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GARBERVILLE, Calif.—Early 
on the morning of July 15, 
Greg Wellish was jolted out 
of bed by the sound of trucks 
rumbling down the driveway 
of his secluded homestead 
near here. Wellish ran 
outside and found armed 
officers hunting for his 
vegetable garden.  
   The agents Wellish met that 
day were the forces of the 
California Campaign Against 
Marijuana Planting (CAMP), 
a state-run, federally funded 
operation that has become 
one of the more celebrated 
antidrug programs in the 
nation. Every summer and 
fall, about 200 CAMP 
agents—garbed in Army 
camouflage, armed with 
semiautomatic pistols and 
Swedish brush axes— roam 
California searching for 
cannabis cultivation.  
   Since its inception five 
years ago, CAMP has built an 
image of its agents as 
swashbuckling warriors 
battling greedy and 
sometimes violent marijuana 
growers. But amid claims of 
dramatic success and 
applause from the Reagan 
administration, CAMP agents 
also have been accused of 
civil rights abuses.  
   Waving a search warrant 
obtained after taking aerial 
pictures of Wellish’s allegedly 
illicit garden, about 10 CAMP 

officers marched through his 
yard and found not a patch of 
pot plants, but a colorful 
trove of squash, broccoli, 
carrots and snapdragons.  
   “This is like living in a 
police state for six months a 
year,” said Wellish, 33. “This 
whole community is living in 
a state of siege, and whether 
you’re a [marijuana] grower 
or not, you feel their 
presence—and it isn’t 
pleasant.”  
   CAMP officials 
acknowledge occasional 
mistakes such as the Wellish 
raid but deny systematic 
abuses. Nevertheless, many 
critics and drug experts say 
the program is a striking 

example of the escalating 
firepower being deployed in 
the nation’s war on drugs—as 
well as the excesses and 
abuses that can result.  
   Amid concern that 
marijuana growers were 
“taking over” some northern 
California communities, 
CAMP was created in 1983 to 
marshal the resources of 
more than 100 federal, state 
and local agencies to assault 
the problem. With an annual 
budget of about $3 million, 
including more than $1.3 
million from the Drug 
Enforcement Administration 
and other federal agencies, 
CAMP officials said they have 
destroyed about 719,800 



marijuana plants worth $1.8 
billion since the program 
began.  
   “We’ve made life miserable 
for the violent, big-time pot 
merchants that were running 
roughshod over the region,” 
said California Attorney 
General John K. Van de 
Kamp (D), whose state 
Bureau of Narcotics 
Enforcement oversees the 
program.  
   Skeptics point out that 
CAMP has also spurred 
growers to adopt sneakier 
methods of cultivation, 
including indoor 
greenhouses. But at a time 
when little else appears to be 
effective on the drug front, 
CAMP is being held out as a 
law enforcement model: 
President Reagan’s Drug 
Policy Board recently cited 
CAMP as a prototype for its 
new national “cannabis 
suppression” strategy, and 
Van de Kamp calls it a 
“keystone” of the state’s 
antidrug efforts.  
   From the beginning, critics 
have questioned California’s 
priorities in channeling 
scarce funds into marijuana 
enforcement when cocaine 
and other “hard” drugs were 
swamping its cities. In 
addition, CAMP, with its 
hard-charging agents and 
low-flying helicopters, has 
outraged citizens here, 
including many who say they 
would not know a cannabis 
plant from a tomato plant.  
    More than 250 formal 
complaints of civil liberties 
abuses have been filed 
against CAMP in federal 
court in San Francisco, 
including allegations that 

CAMP agents buzzed homes 
and chased residents with 
their helicopters, held 
innocent citizens at gunpoint, 
charged through gardens and 
yards without search 
warrants and, in one well-
publicized case, shot a 
family’s dog.  
   “CAMP is a joke, but it’s a 
sick joke,” contends Kevin 
Zeese, general counsel for the 
Drug Policy Foundation, a 
Washington-based group 
that has been critical of the 
nation’s drug laws. “It is the 
extreme logical extension of 
this whole law enforcement 
cat-and- mouse game, which 
results in more and more 
invasions of personal 
privacy.”  
    Acting on a class action 
lawsuit, U.S. District Court 
Judge Robert P. Aguilar of 
San Francisco ruled in 
February 1985 that CAMP 
agents had “on numerous 
occasions conducted 
warrantless searches and 
seizures” and engaged in 
“sustained and repeated 
[helicopter] buzzings, 
hoverings and dive bombings 
that at best disturb, and at 
worst terrorize, the hapless 
residents below.”  
    Aguilar forbid CAMP 
helicopters to fly within 500 
feet of citizens and required 
CAMP agents to obtain 
search warrants if they near 
anyone’s home. He also 
ordered CAMP officers to 
read pertinent parts of his 
ruling before each raid.  
    That appeared to quell the 
controversy until this 
summer, when more charges 
of CAMP abuses surfaced. 
Ronald M. Sinoway, a 

Redway, Calif., lawyer who 
has led the legal charge 
against the program, said he 
has compiled 25 new 
“credible” civil rights 
complaints against CAMP 
agents and that more are 
registered every week.  
    Most of the new allegations 
focus on CAMP’s continued 
use of low- flying aircraft. 
Karen Piper, a legal 
secretary, said her 20-acre 
plot in Ferndale, Calif., was 
recently subjected to a 
deafening two-day aerial 
search as a CAMP helicopter 
and low-flying plane 
swooped over the trees by 
her home.  
    Jack Beecham, a burly and 
gregarious former Yuba 
County deputy sheriff who 
serves as statewide CAMP 
commander, said that “about 
half’ of all complaints come 
from growers motivated by 
self-interest. “We have a lot 
of people who want to shut 
us down so they can continue 
their growing operations,” he 
said.  
   Beecham acknowledged 
that his agents—many of 
them southern California 
police officers or deputy 
sheriffs who volunteer for 
two weeks of summertime 
CAMP duty—might 
occasionally err, as they did 
in the Wellish case. He 
insisted, though, that only 
tough “paramilitary” 
methods can deal with the 
full dimensions of the 
marijuana problem.  
   According to Beecham, 
violence was rampant in the 
marijuana fields in the early 
1980s and local officials 
sought state help. CAMP, 



with nearly unanimous 
political backing, restored 
order, and “there are a lot of 
people who have been caught 
in the war zone up there.”  
     Nowhere is the war zone 
fiercer than in this tiny 
community, about 200 miles 
north of San Francisco in 
redwood country. A haven 
for aging Haight-Ashbury 
hippies and other urban 
refugees, Garberville by the 
early 1980s had become a 
nationally renowned 
marijuana center.  
   CAMP officials proclaimed 
it the capital of the state’s 
“Emerald Triangle,” the U.S. 
version of the opium-growing 
“Golden Triangle” in 
Southeast Asia. The triangle 
includes parts of Humboldt, 
Trinity and Mendocino 
counties, where potent, high-
quality seedless marijuana is 
cultivated.  
   “If you want to know where 
the ‘flower child’ of the ‘60s 
went, look at Garberville,” 
Beecham said. “They 
probably grow the best 
marijuana—bar no place—in 
the world there.”  
    But the years of CAMP 
raids have taken their toll. 
Local officials said CAMP’s 
assaults have driven many 
major growers north to 

Oregon, causing a plunge in 
real estate values and a major 
economic downturn that has 
forced cutbacks in some 
public services such as fire 
protection.  
   “Some businesses are off 40 
to 50 percent,” said John 
Dimmick, president of the 
town’s Chamber of 
Commerce and operator of 
The Feed Store, a fertilizer 
and grain store that benefited 
from the marijuana boom. “I 
think a lot of people have 
been shocked to find how 
much they were tied to the 
growers.”  
    But the impact has been 
most painful on the growers. 
Dave, 45, who asked that his 
last name not be used, said 
he used to make about 
$25,000 a year growing 
marijuana. But he said CAMP 
has been so bad for business 
that he is moving to Canada 
with his wife and two 
children. “You can’t grow in 
the summer anymore,” said 
Dave, who now juggles part-
time jobs as a sandal maker 
and store clerk. “This year, if 
I’m lucky, I’m going to make 
$6,000. . . . I’ve been driven 
out of business.”  
    In Garberville, vehicles 
sport “U.S. Out of Humboldt 
County” bumper stickers and 

some restaurants refuse to 
serve CAMP agents.  
- Local activists formed 
Citizens Observation Group 
(COG), whose task is to 
follow CAMP agents and 
catch them violating 
Aguilar’s ruling.  
    Each weekday morning, a 
local radio station broadcasts 
the “CAMP report,” 
announcing where the 
helicopters are headed. COG 
activists such as Ed Denson, 
former manager for the rock 
band Country Joe and the 
Fish, listen and set out.  
   “You have to view COG in 
Gandhian terms,” said 
Denson, who has trained 
more than 100 COG 
members in the group’s 
reporting techniques. “It’s a 
form of resistance, but it’s 
nonviolent resistance. It’s 
exactly the kind of thing 
Gandhi used to do.’  
    “People around here feel 
it’s a religious freedom to 
smoke marijuana,” said 
Bonnie Blackberry, another 
COG activist. “But my 
question is, why are they 
doing all this? Do they really 
think taking marijuana away 
from people around here is 
going to stop kids from 
taking crack in the cities?”  

 


