exception of GI’s hiking and crawling around the numerous remote and isolated stream channels and canyons for his research sampling, the canyons were now virtually unchecked. With limited Open Space staff to patrol the area this property was wide open not only to wildlife poaching but to other crimes that damaged environmental resources as well.


  Always the eager beaver, GI was waiting in his hiking clothes and with his pack when I arrived at the gate. Experienced in rural field operations from his surveillance of numerous poachers for the Department of Fish and Game in the past, GI was dressed in his military woodland camouflage battle dress uniform (BDU), ready to blend with the wooded environment we would soon be exploring.


  Before parking our trucks discreetly near the stone ranch house on the Palassou Ridge property, we discussed our recon plan for the day. We had two options: start at the base of the dewatered drainage and simply hike upstream and uphill until we found the source of the water flow problem, or come in from the top. Dropping into the creek bottom from the ridgeline was preferable. Given the possibility of running into the people in the creek who were responsible for the low water flow, I wanted to have the high ground if we made contact. Moving into a hostile area from above is always a tactical advantage.


  GI jumped into my truck, and I drove us slowly up the dirt road that would take us to the top of the ridgeline above the creek. The topography changed from dense brush to open meadows and oak trees as we reached the top of the ridge. I parked under the canopy of a huge oak tree next to a grassy saddle above the creek that descended into the steep canyon. After grabbing our packs, we quietly closed the doors of the truck. For a moment we stood motionless, just taking in the surrounding woods. The peaceful ridgeline was virtually silent except for a few songbirds flying nearby. Being here in this remote place, far above the city of Gilroy in the valley below, was a rush. I charged the firing chamber of my M14 rifle, easing the operating rod forward slowly to keep the loading process as quiet as possible before we moved south and down the hillside toward the creek. You never know what’s around the next bush.


  The hike into the canyon was steep. Moving quietly downhill was difficult given the dry and crunchy carpet of bay and oak leaves on the ground. The canyon sloped down to the creek, and the sunlight above us started to fade quickly as we descended. By the time we reached the edge of the creek we had descended about a half mile. Across the canyon we could see the steep rock walls of the creek bed. With moss and ferns growing sporadically along the walls of the creek bank, this channel looked more suited to northern California’s coastal redwood forests. It was simply pristine and beautiful.


  In the lead, I slowly scanned left and right with my rifle as I checked the surrounding creek bank. All was quiet and I detected no movement. Before moving, I looked back at GI and nodded my head up and down. He understood and I slowly climbed down into the creek bottom with him following me.


  In the creek bottom we saw several small waterfalls feeding a large natural pool below us. Here the creek was flowing well, keeping the pool below us full of clean, natural runoff water. Scanning the ground, my eyes caught something out of place. At the bottom of the pool I saw a green garden hose that continued downstream and out of view past a bend in the creek about 30 yards ahead of us. As I covered the area with my rifle, I asked GI to take my camera and snap some evidence photos before we continued downstream while I kept scanning for people.


  With GI close behind, I moved slowly downstream, stepping on dry rocks to cushion the noise and leave no tracks or other evidence of our presence. What we saw next when rounding the bend was alarming. The garden hose ended in another large pool of water, this one not so pristine. This water hole had been dug out of the creek bed mainly with hand tools. It was lined with black plastic, and there were several black plastic irrigation lines inside the pool and branching out into the surrounding hillsides. The water in the pool looked discolored and had an oily sheen to it. Next to the creek were several empty bags of plant fertilizer, rat poison, and other hazardous products. We had found the reason the downstream flow of this creek had stopped and the explanation for no frog presence in the area. Whoever had built this little reservoir and impounded the creek had mixed poisons directly in the pool and killed everything in the channel for miles below.


  On the hillsides above, we could see numerous bright green marijuana plants on both sides of the channel. No more than a foot tall, they had been recently planted. Now we knew why the creek was dry miles below us. Whoever did this was looking at multiple Fish and Game code violations for pollution and stream bed alteration as well as a felony crime of marijuana cultivation.


  We moved slowly out of the creek bed and up into the garden site, scanning ahead for growers anywhere near us. We saw no one and quickly checked the plants. We were on the edge of a garden of 2,000 plants that appeared to be one of several that continued downstream as far as the eye could see. With my binoculars I could see a tent, kitchen, and camp area farther downstream. Marijuana plants were everywhere on both sides of the creek bank with an elaborate spiderweb of a plastic irrigation watering system on the ground throughout the garden. Large oak, willow, and cottonwood trees had been chopped down along the creek bank. All the grasses and other riparian vegetation along the bank had also been removed as far as we could see.


  All signs pointed to a Mexican drug cartel grow operation. Everything throughout the garden was camouflaged to avoid detection. The water lines, attached drip system, watering buckets, hand tools, pesticide sprayers, and almost anything else on the ground were painted drab olive green. Woodland camouflage tarps covered the entire kitchen, camp, and tent area, making detection from the air impossible.


  The creek from where we stood and all the way downstream was completely destroyed. Several man-made pools had scarred the natural course of this pristine stream, and the level of destruction to the creek was appalling. This grow site was huge, sophisticated, and had been in place for several years, operating undetected until now.


  I realized we were lucky to find this grow site, judging from the steep banks of the creek and the thick canopy of tree cover above us. If it hadn’t been for GI’s close monitoring of this area, this operation may have continued for years. Impossible to be seen from the air and unlikely to be hiked by Open Space Authority staff or others given its remote location, finding this site was like finding a needle in a haystack.


  Earlier in my career, I assisted in the eradication of a handful of gardens in southern California. Up until this point, I had never seen a grow operation so insidious and environmentally destructive. This was an ecological disaster.


  Because the plants had been recently watered, we realized the growers had to be close by. I motioned to GI that it was time to leave. This was the largest and remotest grow site I had ever seen in Santa Clara County, and it was time to exit the danger zone and come up with a game plan to eradicate the garden and restore this pristine waterway.


  After taking a few quick evidence photos, I gave GI the hand signal to move back into the creek, and he nodded in agreement. We moved slowly into the creek bed and stopped. As I scanned downstream toward the grow site I noticed movement ahead of us. I froze and whispered to GI, “Movement ahead.” I slowly dropped to a knee, and GI followed doing the same. At the top of the creek bank about 30 yards ahead and west of our position was a man dressed in a brown shirt and woodland camouflage pants. This man knew something about field craft and was dressed to blend with his environment. The grower was holding a machete and chopping tree branches, apparently making room for more of his crop. The man stopped chopping and began walking upstream along a trail on the bank of the creek toward our position. GI and I hugged the bank of the creek to stay out of the man’s sight while I covered the grower with my rifle. He was one of who knew how many more growers in the garden coming our way, and we were pinned down.


  Avoiding detection was paramount. If discovered, we would not be able to return with a bigger team to eradicate the crop and catch the growers on site. Another problem was the fact that GI and I were only a two-man scout team. We were drastically undermanned to eradicate the crop and safely apprehend this man and whomever else was present. Even worse, if this dude with the machete kept closing in on us and we had to make contact, the situation could very easily turn deadly. I was all too familiar with numerous stories of Mexican drug cartel grow operations where the growers were armed with rifles, shotguns, and pistols, as well as knives. And in many cases these men would use them on anyone, especially law enforcement officers, to protect their high-dollar crop.


  The grower kept closing the distance between us, looking around and ahead as he walked. As he closed in, our hearts raced and our bodies shook with instant adrenaline dumps. He was 20 yards away and closing, 15 yards, now 10 yards. With my rifle leveled on his chest and my finger ready to press the trigger, just seconds from identifying myself we got a break. The grower stopped just 7 yards ahead of us. He turned his head to the left where the trail continued on into the garden and disappeared. Both of us let out a sigh of relief and waited silently to make sure the grower did not return. I was drenched in sweat. I noticed GI’s hands were shaking.


  After a few minutes it appeared the man had kept moving. So we moved upstream and into the creek, starting the uphill climb out of the creek bed and up to the truck. As we hiked quietly, I realized that given the layout of the garden, we had likely found our first cartel grow site in Santa Clara County. In an area so remote and difficult to find, my mind reeled at how many more of these illicit garden sites were probably present in my county.


  As soon as we had cell phone coverage on the valley floor I called Marko, the supervisor for the Unified Narcotics Enforcement Team (UNET). Working within the California Department of Justice’s Bureau of Narcotics Enforcement, UNET is an allied agency task force comprised of officers from several different cities throughout San Benito, Santa Clara, and Monterey Counties. Up to this point in my career, I had not yet met or worked with members of Santa Clara County’s MET. Having worked effectively with Marko and his team from the UNET a handful of times in the past, I called him to report our findings.


  Marko was excited and immediately began to coordinate his team. Within days, his agents were working with me on a game plan to safely arrest the growers and eradicate the garden.


  We waited until the beginning of August, when helicopter teams from the military and the Department of Justice marijuana eradication teams were operational, to complete the mission. By doing so, we had the option of helicopter support for extraction of the marijuana as well as the capability to extract ground team members if needed.


  The operations briefing was held the afternoon before the detail. Law enforcement officers from the UNET (San Benito County Sheriff’s Office, the California Highway Patrol, and the Hollister, Gilroy, and Morgan Hill Police Departments), the MET (Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office), the Department of Fish and Game, and the California Department of Parks and Recreation were present. This operation was large and incorporated officers from not only the UNET task force and the Santa Clara County MET, but larger state agencies like Fish and Game and State Parks as well from all over the region.


  Besides myself, I had brought Cheetah, another game warden, to assist, borrowed from his patrol boat assignment at Moss Landing along the coastline. I had trained Cheetah when I was teaching at the California Fish and Game Law Enforcement Academy, and once out of training we started to work together on a regular basis. We became friends quickly, and besides running marathons and training for firearms competitions together, we were always getting involved in good cases between the coastline and the inland foothills of my district.


  Cheetah was fast, levelheaded, good with a rifle, and in great overall physical shape for hiking and eradicating operations anywhere. For his first eradication mission, he was pumped.


  The plan was simple. Two teams would converge on the grow site during the takedown. I would lead one team in from the top of the canyon just like GI and I had done several weeks before. The second team, made up of California State Park Rangers and two officers from the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office, would hike upstream from the bottom of the canyon. Stationing themselves just below the last garden site, these officers would be in position to catch any growers who got away from the team above if they fled. During the briefing, introductions were made and allied agency bonds began to form as the teams met and coordinated with each other. When the briefing concluded, we all went home to prepare our equipment and get to bed early for the pre-sunrise detail just a few hours away.


  After a 4:00 a.m. meeting of all team members and convoying up to the stone ranch house on the Palassou, we gathered our gear and weapons. I took my team of twelve officers to the top of the ridge. Once in place, we set up positions on the ridgeline above the creek giving the second team time to make its hike to the bottom edge of the grow site to set up and wait for my team to move into position.


  Mike, the State Park Ranger overseeing the second of our two teams, took his group into the dry creek bed and started the long upstream hike with his people. Mike’s team had a longer hike in distance and time than my team did. His team had to move exceptionally slowly over the rocks in the creek bottom to avoid being heard by the growers above.


  After a forty-five-minute wait, with Cheetah right behind me, I slowly moved the team down the ridgeline toward the creek bottom. My goal was to bring us into the creek at the exact location where GI and I had entered previously. This would give us a starting point hidden from any growers below us while also ensuring a quiet approach route into the garden.


  We moved in ranger file formation with each operator 3 or 4 yards from one another and rifles on ready. We moved in this way to avoid injury to the team as a whole in the event we were ambushed. No one spoke; instead we used hand signals and head movements to communicate with each other. Quietly moving a team that large into an area so remote, wooded, and steep was difficult. It was especially tough to keep the team completely quiet as we descended the ridge toward the creek bottom. Dry grass, rocks, and loose dirt made slipping down the steep hill and making some noise impossible to avoid.


  Reaching the edge of the creek, I froze for a few seconds before scanning the area slowly and carefully with my rifle. Nothing moved around me, and it appeared our group had made it down the ridge without detection. Still early in the morning, visibility was poor and the light minimal. I stopped my scan and looked back at Cheetah to ascertain the status of the rest of the team now spread out above us. As if reading my mind, Cheetah nodded and took a head count in the dark woods. He looked back at me and patted his head and nodded, giving the signal that everyone was accounted for. I nodded and held my left hand in the air before waving it forward directing the rest of the team to move toward us. Like trees coming to life on the dark hillside, ten camouflaged men packing assault rifles emerged from the woods and began to move slowly downhill. It was an ominous sight, and it was clear we meant business that day.


  Once together, and because they were the lead enforcement team for this operation, the UNET members took over on point. Cheetah and I rotated a few positions back in the stack of operators and once position changes were made, we moved down the creek, slowly following the waterway to the first grow site.


  As we hiked downstream in the creek, I could see two men sitting next to the tent in the kitchen area of the camp. We could smell hot food cooking on their camp stove, and it was clear they were preparing their morning breakfast. About 50 yards ahead of our team’s position, these two growers talked quietly and listened to music softly playing on a small portable radio. The entire team stopped moving, and the two task force officers at the head of the pack kneeled down behind some logs in the creek bottom to watch the pair ahead.


  The task force’s main objective of the day was to eradicate plants and to apprehend growers if possible. Chasing cultivation suspects was discouraged. If a chase occurred, however, no less than two officers could pursue a suspect, a wise decision for officer safety reasons.


  From their position up front and covering the two men with their AR15 rifles, task force operators Dave and Jaimie called out, “Police! Don’t move, and put your hands up!” The two growers jumped up and instantly started running downstream in the creek bed. They were too far to pursue, and being away from the front of the stack anyway to start a chase, I looked at Cheetah and we both sighed with frustration. Chasing them would be pointless given their head start, knowledge of the area, and planned escape routes. At least they were headed in the direction of Mike’s blocking team below and hopefully would be picked up.


  Even though the men were gone, Cheetah and I elected to follow their trail until we reached Mike’s team. The rest of our team would verify the garden areas were empty of any growers and start eradicating the crop once the area was declared safe. Cheetah and I jogged down the creek bed, scanning and passing marijuana gardens on the banks above both sides of the creek. We had been running for almost 600 yards and had been passing gardens all along the way. When we reached the bottom of the final grow site, I stopped and announced by radio we were coming downstream to Mike’s team


  

  

  

  

  
  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  




  AFTERWORD


  by JAMES A. SWAN


  
     To waste, to destroy, our natural resources, to skin and exhaust the land . . . will result in undermining in the days of our children the very prosperity which we ought by right to hand down to them.


  —THEODORE ROOSEVELT




  THE REAL SECRET SERVICE


  The United States has more than 830,000 sworn local law enforcement officers, and 72,000 of them are New York City cops. In contrast, there are about 7,000 game wardens nationwide—about as many as the New York Police Department assigns to cover the city’s New Year’s Eve celebration.


  State game wardens are known by various names—conservation officers, conservation police, game wardens, wildlife enforcement agents, fish wardens, environmental police, and fish and game wardens, just to name a few. Many are also deputy federal marshals.


  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Special Agents—federal game wardens—are more rare than whooping cranes, with only about 240 for the entire United States.


  No matter what you call them, game wardens have basically the same job: to protect our fish, wildlife, and natural resources by enforcing wildlife laws, and, as John Nores has made clear in this book, a lot more. Game wardens are community-based peace officers who have the largest jurisdiction of any state or local law enforcement officer—criminal law, civil law, traffic law, search and rescue, environmental education, and hunter education. They are a little like modern-day versions of the town sheriff in the days of the old West.


  In California a Fish and Game warden must have at least two years of postsecondary education. After passing a rigorous exam, a warden must undergo sixteen months of training. About 60 percent fewer people applied to be wardens in 2006 than in the previous year, and 40 percent of those who enrolled in the last law enforcement academy left for other jobs, according to the California Fish and Game Wardens Association. Two of the most common reasons for resigning are low pay (game wardens earn about half what a California highway patrolman earns) and the dangers of the job.


  Wardens are trained in wildlife law; report writing; firearms law; recognition of fishing, hunting, and trapping gear; arrest and defense tactics; patrol techniques; search and rescue; drug and narcotics enforcement; accident investigations; arrest techniques; first aid/CPR; interviewing and interrogation; emergency vehicle operation; crime scene investigation; the state’s vehicle code, safety code, and penal code; weapons; weaponless defense; batons; and much more. This is tough training—a “high stress” academy, like boot camp. As many as half of the cadets drop out before completing their training.


  If they choose to stay with it, game wardens work from a home office; are on duty 24/7; and patrol remote areas often alone and without backup in pickups, snowmobiles, planes, boats, ATVs, underwater with scuba gear, on horseback, trail bikes, and on foot. Game wardens also perform all their own crime scene investigations. Canine companions, like John’s dog, Jordan, are increasingly popular as most wardens work alone in remote places and this is the only backup they get. Becoming a K-9 handler requires more training. Depending on the discipline, it takes a minimum of six weeks for detection and tracking and eight weeks for patrol, detection, and tracking. Then, there is ongoing monthly training after that consisting of sixteen hours for detection teams and twenty-four hours for dual purpose teams.


  Most of the people wardens come into contact with are armed with guns or knives or both. Wardens’ planes and trucks have been and are hit by gunfire. Wardens routinely contact and arrest armed convicted felons in remote areas with little or no backup. Ninety percent of public contacts on the job are nonviolent, but federal statistics show that game wardens and DEA agents have the highest risk of death on the job of all law enforcement agents. In the last century, at least 229 wildlife officers have been killed or have died in the line of duty nationwide. In California, game wardens are three times as likely to be killed in the line of duty as a California Highway Patrol officer.


  All wardens are also Hunter Education Instructors; teaching people to use firearms, which is a dramatic departure from other law enforcement officers who discourage the use of firearms. The only other law enforcement officer who meets so many armed people in the field is a military policeman.


  Little wonder that each California Fish and Game Warden is issued two .40 caliber pistols, a 12-gauge shotgun, and a .308 semi-automatic rifle, plus pepper spray and handcuffs, and a baton. They also train in “Defensive Tactics,” otherwise known as martial arts.


  Game wardens are not abundant anywhere, and as a result they are overlooked when people, including policy makers, consider law enforcement strength, funding priorities, and homeland security. The beat game wardens normally patrol is covered by few others wearing a badge—forest and park rangers, Border Patrol agents, the Coast Guard, etc. The scarcer that game wardens are, the less safe the woods, water, and natural resources, as well as the people who use them, are. Table 1 on p. 186, compiled with the assistance of the North American Wildlife Enforcement Officers Association, summarizes the numbers of game wardens across North America.


  Table 1—Number of Game Wardens
In the Field, North America
February 2008


  United States


  



	Warden Numbers
	Residents/Warden
	Sq. Mi./Warden



	Alabama
	
	



	139
	33,086
	365



	Alaska
	
	



	96
	6,980
	5,958



	Arizona
	
	



	86
	71,701
	1,321



	Arkansas
	
	



	161
	17,459
	323



	California
	
	



	192
	192,000
	795



	Colorado
	
	



	135
	34,000
	764



	Connecticut
	
	



	57
	61,487
	85



	Delaware
	
	



	28
	30,481
	69



	Florida
	
	



	722
	25,055
	75



	Georgia
	
	



	211
	44,378
	274



	Hawaii
	
	



	120
	10,712
	54



	Idaho
	
	



	88
	18,560
	1,075



	Illinois
	
	



	144
	86,245
	293







	Warden Numbers
	Residents/Warden
	Sq. Mi./Warden



	Indiana
	
	



	206
	30,648
	174



	Iowa
	
	



	83
	38,524
	725



	Kansas
	
	



	69
	39,000
	1,200



	Kentucky
	
	



	157
	26,790
	25



	Louisiana
	
	



	240
	17,866
	182



	Maine
	
	



	124
	10,658
	249



	Maryland
	
	



	238
	23,595
	41



	Massachusetts
	
	



	100
	64,371
	78



	Michigan
	
	



	141
	71,600
	403



	Minnesota
	
	



	154
	33,331
	516



	Mississippi
	
	



	165
	35,153
	417



	Missouri
	
	



	167
	34,986
	412



	Montana
	
	



	101
	9,353
	1,441



	Nebraska
	
	



	60
	29,472
	1,281



	Nevada
	
	



	31
	77,897
	3,567







	Warden Numbers
	Residents/Warden
	Sq. Mi./Warden



	New Hampshire
	
	



	42
	31,307
	214



	New Jersey
	
	



	54
	161,565
	137



	New Mexico
	
	



	67
	27,149
	1,630



	New York
	
	



	264
	73,128
	178



	North Carolina
	
	



	209
	42,376
	233



	North Dakota
	
	



	35
	18,169
	1,970



	Ohio
	
	



	88
	130,431
	465



	Oklahoma
	
	



	118
	30,332
	582



	Oregon
	
	



	119
	31,099
	807



	Pennsylvania
	
	



	136
	91,475
	350



	Rhode Island
	
	



	35
	30,503
	30



	South Carolina
	
	



	261
	16,557
	115



	South Dakota
	
	



	61
	12,377
	1,264



	Tennessee
	
	



	181
	33,364
	255



	(+ 95 part-time)
	
	







	Warden Numbers
	Residents/Warden
	Sq. Mi./Warden



	Texas
	
	



	494
	47,587
	530



	Utah
	
	



	65
	39,232
	1,264



	Vermont
	
	



	40
	15,000
	240



	Virginia
	
	



	150
	50,953
	264



	Washington
	
	



	138
	46,346
	482



	West Virginia
	
	



	126
	15,542
	206



	Wisconsin
	
	



	151
	35,521
	360



	Wyoming
	
	



	59
	8,513
	1,645



	7,096
	
	





Canada



	Warden Numbers
	
	Sq. Kilo/Warden



	Alberta
	
	



	147
	23,503
	4,497



	British Columbia
	
	



	137
	31,927
	6,895



	Manitoba
	
	



	170
	6,755
	3,810



	Nunavut
	
	



	34
	882
	61,764



	New Brunswick
	
	



	101
	7,423
	722







	Warden Numbers
	Residents/Warden
	Sq. Kilo/Warden



	Newfoundland
	
	



	140
	3,616
	2,894



	NW Territory
	
	



	63
	677
	21,367



	Nova Scotia
	
	



	78
	11,984
	708



	Ontario
	
	



	266
	48,135
	4,030



	PEI
	
	



	8
	17,328
	710



	Québec
	
	



	503
	15,310
	3,314



	Saskatchewan
	
	



	197
	10,309
	3,309



	Yukon Territory
	
	



	20
	1,600
	24,122



	1,864
	
	







  California has 159,000 square miles of land, over 36 million people, 1,100 miles of coastline, about 222,000 square miles of ocean, 30,000 miles of rivers and streams, 4,800 lakes and reservoirs, 80 major rivers, deserts, mountains, urban areas, all of which are covered by game wardens.


  California was admitted to the Union in 1850. Game wardens were the first sworn state police officers—more than fifty years before the California Highway Patrol was established. The first game wardens were deputy commissioners of the state’s Fish Commission in 1871. A decade later, author Jack London switched from being an oyster poacher to becoming a game warden (then called the “fish patrol”), chasing down fish poachers in his sloop and writing a popular book about it called Tales of the Fish Patrol, in which he said, “Exciting times are the lot of the fish patrol: in its history more than one dead patrolman has marked defeats, and more often dead fishermen across their illegal nets have marked success.”


  By 1901 California had fifty game wardens, and the daily creel limit of trout and the daily bag limits for ducks and doves were also fifty. By 1907 the state warden force was expanded to seventy-three. In 1913 the first state fishing license was issued. It cost $1 for residents. The same year, two wardens were killed and three others were wounded in the line of duty. (Of the fourteen California Fish and Game Wardens who have died in the line of duty over the years, more than half were killed by gunfire.)


  By 1949 California had 194 enforcement personnel, and in 1959 game wardens were granted full law enforcement status. However, they were not issued firearms and handcuffs until 1974. The warden force reached 280 in the field in 1998. Unfortunately, it has shrunk since, while other state law enforcement agencies have grown. The lack of public awareness of game wardens and understanding of what they really do are large factors in the warden shortage. As you well know by now, they do a lot more than check sportsmen’s limits of fish and game, but that is what people associate them with.


  About ten wardens are assigned to the Special Operations Unit that does undercover work primarily on felony conspiracy cases of commercializing wildlife. These guys and gals may work a case for a year or more, and they are some of the best character actors you will ever meet—posing as soccer moms, yuppies, surfer dudes, rednecks, and obsessed trophy seekers with great skill.


  Because of the acute shortage of game wardens in California, in addition to the marijuana groves on public wildlands, a black market in fish and wildlife trafficking conservatively estimated to be worth more than $100 million a year is currently thriving and involves the Mafia, the Russian mob, street gangs, drug manufacturers and users, and drug cartels.

     
  Table 2—Number of California
Fish and Game Wardens


  
  


	Year/Number of Field Wardens
	Population of the State



	1871/2
	565,000



	1907/73
	2.3 million



	1949/194
	10.5 million



	1975/207
	19 million



	1980/244
	23.6 million



	1990/273
	29.7 million



	2000/275
	33.8 million



	2003/231
	(50 positions eliminated)



	2007/200
	38 million



	2008/192
	(Proposal to eliminate



	
	another 38 positions)



	2009/200
	(Proposal to cut warden force
in half—fortunately it was rejected)







  Many people assume the citations for wildlife law violations are a slap on the wrist. For minor infractions the penalties are not significant, but in California, where organized crime groups have become so involved in wildlife crime, penalties are increasingly steep as the seriousness of the crime increases. When someone commits a crime involving selling something illegal, it becomes felony conspiracy. A suspect convicted of a felony conspiracy charge is subject to a maximum of three years in prison and a $20,000 to $40,000 fine. Confiscation of cars, computers, boats, motors, firearms, and gear; loss of hunting/fishing licenses; and so forth are always possible.


  During the two years I spent making the documentary, Endangered Species: California Fish and Game Wardens, I had a lot of time to talk with wardens around the state about the job. I’ve worked with law enforcement at the local, state, and federal levels, as a stress reduction teacher, a consultant on anti-terrorism, in community relations situations, and as a consultant on “difficult” prisoners. The range of hazards for members of the Thin Green Line seem like the largest of any group I’ve had the pleasure of working with.


  All wardens work from home offices, which means that family and home are exposed, and they can be contacted by people 24/7. They normally patrol alone, without partners or back-up (except perhaps a dog), in areas where radio dispatch and cellphone service dead zones are routine.


  While on patrol, they traverse uneven ground by foot—mud, water, rocks, mountains, desert sands, cliffs, and heavy vegetation, where they encounter poison oak, rattlesnakes, scorpions, mosquitoes, Lyme disease, and West Nile Virus, bears and mountain lions, and all kinds of weather. They also venture into the backcountry on horseback and snowmobiles to patrol as well as perform search and rescue. When they patrol on the water, including out to 200 miles offshore, they board other vessels at sea, leaping from boat to boat as swells sweep through. And, contrary to everything else you’ve read, they also patrol the busiest city streets and stores, often interacting with diverse ethnic communities.


  Game wardens inspect and seize more guns than any other agency, and on patrol nearly everyone they meet has a gun or a knife, often both. They discover and recover many disguised and concealed weapons, while wearing bullet-resistant vests that do not stop bullets from rifles.


  On their patrols, they may do extended surveillances in adverse topography for hours—lying in mud, hot and dry deserts, snow, etc., perhaps wearing cumbersome waders or other specialized protective clothing. There’s little wonder that game wardens also tend to have problems with skin cancer from continuous exposure to sunlight.


  Most people think that wardens only come into contact with hunters, anglers, and other outdoorsmen and women. In reality, you’ve seen how they come face to face with drug cartels. Other characters commonly met by California game wardens include street gangs, drug manufacturers, the Mafia, and other organized crime groups. The woods are a haven for people who don’t want to have to deal with society, including people on the lam. Little wonder then that game wardens are more likely to be assaulted in their line of duty than any other law enforcement officer.


  As if humans weren’t enough of a challenge, game wardens also have to deal with bears, deer, mountain lions, coyotes, bobcats, and rattlesnakes, as well as skunks, raccoons in the attic, and rabid animals of all types. These close encounters may result in exposure to numerous zoonotic diseases (diseases that are transferable from animals to people), such as rabies, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, Lyme disease, typhus, tularemia, bubonic plague, giardiasis, and anthrax. All California Fish and Game wardens are required to carry a card alerting medical personnel to the possibility that they may have been exposed to any of these diseases.


  The bottom line is that game wardens have been operating as if they were invisible or as counterparts to animal control officers for way too long. As a result, our natural resources and many outdoor recreational activities have been suffering. Given the many challenges and hardships that game wardens are faced with, what is truly amazing is that they love their job. Career game wardens have an extremely strong esprit de corps that empowers them to stand up for wildlife and people. Hopefully this book will open minds, and open doors to help the Thin Green Line get the respect and support that they so rightly deserve.
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    A MET operator moves through a marijuana garden with M14 rifle. The tall, thick plants make visibility and movement through a grow site difficult and dangerous.
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    This grow site in Red Creek, on the Henry Coe State Park border, was spotted from the air and contained 16,000 pot plants.
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    MET tactical tracking operators short-hauling into the Bohlman Road crime scene under the CAMP helicopter shortly following the gunfight.
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    A grower’s Smith and Wesson semi-automatic pistol from the Bodfish Creek Operation. Fortunately, he was caught before he was able to use it.
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    The skull of a mountain lion poached by growers in the Santa Cruz mountains. Many protected species are casualties in these illegal grow sites.
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    A typical grower’s camp full of trash, pesticides, fertilizers, and other poisons found in an active cultivation site on Palassou Ridge in 2004.
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    Typically, marijuana gardens are cultivated as the understory for taller trees and bushes. The canopy of the native plants helps to hide them from detection from the air. Plants are fed by a timed drip irrigation system that delivers water, often enriched with fertilizer, to each plant.
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    Cheetah and the author with a trophy three-point blacktail buck poached by growers on the Palassou Ridge cultivation site.
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    The 129th Air Rescue Squadron's Pave Hawk helicopter lowers operators into the Sierra Azul site for the environmental clean-up operation.
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    Cheetah, Markos, and the author from the MET about to short-haul out of the Bohlman Road crime scene.
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    Marijuana growers stay with their gardens 24/7 for months at a time, living in camouflaged shelters like this one that are furnished with propane stoves, cots, stores of canned food, and radios. Some even have exercise equipment.
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    Cadet explorers, Boy Scouts, and MET operators remove trash and pollutants from the Mt. Hamilton eradication site.
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    Trash found on marijuana garden sites includes gardening equipment, clothing, pesticide sprayers, fertilizers, cooking utensils, sleeping bags, tarps, rat poison, plant cultivation materials, ammunition, and discarded food packages and cans.
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    A military Pave Hawk hoists a load of polluting trash out of the Hicks Road cultivation site during a clean-up operation.
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