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Chapter 1

Out West

H
ow does a Utah Mormon boy with a German surname 
become a licensed Master Guide with a yacht in Alaska 
and eventually hunt all over the globe?  Sometimes, when 

you look back on your own life, you can see all the facts, you can 
see the tears, the laughter, the struggles, and all the joy, and you 
still cannot see the how or the why.  But in that story, floating 
through all those memories like a mist, is the answer.  When 
our Heavenly Father inspires you to make the right decisions 
for the right reasons, you can depend on His Divine Assistance.  
When you can look back on your story and have the assurance 
to go forward because you can see that even the hardships have 
been for your benefit, then you can see every moment for the 
gifts they have been.  And if you tell your story, and preserve it, 
maybe someday, someone will hear it and maybe they will find 
their own assurance.  And they will discover the path written for 
them before time began and follow it with open hearts to find 
satisfaction in this journey we never fully understand. 

We lived in Utah and my father traveled a lot for work.  It 
seemed we rarely saw him.  And when we did, he drank.  I guess 
even when he was home, I either tried not to see him or tried to 
forget.  For a time, I escaped with my childhood soul mate—a 
big German shorthair we called Ol’ George.  Inseparable, Ol’ 
George and I loved anything that crawled or slithered.  We 
caught tortoises, rattlesnakes, Gila monsters, chuckwallas, and 
lesser lizards.  One of my uncles owned Cannon Mortuary, and 
we used the wood casket-shipping crates for cages.  Escapees often 
scampered through our yard in St. George.  Whenever we lost a 
pet and heard my only sibling, Lauralee, scream or the neighbors 
call, Ol’ George and I swooped in to the rescue.  For some reason, 
they never gave us the credit we thought we deserved. 

One day, I learned that a distant relative—Ernie May—a 
junkyard owner, paid up to five dollars for each reptile brought 
to him.  I figured Ol’ George and I could make a fortune if we 
took up commercial hunting.  I discovered what Ernie May did 
with all our hard-caught creatures during a bus ride to visit my 

grandparents in San Gabriel, California.  He had been selling 
them for a hefty profit to all those little roadside zoos.  It was 
my first official business dealing with “a middle man.”

During my annual two-week visits to my grandparents, 
my mother had to feed raw eggs to the Gila monsters.  The 
snakes and lizards had to fend for themselves—survival of 
the fittest.  Sometimes—usually when I was in California—
the thin wooden floors on the coffin boxes would rot from 
moisture and the reptiles would then race for freedom.  I would 
find most of them under hedges, in the barn, on the lawn, and 
anywhere else they could slip in to hide.  I never understood 
how a large, slow desert tortoise could vanish overnight.

At eleven, I went to work for my mother’s brother, Uncle 
Ronald, at the Dixie Market.  He paid me fifteen cents an 
hour to sweep floors, take out the trash, stock shelves, and drag 
hundred-pound blocks of ice from the store’s brine-solution 
ice plant.  I made $3.15 for my first paycheck—a full month’s 
wages.  I paid a full 10 percent tithing on that money and on 
every penny I have earned since.  I also paid my school expenses, 
bought my clothes, and paid for my recreation through high 
school and two years of college with my Dixie Market wages 
and what I made from my reptile business.

With my father either gone or drunk most of the time, 
Uncle Ronald took his place in my life.  And Uncle Ronald 
liked to hunt.  He had a cabin near Pine Valley Mountain 
in Utah’s Washington County, and he promised to take me 
deer hunting.  I had heard his stories and lost sleep waiting 
for the day when I could climb up the mountain and bag my 
own mule deer.

When opening day finally arrived, we drove his old open 
military Jeep up the “Grass Valley Ranch” road before first light.  
He dropped me off in a small drainage and told me to climb to 
the top of a low ridge to sit and wait for daylight.  I hunched my 
shoulders in, crossed my arms, pulled my knees tight together, 
and shivered.  The gray seemed to hang in the air forever, the sun 
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The author and his bride, 17 March 1962.
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Out West

teasing me as it began to peek over the horizon.  When it finally 
cleared the tree line and sent a warm ray or two my way, the earth 
seemed to awaken before me.  I had seen the sunrise before, but 
not like this, not while sitting alone in silence waiting for a buck 
to appear.  I could hear songbirds ruffle their feathers as they 
greeted the day.  I could see how the wind almost brushed the 
grass as if it were a comb.  The world is a different place when the 
predator within you dials up your senses. 

Then I saw him, my first buck moving toward me in 
the morning light.  He was too far away for a shot, but he 
continued moving closer.  I fumbled with the rifle, my arms 
and fingers and even my torso trembling with excitement.  I 
fired anyway . . . and I missed. 

Fortunately, the confused buck gave me another 
chance.  This time, I concentrated on shooting the way I had 
been taught and hit the mark.  That buck proved to be the 
biggest one taken that opening day in Pine Valley, and that 
first experience with big game led to my lifelong passion 
for hunting.  I guess maybe it was all Uncle Ronald’s early 
influence that led me to spending my career and most of my 
recreational time pursuing game. 

Before the U.S. government passed a law protecting 
feral horses and burros, Uncle Ronald, the Hafen brothers, 
and I used to take an old Ford, one-ton flatbed truck with 
livestock racks to carry our horses and drive to the “Arizona 
Strip” just south of St. George where we chased and roped 
feral mustangs.  One day, we found a herd of mustangs and 
began chasing them.  I rode with all the awkwardness and 
uncoordinated grace of my fourteen years as I struggled to 
keep up on the powder-dry ground.  Thick dust from the 
horses ahead blinded me.  My horse simply ran as hard as it 
could behind the sound of hoofs inside the dust cloud.  

Just as I thought we might be catching up, we crashed into 
a shallow ravine.  My horse’s front legs buckled and he tumbled 
headfirst.  As his back end rose, I was catapulted forward.  I 
slammed into the ground while my horse thrashed beside me 
as it struggled to regain its legs.  After we both stood, I took 
stock of our injuries. Except for a few scrapes and bruises, we 
were fine.  We waited for the dust to settle, and when it did, 
we watched the rising cloud from our companions slip away 
farther into the horizon.  I listened to their escapades, later 
wishing I had been there for it all. 

After high school, I enrolled at Dixie Junior College 
just down the street from the kindergarten, elementary, 
and high school I had attended.  While there, I joined the 

Utah National Guard and spent six months of active duty in 
Puerto Rico and at Fort Ord, California, as a quartermaster 
in Artillery Battalion B.  My job was to load bags of powder 
charges into self-propelled 155mm howitzers and fire them.  
Because I wore no hearing protection, the sound deafened 
me.  The deafness lasted for hours afterward, and my hearing 
never fully recovered.

During college, I fell in love with MaryAnn Jimenez and 
married her on 17 March 1962, the same month I obtained an 
associate degree with a major in civil engineering and a minor 
in geology.  Now an elder in The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints, I had the privilege of baptizing my wife-to-
be into the church two weeks before the ceremony.  One year 
to the day after our marriage, we went through the temple 
and were sealed for time and eternity.

After graduation, I found work as a GS-4 surveyor with 
the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation on the Weber Basin Project 
in Willard, Utah.  I took home $105 every two weeks—a 
nice step up from the $1.25 per hour I had made at the Dixie 
Market.  Still, money was tight.  Making payments on our 
used eight-by-forty-foot house trailer, renting the space for it, 
buying groceries and supplies, tithing, and starting a small 
savings account left us little for discretionary spending.  For 
the most part, we felt blessed to have what we did.

Three months later, we moved to Cedar City, Utah, 
where I took a job with the U.S. Forest Service as part of a 
survey crew laying out roads in the Dixie National Forest.  
To further my engineering career, I attended classes at the 
College of Southern Utah in Cedar City. 

During a required National Guard camp, I received word 
that our first child was about to be born.  The Guard sent a 
special plane to fly me to Cedar City just in time to witness our 
daughter’s birth.  Michelle was born on 12 June 1963.  Soon 
after that the forest service promoted me to GS-5.

Life in Cedar City was good. We had made many 
friends, and our experiences there would influence the rest 
of our lives.  I was, however, away from home for ten days at 
a time, and the never-ending frigid air of winter wore on us.  
Moreover, I needed a B.S. degree in engineering before I could 
obtain professional status as a civil engineer.  Something had 
to change.  It did when I landed a position as an assistant 
highway engineer working on the interstate east of Reno, 
Nevada.  In November of 1963, we hooked our forty-foot 
trailer to our half-ton GMC pickup, and we moved our young 
family to Reno. 
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During a stretch on U.S. Route 50, the muffler burned a 
hole in its side and the exhaust melted the insulation around the 
trailer brake wires.  The brakes went out on a narrow, steep, and 
curvy mountain grade.  I hugged the inside lane when I could 
see far enough and almost lost a wheel over the edge on more 
than one occasion.  I dodged the occasional oncoming vehicle, 
and as my grip tightened around the wheel, I prayed.  All the 
while, I envisioned being crushed between mountain rocks and 
a forty-foot trailer.  But God had a different plan for me.

Working on that interstate outside Reno opened 
opportunities I never would have had in Cedar City, and the 
pay was nearly double what I made there.  I went to night school 
at the University of Nevada in Reno, studying for a four-year 
degree in engineering and the professional status that comes 
with it.  I saw my family almost every night. 

I was put in charge of a survey crew of men with greater 
seniority and more experience than I, a young kid from 
Utah.  This sparked resentment, and some were openly 
bitter and disdainful.  But with the guidance of Richard 
Black, the senior engineer, I weathered the insults, subtle 
sabotage, and occasional threat. The five-member crew 
had ten to forty years on me, but eventually I was able to 
overcome their resistance. There were days when the cold, 

wet winters in northern Nevada kept us from working, and 
after a while I was invited to play Hearts, a card game, with 
them.  My inability to win helped quell their contempt and 
they eventually came to accept me. 

With the new baby, we outgrew the trailer and had to 
trade it off for a new ten-by-sixty-foot mobile home with two 
expanding rooms.  We felt like royalty living in a mansion as 
we moved our new home to a trailer park in the foothills of the 
Sierra Nevadas.  With the raise in salary, we continued to tithe 
and save and still had some left over.  We purchased two lots 
in Pine Valley, Utah, for $1,000, a ski boat, and a used Buick 
Riviera.  We had it made.

During this time, we opened our hearts and realized that 
strengthening our faith would take a greater commitment.  
We became more active in our church and developed a 
relationship with two men:  Tom Henry, our LDS bishop, 
who became head of the U.S. Bureau of Mines, and his 
counselor, Grant Bastain, who became the resident engineer 
on the Carlin Canyon Tunnel west of Elko, Nevada.  On 26 
September 1965, LDS Apostle Hugh B. Brown ordained me 
into the Office of Seventy in the Melchizedek Priesthood.  
That honor gave me the ability to bless Michelle whenever she 
fell ill with a fever or cough.

“Dragn Wagn,” the author’s 1956 Buick Century with Naugahyde upholstery.
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Out West

While MaryAnn was pregnant with our second child, 
the Nevada Highway Department transferred me to Elko 
to work on the Carlin Canyon Tunnel.  The department 
provided us with a truck and a driver to help us move.  As we 
pulled away from Reno, the trailer’s frame buckled and its rear 
end collapsed.  We were following behind, and, horrified, we 
watched as our dream disintegrated.  It was like seeing a bad 
slow-motion ending to a good movie.  New mobile home, new 
job assessment, new outlook on life, and within one minute our 
present looked impossible and our future uncertain.  Stranded 
with no water, no electricity, no sewer, a baby, and a pregnant 
wife, I called the man who had sold us the trailer.  He pretty 
much said “Tough luck.”  So I called the mobile-home factory. 

“Sure we can help,” they had said. “We can have a welder there 
in a couple of days.”

“A couple of days?” I said.
“Yeah, if we can free somebody up.”  I pictured him smiling 

into the phone.
Stranded as we were, we could not just sit around.  Inaction 

never gets anything done.  We put a warning barricade on the 
road, moved our refrigerated food into a couple of ice chests, 
purchased another Coleman gas lantern, and filled our five-

Utah National Guard unit leaving Puerto Rico (author is second from right) in 1961.

gallon camping water jug at a nearby filling station.  Then we 
found the public restroom at the trailer park and continued 
life for the next seven days before we got going again.  Having 
all survived the mobile-home fiasco, our second daughter, 
Andrea Jill, was born on 29 March 1966.  I like to think that 
this experience was just another small step on our journey to 
our future life. 

When Grant Bastion was transferred to Carson City, 
a new resident engineer in Elko became my boss.  From the 
first, my personality clashed with his.  He knew it.  I knew it.  
He was the boss, however.  I wasn’t.  Things came to a head 
over a vacation.  I had dreamed of seeing Alaska for as long as 
I could remember, and MaryAnn, Michelle, Lauralee, and I 
made plans for a vacation there.  My vacation dates had been 
approved.  Then, just before our departure date, the new 
resident engineer changed my vacation schedule.  That was 
enough.  I knew then that I needed to find another job.  

As I said, I have never been one to sit around and wait.  
I took and passed the two-day Nevada professional registered 
land surveyor’s examination, and I lined up a job with the 
Dave Millard Engineering Company.  I would start as soon as 
we returned from our planned Alaska vacation.
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Who would visit Alaska without hunting?  Not me.  I 
couldn’t.  On the other hand, I had responsibilities, so I had to 
make sure that I would make it back safely.  I couldn’t take the 
chance of hunting in the Alaskan wilderness alone, so I found 
Kenny Holland in Talkeetna and paid him $150 to guide me 
on a caribou hunt.  It was long before there was a law that 
banned flying and hunting on the same day, and as we flew 
north in his single-engine Super Cub to the slopes of Mount 
McKinley, we saw several good bulls roaming just outside the 
park.  Kenny landed the plane out of the herd’s sight, and I 
began my first Alaska stalk. 

I hiked toward them, trying to keep my profile low.  
Between my inexperience and bulls’ wariness, I had little 
chance of closing the gap.  But that one stalk taught me a great 
deal.  I had moved too fast . . . I had failed to pay attention to 
the caribous’ mannerisms . . . and I failed to shoot a bull. 

Kenny dropped me off near another group of bulls and 
flew away to refill his gas tank in case I flubbed this stalk as well.  
This time, I watched the herd.  I used the subtle brush and hills 
in the topography to mask my movements.  I was determined, 
so as I crawled the last two hundred yards, I stopped often and 
kept as low as possible.  Light snow began to fall, and it gained 

momentum during my crawl—there would be no opportunity 
for a third stalk.  

I finally slipped into range and took a few deep breaths to 
calm myself down.  I squeezed the trigger.  I heard the report of 
the .30-06, and I watched as my first caribou bull crumpled to 
the ground.  While waiting for Kenny to return, I packed the 
meat, cape, and antlers to an area where he could land.  

A lonely, peaceful state exists while you’re alone in the 
bush.  You know your guide has promised to return, but as the 
moments drift by, your thoughts drift with them.  Bush planes 
crash all the time.  You begin to think, What if the snow builds, 
and I have to spend the night here?  How soon will the scent of 
blood attract predators?  Do I have the gear to stay warm and dry?  
Experience often answers these self-doubting questions.  But 
sometimes, even after decades in the Alaskan bush, apprehension 
still manages to creep into your psyche.  Fortunately and just as 
he had promised, Kenny returned before long. 

We left Alaska soon after that, but something about that 
far northern frontier continued to beckon.  Alaska stole a piece 
of my heart and left a yearning in its place.  I was there for no 
more than a moment, yet that’s all it took for a place touched 
only by God’s grace to change who I would eventually become.
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