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			To Minnehaha County law enforcement, past and present;

			to Mark and Allen; and to my parents, for everything else. 

			

	

“…If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.” – Abraham Lincoln
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			I had a number of close calls during my 23-year career as a state game warden. While the circumstances surrounding my near-death experiences were obviously unique, they weren’t isolated experiences. Every law enforcement officer has their share of close calls and near misses. They go to work knowing today could be the “end of watch” date etched next to their name on the National Law Enforcement Officers Memorial in Washington, D.C. That’s not some squishy, superficial platitude. It’s the cold, harsh reality of the job.

			The common thread connecting every law enforcement officer is the fact that hardened and determined criminals don’t care what uniform the officer wears, what agency he works for or what laws he primarily enforces. Law enforcement is unpredictable and dangerous because human nature is unpredictable and dangerous.

			Game wardens aren’t immune from dealing with dangerous criminals; neither are they immune to close calls. In order to survive, I had to call upon every ounce of skill, training and luck I could muster because I had gone from the frying pan straight into the fire.

			I had entered my eighth year of service. At this point in my career, I no longer suffered from naiveté; nor did I suffer from the delusion that my department viewed me as an asset. From the department’s perspective, I was just another warm body to fill a duty station and an otherwise cold and lifeless uniform. The most important part of the job hadn’t changed, either: disposing of roadkill deer. I have to believe Sir Rudyard Kipling was inspired by the pure insanity surrounding the removal of roadkill deer when he penned “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs...”

			When I started my career as a game warden, I naturally assumed that poachers and chronic malcontents would cause me the most harm and greatest amount of professional grief. I was wrong. One lesson I learned - far too late, unfortunately - was, while a law enforcement officer may love his agency, the mistake the officer makes is thinking his agency will love him back. No, it wont. The ugly truth is that no law enforcement officer will make it to retirement with their professional virginity intact. 

			What kept me going was my suitable addiction to law enforcement, disdain for poachers and belief that I could still make a difference. Contrary to Dante’s inscription over the entrance to hell in Divine Comedy, I had not reached the point in my career where I was prepared to abandon all hope!

			I considered myself a competent officer who had developed a special affinity for law enforcement, law enforcement training and public relations. Law enforcement and public relations are not mutually exclusive. This is especially true for game wardens and county sheriffs, the latter being an elected law enforcement position. There is no more difficult job in all of law enforcement, and it’s time county sheriffs’ received the recognition they’ve rightfully earned.

			Because public relations was so important to my job, of all the training sessions I attended during my career, none were more informative than the two-day seminar taught by a brilliant law enforcement attorney from Charlotte, North Carolina. The seminar was entitled “How to Minimize Liability and Maximize Public Cooperation in Law Enforcement.” The seminar's central message - how to enhance community relations and promote officer safety - could be neatly summarized in two words: be nice. I was already nice when interacting with the public; the seminar convinced me to be nicer.

			There are tangible benefits to being nice while writing a ticket or making an arrest. Being nice increases the likelihood a violator will cooperate and comply with an officer’s requests. Being nice decreases the likelihood a violator will resist or file a formal complaint. Being nice is not a weakness. Being nice is a professional strength which displays depth of character and a gentle self-confidence. Being nice explains why I was able to take certain suspects into custody without incident, while other law enforcement officers had a vastly different outcome. It explains why I survived so many close calls.

			In 1988 I became a certified firearm instructor. In 1990 I was officially designated Head Range Master for Wildlife Division Administrative Region 3, which comprises most of southeastern South Dakota. I trained officers not only how to accurately shoot, operate and maintain their department-issued Glock .40 caliber pistol, as a use of force instructor I trained them when to shoot. I was further certified to train officers how to retain their sidearm if attacked and how to disarm an assailant who points a weapon at an officer from either the front or rear at close range.

			In 1990 I transferred to the Sioux Falls Warden District from Flandreau. The dangers I faced in Flandreau didn’t compare to the dangers I faced while working the Sioux Falls metro area and Minnehaha County. This was not unexpected since Sioux Falls is the largest, most diverse and fastest-growing city in South Dakota. More people moved to Sioux Falls in one year than the entire population of Flandreau.

			What expedited the city’s growth, in my opinion, was an article in Money magazine in 1992 naming Sioux Falls as the best city in America to live, work and raise as a family. The article all but declared Sioux Falls the closest thing to Nirvana, and people from around the country began arriving in droves. 

			Most of the new arrivals were good people who wanted to work hard and make a better life for themselves and their families. A small percentage of the new arrivals had no intention of working hard, at least not in the conventional sense. They were going to work hard and make a better life for themselves the way a parasite lives off its host. They were going to take what they wanted and contribute nothing in return. These criminals were intent on feeding, and feeding from, the trough of human vices.

			Criminals viewed Sioux Falls with both a sense of excitement and unmitigated contempt. They were excited because Sioux Falls was fresh, unexplored territory ripe for making money through the local production and importation of illicit drugs. In this, the criminals were right. The contempt part was largely reserved for local law enforcement, which the newly-arrived criminals viewed as clueless hicks and dumb hillbillies. They got that part very wrong.

			Some of the worst criminals moved to Sioux Falls from larger metropolitan areas such as Chicago, Minneapolis, Omaha, Kansas City, St. Louis, Denver, even parts of Texas. State troopers had discovered that dealers were running almost as much dope and money into and through the state along U.S. Highways 81 and 83 as other drug pipelines were running using the state’s two interstate highways.

			These weren’t your run-of-the-mill felons. These were very dangerous people who brought their criminal proclivities to an otherwise quiet city in an otherwise quiet state. The world had finally caught up with Sioux Falls, and the city was beginning to show the first discernible signs of growing pains. The worm had turned not just for the citizens of Sioux Falls and the surrounding communities, the worm had turned for the district game wardens as well.

			A game warden stopped to check a group of new arrivals who were fishing the Big Sioux River near the spillway. They proudly boasted they were part of a gang of convicted felons who had served time in a Kansas prison. Considering they were fishing below the state penitentiary, one can hardly overlook the irony of their unsolicited boasting.

			The leader of the gang looked the officer over menacingly and said, “I could take your gun if I wanted to.” The leader seriously miscalculated. His threat started a potentially deadly battle between his gang and local game wardens. We weren’t going to back down, and we weren’t going to be intimidated by a bunch of thugs. The public may not understand our resolute mindset, but our brothers and sisters in blue certainly would. We had a job to do.

			Predictably, every encounter was tense. An urgent request for backup was sometimes necessary. The gang began to buckle under the pressure and switched tactics; they moved around and kept a lookout. We switched tactics in kind.

			We found the gang’s new location by patrolling known fishing holes along the Big Sioux River until we spotted one of their vehicles. That’s when a game of hide and seek would commence. We would surveil them discreetly from a distance using a spotting scope or, if the terrain made using a spotting scope impractical, by walking, then crawling as close as possible through the brush.

			We had to know with absolute certainty who was fishing and whether the person was someone we ticketed previously and was fishing under revocation. Then, we would hit the group fast with multiple officers. We checked licenses and creel and handled violations as quickly as possible because the clock was ticking; the longer things took, the madder they got.

			Our strategy worked. It kept the gang’s dangerous behavior in check. But game wardens rarely have the luxury of patrolling with multiple officers. When I went on patrol, regardless if it were day or night, I was almost always alone.

			I was patrolling alone when I caught a member of the Kansas gang fishing without a license at the Big Sioux River floodgates north of the airport. He hollered and gesticulated wildly that he deserved a break because it was Mother’s Day. I didn’t cut him a break, but I did give him credit for original thinking. He paid the fine and lost his privilege to fish for one year. I caught him later that summer fishing the Big Sioux River at Falls Park, where I had to keep a picnic table between us to discourage him from attacking. The situation resembled a scene from a Saturday morning cartoon, except there wasn’t anything fun or funny about it. I was alone. He wasn’t. As was often the case, I was being flanked by several fellow gang members. The violator was about to climb over the table when help arrived unexpectedly. A Sioux Falls police officer was driving through the park and saw my dilemma. The gang member took a trip to jail in the back seat of a police car.

			I was patrolling alone when I arrested the gang’s leader for false personation, at nearly the same location where he earlier threatened, in a roundabout way, to disarm my game warden partner. I couldn’t believe the arrogance when he gave me a false name. He was given a second chance to get his name right, but he was determined to play the game.

			Threatening to disarm a law enforcement officer was probably the only thing the gang member did well, which meant I had to become more assertive. “If you do what I think you’re about to do,” I warned the cop-hating felon from Kansas as he stared tellingly at my holstered sidearm, “I’m going to shoot you with all sixteen bullets.” He was taken into custody without incident.

			I was patrolling alone at Wall Lake when I watched a man drive a boat at high speed through the middle of a zone clearly marked for swimmers. I purposely waited to make contact with the boat operator until he and a friend had loaded the boat and pulled away from the dock.

			Investigating the obviously impaired operator for suspicion of boating under the influence of alcohol, and leaving him unsecured in order to perform field sobriety tests, fell by the wayside when a routine warrant check confirmed he was a fugitive from justice. I ordered his friend to stay back and took the wanted fugitive into custody. It turned out the man was on the run after viciously assaulting a Manhattan, Kansas police officer, which is why Kansas law enforcement authorities wasted no time extraditing the violent felon back to Kansas.

			It was after he was in custody and headed to jail that the fugitive realized his predicament; he mumbled how easily he could have taken me out if he’d been sober. Despite his slurred speech, I knew what he was trying to say. He was trying to save face after being arrested by a lone game warden. 

			I was patrolling alone when I caught David G. - a recent transplant from Minneapolis - fishing without a license along the diversion channel north of the Sioux Falls airport. David’s behavior was extraordinarily bizarre. He was no child, but he nonetheless pitched a whiny temper tantrum inside my truck. David swore loudly, threatened me, begged for mercy and cried. He paid his fine, and that was the last I heard of David. That is, until he attempted to rob the clerk at Frontier Village Restaurant and Truck Stop on North Cliff Avenue using a butcher knife. The courageous clerk punched his lights out, and David was sent to his new home at the state penitentiary.

			I was patrolling alone when I arrested Curtis W., a recent transplant from Omaha. He and four members of his gang were also fishing atop the Big Sioux River floodgates. Curtis was fishing without a license and was overly-curious about the ticket I was going to write. “Are you taking me in?” he asked. Oh, sh*t! Those were the same words Claude Dallas spoke right before he murdered two Idaho game wardens, I realized with alarm.

			RED FLAGS! I suspected I had stumbled across a dangerous man, and we weren’t alone; it was five against one. One quick move and Curtis could send me tumbling over the railing and crashing headlong onto the concrete spillway ten feet below. 

			Curtis’s question about going to jail was reasonable, especially in light of his criminal history, and I had one chance to get the answer right. The biggest mistake I could make before I answered the question was to roll my eyes or shake my head. Curtis would have likely interpreted either non-verbal response as a show of disrespect, and in front of his fellow gang members, no less. Under no circumstance was I going to disrespect Curtis, not when all he probably had left in life was his pride.

			In order to keep Curtis calm, I intentionally downplayed the nature of the citation by comparing it to driving a few miles an hour over the speed limit. I poured on the empathy without being condescending. It worked; Curtis relaxed noticeably. Seeing Curtis relax was a good first step, but there was still a lot of work ahead. 

			My initial uneasiness about Curtis and his gang was heightened by yet another disconcerting tactical reality: My truck was parked behind the pump house, which was 200 feet from where Curtis and I were standing.

			The first thing I did after making it to the relative safety of my truck was to ask state radio to run a warrant check using the full name and date of birth embossed on Curtis’s state ID card. Just as I suspected- Curtis was wanted on a local warrant for multiple counts of contributing to the delinquency of a minor and felony aggravated assault. One of the minors for whom Curtis purchased the alcohol nearly died of alcohol poisoning. The bond amount was $2,000.

			Curtis was separated from his gang and seated in my truck. It was now or never. Curtis was going to either submit to arrest, or Curtis was going to resist arrest and go on the fight. There were no other options. 

			Law enforcement officers have been killed in the line of duty for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time. There I was, alone at an obscure location, trying to arrest a wanted felon while being outnumbered 5 to 1 by gang members who were openly affiliated with the Folk Nation. Luckily for me, none of the five were prospective members of an outlaw motorcycle club like the Vagos. 

			My strategy for dealing with Curtis was premised on “What’s worked so far?” So far, the strategy that worked was treating Curtis with respect. In other words the strategy that worked, and the strategy I planned to continue, was be nice.

			Before I did anything else, I told Curtis that he was under arrest and explained the reason why. He was assured the matter wasn’t personal; I was only doing what the two-way radio told me to do. Besides, I reminded Curtis, he might as well get the matter of the arrest warrant settled because the warrant wasn’t going to go away on its own. And, rather than asking him to step from the vehicle to be handcuffed, Curtis was handcuffed while he was still seated inside my truck to avoid the embarrassment of being handcuffed in front of his friends. This may very well have been the most important tactic to encourage Curtis's cooperation.

			The strategy of being nice worked. Curtis was taken into custody and transported to jail without incident, and none of the other gang members said a word the entire time. 

			A few months later, Curtis was being arrested by two Sioux Falls police officers. He resisted arrest and escaped custody.  

			The highly-addictive drug, methamphetamine, was just beginning to show up on law enforcement’s radar in the early 1990s. As we entered the summer of 1995, I silently predicted that I would make a meth arrest at Wall Lake. To reiterate, Wall Lake is the small lake west of Sioux Falls that took up so much of our enforcement time and attention. We were barely staying on top of things, despite our high-visibility patrol and enforcement efforts. If left to its own devices the lake, along with its rowdy crowd of hard-core partiers, gang members and jet ski bandits, would have spiraled dangerously out of control in just one three-day weekend.

			I made the meth arrest with the help of a Minnehaha County Sheriff’s Deputy.
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