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Selkirk range to avoid detection. He knew 
that DEA and U.S. Customs patrolled the 
border, sometimes with Black Hawk heli-
copters, and he had sketched out a route 
that avoided the airstrips and dirt roads 
they used. Not that anyone would be out 
tonight: The snow was coming down in 
flurries and the fog was closing in. 

As darkness fell, Brown’s BlackBerry 
beeped. He punched in a response. “This 
is the captain,” he wrote. “I’m on a job and 
I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Four days later, he was dead.

the rugged interior of British 
Columbia, a wild and untamed 
expanse that can quickly turn 
deadly. Every year, in remote 

logging camps accessible only by helicop-
ter, men are maimed, crippled and killed. 
Skiers on backcountry trails are swallowed 
whole by avalanches that roar down the 
slopes with little or no warning, snapping 
towering cedars in two. 

The region is known as the Kootenays, a 
wilderness of glacier-fed lakes and snow-
capped mountains that reach 8,000 feet. 
More than 400 miles northeast of Seat-
tle, the area was once home to prosper-
ous mining towns, but now it is mostly 
deserted. To drive through the Slocan Val-
ley, where Brown spent much of his time, 
is to pass a string of postcard-perfect vil-
lages, built on lakeshores and riverbeds, 
with little discernible industry or source 
of income. An estimated four people per 
square mile live in the valley; some work 
in logging, others in tourism, but many of 
the 5,600 residents have taken to growing 
high-grade marijuana. The production of 
B.C. Bud is now an estimated $7 billion-a-
year industry, generating more revenues in 
the region than mining and oil combined. 
Every week, 17,000 pounds of marijuana 
cross into the United States, in rail cars 
and aluminum fishing boats, in crop-dust-
ers and helicopters, on foot and in snow-
mobiles. Local growers – some of whom 

This is writer  first story 
for RS. He lives in Salt Lake City.

helicopters: the way the cabin shook be-
fore takeo!, the sound of the rotor blades 
whirring above him, the rush of excite-
ment and dread that coursed through his 
body at moments like this. As he lifted o! 
in the snow he took it all in, knowing that 
this could be his final run.

For the past two years, Brown had been 
smuggling dope across the border – but 
never alone, and never in conditions like 
this. Dark clouds hung low above the Sel-
kirk Mountains, suggesting a storm was 
on its way. If it got too cold, or if it start-
ed to snow, his propeller could freeze up, 
sending the helicopter plummeting into 
the icy Columbia River. 

The drug run was an insane risk, but 
Brown had been pushing the limits his 

the world of extreme mountain biking, 
a hardcore freerider who would try just 
about anything. In the summer, he took 
helicopter rides to the top of mountains 
with no known trails and rode down at a 
tear, often without pads or a helmet. He 
launched his bike over churning rivers, 
clearing 20-foot gaps, and jumped over 
bulldozers. Videos of his exploits circu-
lated on the Internet and underground 
DVDs. He could have been famous, but he 
had no interest in chasing sponsorships or 
playing the extreme-sports game. “He had 
the potential to be up there with the best in 
the world,” says Robbie Bourdon, a profes-
sional mountain biker. “He had no fear.” 

In the back of the chopper were 426 
pounds of weed – packed into a dozen 

snow, tossing the hockey bag into the 
helicopter. He was dressed for the 
cold, in insulated hiking boots and a 
down parka, and his breath was com-
ing in little pu!s, visible in the cold 
air. If he didn’t hurry, he’d be flying in 
the dark.  It was late February in the 
remote interior of western Canada, 

not far from the U.S. border. Tonight, Brown would fly $2.5 
million of the world’s finest marijuana, better known as B.C. 
Bud, to a national park near Spokane, Washington. There 
he would trade it with a Los Angeles-based cartel for a load 
of Mexican cocaine and fly back home. If all went according 
to plan, he’d end the night $40,000 richer.  He strapped 
himself into the helicopter, hit the red starter switch of the 
Bell 206 and sat back as the smell of jet fuel filled his lungs. 
He had always loved the smell, and everything else about

hockey bags – that likely belonged to the 
United Nations, a Vancouver gang that 
would hunt him down and kill him if he 
lost the load. But it wasn’t just the danger 
that motivated Brown. He had taken the 
job at the last minute, despite the hazard-
ous weather conditions, in part because he 
needed the money. His dad was living out 
of his workshop, his sister couldn’t pay her 
bills and a woman he loved was in trouble 
with the feds. Tonight, Brown would take 
any risk necessary to help her.

As the helicopter neared the American 
border, Brown flew low, hugging the tree-
lined ridges and jagged canyon walls of the 

have been in the business for three genera-
tions – sell the weed through independent 
brokers for gangs, like the Hells Angels 
or the United Nations. “If it’s organized 
crime, it’s not that organized,” says Don-
ald Skogstad, a lawyer who has represent-
ed growers in the Kootenays for more than 
20 years. “Everybody operates as freelanc-
ers. It’s far more fractured and disjointed 
than you think.”

Brown did not come from a family of 
growers or smugglers. His grandfather 
was born in British Columbia, where he 
worked as a tree faller until a timber ac-
cident took his life when Sam’s father, 

whole life. Raised in almost primitive iso-
lation, he had been on his own since the 
age of 13, living on the edge of the Ca-
nadian wilderness. People around Nel-
son, a town in British Columbia known 
as the weed capital of Canada, called him 
the Man From the Bush. He could start 
fires without a match, chop down 250-
foot cedar trees and navigate the Colum-
bia’s most frightening rapids with ease. At 
age 24, with curly blond hair and a broad, 
freckled face, he was already a legend in 
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Lou, was two. In 1967, at the age of 18, 
Lou flew to Europe, let his hair grow long 
and eventually ended up in New Zealand, 
where he became a commercial fisher-
man. A decade later he married Elizabeth 
Lindsay, a brown-haired, strikingly beau-
tiful local who shared his hippie sensibil-
ities, which included a preference for or-
ganically grown produce, a love of Bob 
Dylan and a belief that television would, 
in Lou’s words, “rot your fucking brain.” 
They made their home in a place called 
Barn Bay, a remote corner of New Zealand 
sandwiched between forest and ocean, 
where they raised Sam and his four sisters 

in total isolation. Their nearest neighbors 
were 50 miles away. They had to gener-
ate their own electricity using windmills, 
grow their own vegetables and backpack 
in everything else they needed. “We decid-
ed to pull away from society and do it on 
our own,” Lou recalls.

Sam and his sisters took correspon-
dence courses and wore clothing their 
mother spun out of wool. They gathered 
firewood, learned how to make peanut 
butter and took day-and-a-half trips into 
town. Elizabeth taught the children how 
to recognize edible berries and plants. 
Left to their own devices, they became a 

wild tribe in search of adventure. Jenni-
fer, a year older than Sam, taught her sib-
lings how to climb up into the dense jungle 
canopy 60 feet overhead, where they could 
swing from tree to tree on vines and clam-
ber about like monkeys.

Sam had the exotic looks of his mother 
and the mathematical brain of his father. 
He loved trucks and motorcycles and the 
helicopters that often landed on a near-
by airstrip, bringing hunters who came to 
the bush to shoot deer. Whenever Sam got 
the chance, he’d tag along with his father, 
sometimes sitting in his lap on helicop-
ter rides. “He would go with me wherev-
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come a hub for freeriders, an outlaw group 
of extreme mountain bikers, and the two 
cultures often intersected. As a teenager, 
Sam tried growing a bit of weed, but he got 
thrown out by a family friend and decided 
to give it up. From then on, mountain bik-
ing became his primary focus. 

He discovered the sport in the late 
1990s, just as it was undergoing a dra-
matic change. In the same way that skate-
boarders a generation before had figured 
out a way to turn the concrete jungle of 
urban America into a personal playground, 
a new breed of mountain bikers were doing 
the same in the forests of the Pacific North-
west. Using chain saws, shovels and sledge-
hammers, they built intricate, roller-coast-
er-like trails out of scrap lumber and logs. 
The trails included ladder bridges that 
soared 12 feet off the ground, wooden 

er,” Lou recalls. “He’d sleep with me under 
bridges and in the rain and never com-
plain. He’d wake up smiling.”

In 1994, when Sam was nine, a severe 
recession had crippled New Zealand’s fish-
ing industry. The family sold their land 
in Barn Bay and bought a farm in the in-
terior that turned out to be 426 acres of 
desert wasteland. Neither Lou nor Eliza-
beth were farmers, and nothing they did 
worked: The corn Lou planted died, the 
walnut trees Elizabeth tended bore few 
nuts. When Elizabeth joined a New Age 
religion that Lou considered a cult, the 
couple split up. Lou took Sam and his sis-

For the next several years, Sam was 
always moving from place to place. He 
camped in the brush; he slept in an old 
Toyota Land Cruiser he had fixed up; he 
crashed on the couches of friends. He saw 
his father every few months and had al-
most no contact with his mother, other 
than a phone call now and then. People 
saw him in the brush, barefoot, or running 
through the snowy valleys that cut through 
the Selkirk Mountains. Years later, friends 
would marvel at his ability to start camp-
fires and catch rabbits with traps fash-
ioned out of bicycle brake lines. He gained 
a reputation as someone who could get 
himself out of any jam. But beneath his 
knowing smile and his soft voice, friends 
say, Sam felt abandoned and alone.

“In New Zealand, all we had were each 
other – there were no outsiders,” recalls 
Jennifer. “We were each 
other’s friends and each 
other’s family. So when we 
broke up, we all went a lit-
tle haywire.” 

 
entered high 
s c ho ol ,  he 
m o v e d  i n 
with a friend 

in Nelson, an artsy hamlet built on a steep 
hillside on the shores of Kootenay Lake. In 
the winter, the town looks like something 
out of a storybook, with its glowing street-
lamps, its castlelike art museum restored 
to the glory of the 1880s silver-rush days 
and dusted with snow. A magnet for gra-
nola and counterculture types ever since 
U.S. draft dodgers discovered it during the 
Vietnam War, Nelson is a laid-back place 
that has become a center of the booming 
pot culture in British Columbia, a sort of 
marijuana Shangri-la. While Sam lived 
there, the growers congregated at the re-
cently shuttered Holy Smoke Culture Shop, 
a white clapboard head shop just o! the 
main drag that served as a gathering place 
for potheads who flocked to Nelson from 
around the world to buy North America’s 
most potent weed. The town had also be-

ramps that launched riders over riverbeds, 
and deep bowls dug out of the forest floor 
that functioned like half pipes. Park rang-
ers fought back, tearing down trails that 
were often illegal because they carved de-
structive grooves into the otherwise pris-
tine forest. As a result, their locations were 
spread by word of mouth. 

Shortly after Sam started high school, 
his dad came down to visit him and real-
ized that, instead of going to class, his son 
had been spending all his time building 
trails. Sam told his father that he wanted 
to be like Lou had been as a teenager: a free 
man, without expectations or responsibil-
ities. But he agreed to go back to school if 
his dad wanted him to. But he insisted on 
finishing the trail, working on it nights and 
weekends. He had a few new friends, but he 
was lonely, living away from his family. 

ter Jennifer to British Columbia, 
where they settled in the town 
of Blue River and lived out of a 
tepee that Lou built. 

To Sam and his sisters, Blue River, pop-
ulation 260, might as well have been New 
York City. “It was like taking kids out of 
the jungle and into town, like Crocodile 
Dundee,” Lou says. “I remember telling 
them, ‘You can’t just piss in the street. You 
gotta wear shoes.’ But they’d hide their 
shoes before school because they didn’t 
want to wear them.” 

The split from his mother devastated 
Sam. And he didn’t get to see much of his 
father, who was working all the time as a 
logger and a firefighter. “There wasn’t re-
ally a family thing going on anymore,” says 
Sam’s sister Jennifer. “Dad was having a 
hard time trying to bring us up. We were 
all kind of rebelling.” When Sam turned 13, 
he convinced his dad to let him move hun-
dreds of miles away to a town called Kaslo 
and go to school there. Lou found a hostel 
popular with hikers, asked the owner to 
look out for the boy and told Sam he would 
check up on him every couple of months. 
From then on, Sam was on his own. 
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“We were far apart and didn’t see each 
other all the time, but we were still close,” 
Lou recalls. “He said, ‘I’ll go back to school, 
Dad.’ But he’d be up early, biking and build-
ing trails. That’s all he wanted to do.”

The trail, called Mr. Skinny, was way 
up in the brush, 10 miles out of town and 
accessible only by truck on backcountry 
roads. It included a series of thin rails a 
dozen feet o! the ground that zigzagged 
between the forest trees. It also featured 
an element never before seen in extreme 
mountain biking. It was called the Dis-
constructed Wheel, and in the freeriding 
world, it made Sam famous.

Sam built the wheel, which was 16 feet 
in diameter, over five months in a friend’s 
backyard. When it was finished, he put the 
pieces in a pickup truck and carted it to 
up to Mr. Skinny, where he hammered it 

together and at-
tached it, 10 feet 
o! the ground, to 
a ladder bridge. 

Because Sam talked fast and often 
mumbled, and because his accent was 
part Kiwi and part Canuck, he was often 
hard to understand. But he was a nat-
ural at freeriding, and completely fear-
less. At age 16, he showed up at a local 
mountain-biking event called the Fat Tire  
Festival, with a skateboarding helmet and 
no pads, and beat all the pros. Another 
time he convinced a hang-gliding instruc-
tor to let him fly solo, even though he had 
never been hang-gliding in his life. Sam 
took o! without a hitch and nailed the 
landing perfectly, as if he’d been doing it 
for years. 

After New World Disorder 3 came out, 
Sam started spending time at Wester-
lund’s production office in downtown 
Nelson, a popular hangout for mountain 
bikers. Some of them, he soon learned, 
enjoyed another form of adventure on 
the side. “Downhill skiers, snowboarders, 
mountain bikers – these are the guys who 
get o! on the rush of running weed across 

 
kicked around Nelson, work-
ing as a logger and picking 
up odd jobs around town 
during the spring thaw-

ing season. Then, in September 2005, a 
woman 12 years his senior hired him to fix 
her basement. Her name was Julie, and she 
was a dark-haired, willowy beauty whom 
he a!ectionately referred to as Downtown 
Julie Brown. She had two boys and was 
everything Sam wasn’t: urbane, political, 
sophisticated. Sam made an immediate 
impression on her. “He had this purity, this 
innocence about him,” she recalls. “And he 
seemed really mature for his age.”

Brown refinished Julie’s basement, and 
six months later he returned and told her 
that he wanted to move in. There was 
nothing inappropriate about his request 
– he wanted to buy the house across the 
street, he explained, and it would be eas-
ier to fix it up if he could live in her base-

The contraption 
functioned like a 
human-size ham-
ster wheel for 
mountain bikers 
– the bike’s mo-

tion set it spinning and propelled it for-
ward. “It was almost impossible to ride,” 
says Bourdon, the pro rider. “When you 
would ride into the wheel, your forward 
motion would stop – you would basically 
be standing still, pedaling. So it’s all bal-
ance. And then when the wheel stops, your 
sudden traction grabs and it pulls you out. 
There were only two guys who ever did it, 
and one of them was Sam.”

In 2002, the wheel was featured in a 
documentary called New World Disorder 
3, which put extreme mountain biking 
on the map and made Sam, the youngest 
rider to appear in the film, a legend within 
the tightknit community. “He had a small 
part, but what he was doing was so unique 
that it stood out,” says the film’s producer, 
Derek Westerlund. “Even now, seven years 
later, people remember it.”

the border on a snowmobile or on foot,” 
says Skogstad, a Nelson lawyer known 
for representing pot growers and smug-
glers. “It’s not some guy who sits around 
watching TV.”

Sam enjoyed the wild tales the smug-
glers told about their crazy runs and nar-
row escapes, but he wasn’t tempted to join 
them. He loved mountain biking and felt 
at home among his fellow freeriders. Then 
one day, when he was up in the mountains 
preparing to perform another stunt for a 
movie, Sam watched as a friend sustained 
a serious leg injury coming o! a jump. The 
film crew had no first-aid experience, and 
Sam’s friend lay in agony for more than an 
hour before he was carried o! the slope. 

“He realized that the filmmakers had no 
idea what to do,” says Sam’s sister Elinor. 
“They didn’t really care about the rid-
ers. They were always pushing people to 
go bigger – whatever it took to get that 
shot – just using them. Sam figured, ‘If 
I’m going to risk my life doing something, 
there are other things I can do that pay a 
lot better.’ ” 

ment, paying rent. Five months later, they 
were a couple.

For Brown, who had just turned 20, the 
next year and a half were the most ground-
ed he would ever be. He took to Julie’s 
children as if they were his own, bring-
ing the youngest with him wherever he 
went, sometimes carrying him in a bucket 
around the house. “If we ever have kids,” he 
would tell Julie, “I will never let them out 
of my sight.” Julie hated their age di!er-
ence, the looks she got in town, but when-
ever she complained Sam would grin and 
tell her, “Don’t worry about it –we’re made 
for each other.”

He left for weeks at a time to remote 
logging camps on the coast of B.C. The 
money was good – as much as $1,000 a 
day – but the living was hard. Brown slept 
in crammed trailers with men 20 years 
his senior, eating boiled vegetables and 
mashed potatoes. They worked through 
rain, snow and freezing temperatures. 
The job, which requires loggers to wield 
five-foot-long chain saws to fell 250-foot 
trees, is also extremely dangerous: It has a 
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higher fatality rate than any other job per-
formed on land. 

“He was one of the youngest guys there, 
and he couldn’t believe how rough it was,” 
Julie recalls. “It was ‘fuck this’ and ‘fuck 
that.’ He would come home and say to me, 
‘I can’t believe how many times these guys 
can use the word ‘fuck’ in one sentence.’ ”

When he got home, though, he made up 
for lost time. He chopped down a cedar 
tree in Julie’s backyard and built her a 
deck. He played mock drinking games 
with her children, taking shots of vinegar 
until they were all laughing so hard no-
body could keep anything down. “He told 
me he had just the right amount of roar 
and meow for me, and he was right,” Julie 
says. “He was so strong, he could chop 
down a tree and tell me exactly where it 
was going to land, but he also had this soft, 
gentle side. I mean, he’d carry me into our 
bedroom. What man does that?”

In early 2006, Julie began putting her 
savings into a clothing store in downtown 
Nelson. Brown wanted something di!er-
ent, something like what he had left be-
hind in New Zealand: to have kids of his 
own, to buy some property on the lake and 
work the land. Sam had no interest in what 
he called Julie’s “fucking fashion bullshit,” 
and the two started to grow apart. When 

and often teased their father because he 
wouldn’t try it. 

While Martin presented himself as 
a legitimate businessman, it was wide-
ly known that he had been a drug smug-
gler. He had first come to the attention of 
the Drug Enforcement Administration in 
1998, when a teenager carrying a hockey 
bag stu!ed with marijuana was nabbed 
at the border and identified Martin, then 
28, as his supplier. The DEA helped Cana-
dian Mounties install a tracking device in 
Martin’s truck and tapped his phone. They 
watched as he loaded airplanes and heli-
copters with marijuana and followed his 
couriers as they traveled to remote land-
ing sites on the U.S. side of the border. In 
two years, the DEA had enough evidence 
to identify Martin as the leader of a smug-
gling ring that was moving millions of dol-
lars of weed. Martin was sentenced to two 
and a half years in prison. 

Shortly after Brown met Martin, he 
began flying loads of pot across the border, 
making as much as $40,000 a run. “We 
all knew about it,” says one of his friends. 
“We just didn’t ask much because we didn’t 
want to know, and Sam pretty much kept 
it to himself.”

Brown wasn’t usually the type to flash 
around the money he made – Julie says he 

him with his new friends, Brown pretend-
ed he didn’t see the boy. 

“You’ve changed,” Julie told him over the 
phone. “You’re not the same Sam.”

His friends didn’t know what to make 
of the new Sam. “No one really understood 
what the hell was going on,” one recalls. 
“He didn’t sleep anymore. It was like he 
was hopped up on speed, going crazy.” 

Brown started showing up in the middle 
of the night at his dad’s place with friends 
Lou had never seen before. “They were 
into drugs and shit like that,” Lou says. 
“They’d talk tough, and I wasn’t sure why 
he’d taken them on as role models. I made 
a couple of comments about his changing 
nature: ‘You know, whatever you’re doing, 
just get out of it. You’re losing your charac-
ter. You’re not being the Sammy I knew.’ ” 

and a smuggling partner were fly-
ing above the Little Slocan River, 
an area thick with pot growers, 
when Sam looked behind them and 

saw a police helicopter on their tail. They 
had planned to land in a field near the 
river, pick up several hundred pounds of 
marijuana and refuel. But if they landed 
now, the Mounties would discover a stash 
house and several million dollars in weed. 

owned only one pair of pants. But once he 
started smuggling drugs, the boy who grew 
up in the jungle discovered how to have a 
good time. He bought snowmobiles and 
snowboards, and took his mountain-bik-
ing buddies to places like Mexico and Fiji 
to surf. He splurged on expensive tequi-
la and picked up $1,500 tabs at sushi res-
taurants. In the summer, he spent much of 
his time wake-boarding on Kootenay Lake. 
During a competition in Kelowna, the boat 
was filled with half-naked girls, nothing 
but tape covering their nipples. Brown 
started partying late into the night in bars 
around Nelson. He’d call friends at three in 
the morning to sled near Trout Lake or hit 
the hot springs near Revelstoke. 

“It was weird – he’d show up at these 
restaurants like he was a big shot, leaving 
hundred-dollar tips,” Julie recalls. “And he 
started dressing all fancy.”

Those who had known him for years 
were worried. In high school, Brown had 
been a health freak, snacking on dried kale 
and raw carrots during his long trips up 
to his dad’s place in Blue River. He didn’t 
mind the occasional can of pilsner or bot-
tle of Corona, but most of his friends had 
never even seen him smoke weed. But now, 
girls who looked like strippers were pop-
ping up on his Facebook page, and there 
were rumors he was experimenting with 
drugs. Once, when one of Julie’s sons saw 

So they made what could have been a fatal 
move: They flew directly into the clouds, 
restricting their visibility to nothing until 
they had ditched the cops. But the ma-
neuver cost them what little fuel they had 
left. Terrified, they brought the helicopter 
down as gently as possible into the brush, 
where it sustained significant damage to 
the rotor blades.

Such incidents were starting to get to 
Brown. Smoking a hookah late at night 
with his old mountain-biking buddies, he 
would talk about life as a smuggler, ex-
plaining how complex it was to fly a heli-
copter through bad weather – calculating 
the crosswinds, charting the peaks and 
valleys, evading the police Black Hawks 
that patrolled the border. What started out 
as an adventure had become a business, 
and it was taking its toll. He longed for 
the simpler days, when he and his friends 
took their mountain bikes to the top of the 
local ski run during the summer and went 
charging down the black-diamond trails.

By then, however, Brown had already 
popped up on the DEA’s radar. In March 
2008, according to a federal indictment 
released earlier this year, Brown helped 
load a helicopter with 200,000 Ecstasy 
pills, which were then delivered to Tuk-
wila, Washington – part of a smuggling 
ring that was running as much as 300 
kilos of cocaine into Canada every week. 

they finally split up that summer, Brown 
was devastated. “Every woman in my life 
has let me down,” he later told a friend.

That summer, Brown started to hang 
out with a di!erent crowd in Nelson. “You 
can’t walk down the street here without 
running into somebody in the business,” 
says Westerlund. “This town is built on 
weed.” Brown’s introduction to the busi-
ness was slow and gradual: At first he grew 
some pot, then he ran it across the border, 
both on foot and on snowmobile. It was 
easy work. He picked up the product two 
miles from the border, and by the time he 
was back, falling snow had already cov-
ered his tracks.

Then, in 2007, Brown took a course to 
become certified as a heli-logger, pluck-
ing trees o! slopes too steep for trucks 
and other heavy machinery to reach. It 
was during this time, his friends say, that 
he met a man named Colin Martin. Thir-
teen years older than Brown, Martin had 
a sturdy build, a quick smile and a love 
for adventure. Martin knew Brown from 
around town and often had him over at his 
house, where Brown built mountain-bike 
trails. Brown would take his bike up a lad-
der, ride down the roof of an outbuilding, 
pick up speed as he crossed Martin’s yard 
and launch o! a giant dirt jump he had 
created, clearing a bulldozer parked in the 
middle of the yard. Martin’s kids loved it 
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The woman who picked up those pills was 
named Lucretia James. 

A single mother of two, James stood 
about five feet six, with long, dark hair, 
pu!y lips and moon-shaped eyes. One of 
the last members of an Indian tribe known 
as the Sinixt, she loved the outdoors, giv-
ing her a natural kinship with Brown. Ac-
cording to a friend who knew them both, 
Brown appreciated how James didn’t mind 
roughing it, how she loved the same things 
he did: camping, four-wheeling, snowmo-
biling, even getting stuck in the snow. “She 
was down for whatever,” the friend says.

But while the two had similar inter-
ests, they came from different worlds. 
James had grown up on the Colville Indi-
an Reservation. She had substance-abuse 
problems and mental-health issues. Even 
the drug world they inhabited wasn’t the 
same: In western Canada the pot business 
is laid-back and seldom violent. Across the 
border, where James lived, it is heavily in-
fluenced by American gangster culture, 
which James loved. On her Facebook page 
she listed rap, The Sopranos and movies 
like Fight Club as favorites.

James came up to the Kootenays from 
time to time to visit her mother, an activ-
ist with the local tribe, sometimes running 
the ra"e at Thanksgiving powwows. She 
would also hit the bars with Brown and his 
friends, sometimes racing their trucks on 

the way home. Brown often visited her at 
the reservation after smuggling runs, stay-
ing with her for days at a time. He loved 
her two boys and told his friends that he 
wanted to do whatever he could to help 
James raise them and get on her feet. 

Brown had no notion that the DEA was 
closing in on him. “Rules didn’t apply,” 
says a friend who helped Brown on smug-
gling runs and went dancing with him and 
James. “If the rules happened to catch up, 
which they didn’t, we wouldn’t have cared. 
We had a plan to bust each other out no 
matter what. We had gone over the plan 
many times – covered all the bases.”

James insists that her dealings with 
Brown were strictly business. “Lucretia 
says Sam never gave her any money outside 
of a business transaction,” says her attor-
ney, Jon Zulauf. “She denies they ever had 
a relationship.” But Brown’s friends say 
di!erently. “He was in love with her,” in-
sists one. “They did runs together. Can you 
imagine the level of intimacy that builds 
up with something like that? You’re put-
ting your life in that person’s hands.” 

On March 10th, 2008, James was pulled 
over heading north on a highway near 
Yolo, California. The arresting o#cer no-
ticed that she was visibly nervous and hes-
itated before answering questions. He also 
noted a strong odor from an air freshener, 
an open map, two cellphones and a Black-

Berry. Searching the SUV, he found a duf-
fel bag behind the front seat and several 
plastic grocery sacks in the cargo hatch, 
each stu!ed with packages of cocaine – 
some bearing the insignia of a major drug 
cartel. In all, authorities say, James was 
transporting 74 kilos, with an estimated 
street value of $5.6 million. She pleaded 
guilty to possessing the drugs and received 
a sentence of 18 months.

Brown told his friends that he would 
do whatever he could to help James.  
He bought an expensive bottle of tequi-
la and carried it with him in his truck. 
When she got out, he planned to cele-
brate with her. 

A few weeks before Brown made his 
final smuggling run, he visited an old 
friend. It had been years since he’d been 
featured in a mountain-biking film or en-
tered a competition, but he stopped by 
Derek Westerlund’s film-production shop 
in Nelson and talked about plans he had 
for a new trail. It would include self-pro-
pelled elevators, like something out of 
Donkey Kong. Westerlund thought the 
idea was brilliant – there was no trail 
builder out there with Brown’s creativity. 
Whenever Brown wanted back in, West-
erlund told him, there was a place for him 
in the freeriding community. 

“You could feel him reaching back, try-
ing to return to where he 
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was before, 
to a place of innocence,” West-
erlund says. 

Usually, before smuggling 
missions, Brown would say 
goodbye to his sisters and his 
father. But this time he didn’t 
get in touch with anyone. He 
just loaded up the helicopter 
and left.

T  
was working in his 
sawmill shop when 

a friend of Sam’s showed up 
and asked if he had heard 
from Sam. Lou said he 
hadn’t. The friend, a drug 
tra#cker himself, was wor-
ried. It wasn’t like Sam not 
to call, and considering the 
treacherous weather he had 
flown through, there was 
a strong possibility that he 
had wrapped himself around 
a tree or run into the side 
of a mountain. Lou had no 
idea where Sam was going, 
other than across the bor-
der, meaning he would have 
to search hundreds of miles 
of snow-covered mountains 
if he wanted to find his son. 
He had no choice, he realized, 
but to sit and wait. 

It took three days to find out 
that Brown had been arrested. 
When he landed the helicopter 
in the Colville National Forest 
in Washington, DEA agents 
were waiting behind the trees 
for him. As Brown exited the 
helicopter that night, unload-
ing the hockey bags full of 
pot into a waiting truck, the 
agents took him into custo-
dy. Two days earlier, it turned 
out, highway-patrol officers 
had pulled over two men near 
Salt Lake City. In the trunk of 
their car, o#cers discovered 
83 kilos of cocaine. The two 
men, one from Alberta, Brit-
ish Columbia, and one from 
Las Vegas, told the cops they 
were headed to eastern Wash-
ington, where they were plan-
ning to trade it for a load of 
B.C. Bud, the load Brown was 
scheduled to deliver.

The DEA officers who ar-
rested Brown were actually 
stunned that he had made the 
trip in such terrible weath-
er conditions. “The helicop-
ter came through the rain, fog 
and darkness,” said U.S. As-
sistant Attorney Tom Rice. It 

was a feat that even the most 
skilled pilot would be lucky to 
pull o!. Brown, who was un-
armed, was booked into the 
Spokane County Jail. When 
public defenders met with 
him the next day, he appeared 
in good spirits. When asked 
why he did the run, Brown 
shrugged his shoulders and 
smiled. “It’s all about the ad-
venture,” he said. 

In some ways, Lou was re-
lieved: At least Sam hadn’t 
crashed and died in the snow-
storm. Friends started mak-
ing plans to get Brown extra-
dited. And if he did have to do 
a stint in a U.S. prison, they’d 
make sure he had everything 
he needed when he got out. 

But four days after Brown’s 
arrest, an officer with the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Po-
lice came to the house of Sam’s 
younger sister Elinor. Stand-
ing on the porch, a bare bulb 
illuminating her face, the o#-
cer delivered the news in a flat, 
professional tone. On February 
27th, a guard in the Spokane 
County Jail checked Brown’s 
cell at about 1:20 p.m. and saw 
something odd. A towel had 
been placed over the window 
of the door. When guards en-
tered, they found Brown hang-
ing by a bedsheet from a wall-
mounted light fixture.

When Lou heard the news, 
he knew he had to keep his shit 
together; everyone around him 
would be falling apart over the 
coming days. He had lost his 
father to a logging accident 
and a brother to drowning, 
and he knew that the only way 
he could process his grief was 
by putting himself to work. 
And so there in his sawmill 
shop, he began building a cof-
fin for his only son.

Friends came in and out of 
the shop to grieve, and as they 
did, each took turns on the 
coffin. Brown’s younger sis-
ter Casey painted a picture of 
her brother’s most famous trail 
on the lid, and someone else 
welded bicycle handlebars on 
the sides for the pallbearers. 
“It became this big communal 
thing,” Lou recalls. “We had 
Sam’s favorite music playing, 
we had pizza and beer, and 
for a day and a half we worked 
on this thing. People would 
see the co#n and start crying. 
They’d sand it and tell stories 
about Sammy.” When the cof-
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fin was finished, Lou put it in 
the back of his truck, covered 
it with a blue tarp and drove to 
Spokane to pick up his son. 

Lou refuses to believe that 
Sam killed himself. His son 
would have left a note, he says, 
or at least made a point of say-
ing goodbye. “Maybe he did it 
to protect one of us,” his fa-
ther says. “Maybe there was a 
threat. We’ll never know.” 

But Spokane County offi-
cials say there’s no evidence to 
support anything other than 
suicide. The light fixture from 
which Brown hanged him-
self was rounded and sloped 
downward, specifically to pre-
vent suicides. Always able to 
figure out how things worked, 
Brown had jimmied it far 
enough from the wall so he 
could jam the bedsheet behind 
the base to hold his weight. 
“He seemed very committed,” 
a jail spokesman said after the 
body was found.

Sitting in his jail cell, Brown 
must have known that some-
one had betrayed him. Maybe 
it was someone connected to 
one of his old smuggling part-
ners. Brown had taken o! in 
the helicopter from proper-
ty owned by Colin Martin’s 
wife. Two days after Brown’s 
arrest, Martin reported the 
helicopter stolen – a story that 
DEA agents immediately dis-
missed. (Sources close to the 
investigation say that in all 
likelihood Brown was answer-
ing to Martin. Martin denies 
any involvement.) Or maybe 
it was the woman he loved, 
Lucretia James, who was al-
ready in prison. “They could 
have told him it was me,” says 
one of his friends. “They could 
have told him it was Lucretia. 
They would have told him any-
thing to make him break.”

Or maybe it was something 
else. Maybe Brown simply 
couldn’t stand the thought of 
spending 10 years in a space 
as confined and stifling as a 
cellblock. “I’ve thought about 
that a lot,” says Tyler Riddell, a 
friend. “Sam was a bush child. 
To him, prison would have felt 
like a living grave.”

Looking back, some of 
Brown’s friends and fam-
ily realize that he was trou-
bled, and that they had failed 
to see the warning signs. In 
the final weeks of his life, he 
donated all his clothing to a 

thrift store in Nelson, sold his 
mountain bike to a friend and 
packed everything he owned 
into a shipping crate on his fa-
ther’s property. It was as if he 
was preparing to go away and 
never come back. 

Ten days after Brown’s ar-
rest, the DEA nabbed another 
helicopter pilot trying to de-
liver weed to a drop point in 
northern Idaho. The pilot was 
not much older than Brown, 
and from the same area. He 
even worked for the same 
smuggling ring. At a press con-
ference announcing the arrest, 
U.S. Attorney Je!rey Sullivan 
was asked what he thought the 
bust had accomplished. 

“We’ve stopped at least this 
group and crippled this part 
of the organization,” Sulli-
van answered. “Will some-
body take their place? Unfor-
tunately, probably.”

If Sam Brown had stayed in 
the mountains that he loved, 
there is no guarantee that he 
would be alive today. He might 
have been killed in a logging 
accident, like his grandfather. 
He might have died on his 
bike, performing some wild 
freeriding stunt that no one 
else would even attempt to 
pull o!. He was the Man From 
the Bush, a guy who courted 
danger at every turn. Those 
who knew him are still strug-
gling to come to grips with 
the loss of their friend – but in 
the wilderness of the Koote-
nays where Sam Brown made 
a name for himself, the pot 
business hasn’t missed a beat. 

“Every day weed crosses the 
border, and that’s never going 
to stop,” says one of Brown’s 
closest friends. “Yeah, maybe 
Sam took it too far, but he 
shouldn’t have had to die. 
He was just a kid chasing a 
thrill.”


