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perior California /rdiorias

~ Teen-Ager's Lonely Journey To 10 Institutions

On Jan. 17, Michael James Ervin died at age I7. - Joseph Saul is Mike Ervin's T4-year-old grandfa-
aBut his hanging death in an Orangevale group home ther. He lives inSan Jose buthag-been_m Sacramez}-g
&+has raised questions about the-subsequent investi- . to much of the three weeks since his grandson’s|

gationand about California’s system of institutional _ death trying to unravel what happened. He’s not
<and foster care: This is the first of a two-part report.” satisfied with all the answers, and he’s worried
i i S s e S ~ aboutthe questions. ; AL TEE B
e o : He is bitter about his grandson’s government-
‘BySigrid Bathen - : : .-sanctioned care these past five years: and he wond|
|BeeStalfWriter - - S S ders how some of the places Mike was in get Ii-
-~:Seven months shert of his 18th birthday; ‘Mike - censed to houge_d_isturbred cf:ildren.‘ He particularly|
2 Ervin was found dead or dying in the bathroom of a - remembers visiting Mike in a Fort Bragg group
riconverted Orangevale duplex. L e ; - _home (which. according to licensing authorities;

-2:"Not 45 minutes before, he was seen — happy and | }\:;zzi;tsi;tct% Stég?‘,::;‘oiﬁi)g’ and h? reme_mbers n_or.;
“¥isiting with classmates — at La Vista Continuation | “He was so far from home.” Saul P —
‘FHigh School, which his friends say is a 10- or 15-| - “Hephoned me totalk. and I bought him a Polaroid:
-minute walk from the New Haven foster group | camera and sent it to him. Then I went to visit. The'
< 'home where he lived. - T S T 7z S e o e WS R ; ‘
~*The official verdict is that Mike Ervin committed
“suicide — that on the afternoon of Jan. 17, 1980, he|
~hanged himself with a 21-inch-square navy biueand |

white bandana from the aluminum frame of a bath- .
y:.tubenclosure. His muscular, 6-foot, 158-pound body, |

~ kids were milling around like a bunch of animals. |
There was one big. kid dressed in drag, and I !
thought at first he was a maid. The next morning

“there was not a damn thing for them to eat. One kid
had,fpund some dry cereal, but there wasnomilk.” |

-4s.0ne account would have it, was dangling over the | e T
«Sideof the tub, knees bent. F o o B S J L2 B G GE TRt q"’
T e From 'a Yolo. County Probation’ Department 3
SR R s v S T T memorandum, Jan.21,1980; -; . ¢° ¥
- For the last five years of his life, Michael James _ The following is a complete list of Michael Er-
r.Ervin was a child of California’s institutional and.- vin's placements while a ward of the Juvenile ;
- foster care systent — a veteran of at least nine insti- | Court: - e UrE TR i ind WA
ztutional and “group’ homes, as.the communal | 4479 Good Samaritan Center, Corona "4
. homes for children are called in the foster care 1 " 9-17.75 . Pacific Ledge Boys' Home, Woodland 1
; business. as well as-one state mental hospital and " Hills e s S i
 the revolving door of juvenile incarceration. Often 2-2-T6 Ettie Lee Group Home, Twain Harte -
“when he was in Yolo County Juvenile Hall, recalls 3-5-76 Maidu Meadows, Butte County
“one worker who knew him, it was for.““placement ° - 4-23-76 Fred Finch Horne, Oakland
fl'fai ture.” a trade term for kids who don’t fit in wher- . é-i;l -76Napa I{:‘rate Hospital :
e Tl e et YU s PO -22-78 Ettie Lee Group Home, FortBragg
ever the state or one of its 58 counties decide to 3 .. : . o
placethem — at considerable public cost. . ; 10-3-78 Along the Way Group Homé, Elk Grove

_ Kol 4 :
Juvenile probation records are, with some excep- | tyj- 13-18 Fouts Sp rihgs Bay s”Ranch, Colusa Coun- :

tions, confidential, so any knowledge of his back- " 2-3-79New Haven Group Home, Ora &geva!e :

round was gleaned from friends and family, teach- - : ; : s .
grs o sch%ol ‘officials, juvenils authori‘?ries whioe Durmg the a}bave period qf_ time, if Mf@gg }:-Tn,,'nj
"were willing to talk, some.without being named, . (axbo iapiacomantacility e Wasel ther in his
anddocuments obtained by The Bee. . - - | parentshome or in the Yolo County Juvenile Hall. |
At school, Mike was well-liked by 'stude‘nts and !Tb,e AL p mb@tw-’? frie" is filled with data that
- staff. who object vociferously to the official ac- :xouloii‘f: “Coaé?htf;‘;fot?f m‘:no; ;}ras ag e;trgme}ly
“counts of his wanton and volatile behavior. Authori- vicﬁent an'z’ combativeasAsgit?og ﬁn S; ysica Iy;
- ties paint an alternately changing picture of a sad, could become extremel .de ressedaarf;mogdmmori
depressed. lonely boy or one who was violent, un- i Theirinor v.;ho' s gn'a}:fo tod ehildl: i .Sy
predictable. Flip sides. they say. of the same coin. R estab}ish B fufurelations;z‘ & _nt;-;e{r
"“That was Mike,” says a girl who knew him. “He i bl sl L

built a wall around himself. Having been locked up
so much, he didn’t trust easily. It was like he never -
learned how to swim and needed someone to throw !
him a life preserver. He really needed someone to - J
care—somebody to carea lot.”” R R e




.&’73

- “This thing is a tragic méss, " says Roland Ervin,

who is legally blind and runs a state cafeteria down-
. town. No, he doesn’t mind talking about it. Might
E help him work through the pain. - - : .
: - ““It goes back a long ways. We had trouble with
Michael from the time he was a little bitty boy. He
] would do. 2ll kinds of things. First, it was mainly
| -school problems. Teachers couldn't control him.
| Ih%n-he went down the street and stole 2 man’s golf
| clubs.. al e
1 - “He had a mental prohlfem we couldn’t quite put |
eur finger on. Believe me; we did everything we |

Mike Ervin, could, or thought we did. We had him in all kinds of
left, gave |  different schools, ran all kinds of different tests, |
o , ! 'He'd start riots and all kinds of stuff. The most .
irouble ! progress he made was when he was at Napa State !
£ the ‘Hospital. He really wasn't readytobe released, - - -
LRl *» “He came to us-and was with us about twe

time he- ‘months. He was going to school, not doing great, but -
_ , dkay, not causing any real trouble. Then his mother
was o - . left, and we were living in Broderick and Michael's
i e friends were there and there was dope and stuff. I -
little biﬂy 1 have partial vision in one eye, and the other is
tompletely covered with cataracts. I was walking |

s iahd

Pl
bOY.-_ Smd, . everyday to work, about four miles into town. I

, i louldn'thandlehim. SoIcalled the judge.” - 1

8 Roland . > Roland Ervin remembers the last time he saw

Ervin who i Michael ‘was. two weeks beforé Christmas. “He !

- ' ;  -Cametosee me inthe cafeteria, and Iinvited him to ¥

odop?ed ! - come over for Christmas because I was going to #

) have the little boy-with me. But he didn’t show, He
- Mike. . "said he was-working and going to school. When I
- talked to the probation officer, he said he was doing

well and he was about ready to take him off proba-
tion™ - : u_ o o ' 7- :
Michae?’s friends at schoel say he didn’t have :
anybody to spend Christmas with 50 he spent it with -
the family of one of his closest friends, Studentsand °
school staff find the notiorr of Mike committing suj-+

|
i

cideunthinkable. - - - ~ LY

- .They say he was elated about the possibility of

i _ being taken off probation and, as one student put it

&l ~ “able to leave that helihole”” — a reference to thé-
* New Haven group home where he was placed by the

i

o

—————

. — _ B G . - Yolo County Pra}?ati_on Department one year ago,
L A PN at a current public cost, according ;
adopted parents throughout his teen-age years. .. county officials, of $800 to $1,000 ge:o It?g?ltt?] ?_:;?--
There was no question that this minor had severe ~ child. At the same time, his friends remember loan:
emotional and psychological problems throughout | ing him money to buy clothes because he had
the period of time that he ‘was under probation su- money and his clothes were ragged. = - al a- s
pervision. SR R et Tl B R - “He was very conscientious,” recalls Dorothy-
o TR o et et e . Waddoups, who-runs the school snack bar wheres.
Michael James Erviz was born Aug. 6. 1962.'in - Mike worked. Principal Bob McCorkle remembers
. San Jose. He was adopted as an infant by Roland | that Mike picked up his check for working in the |
‘and Mildred'Ervin, who had earlier adopted'a Ko- . -~ snack bar, from the school office about 11:30 a.m.
rean gich.now 18. Twelve years after Michael was- the day of his'death. Two hours later, he was dead.
born, about the same time he officially became “Mike had no money,” says Dorothy Waddoups,
entangled-with the juvenile justice system. his . “‘but there was never any money missing (from-the
adoptive parents had their own child, a boy, now 5. - snack bar). He’d come to school on rainy days with-
Roland and Mildred Ervin were divorced two years ; out even a jacket, and he had an old -pair of tennis’
ago, not long after Michael was released to his - shoes. I tried to find out what size he wore soIcould
parents from a year inNapa StateHo.splr;aI. s 4 get him a pair of shoes, but he said, ‘No, Dorothy,
Mildred Ervin has since remarried, to a man: youwork hard for your money.’ 5 .

named Lucky Huff, and they live in West Sacra-:
mento. Mildred Huff remembers that Michael first
gotintotroublewhenhewas9, - -t = 7
. “We've-been-hurt enough,” says Lucky Huff.
“She has, most certainly. He wasn’t neglected. H,e-
had everything he wanted. He just went bad, that’s
all. The kid went bad, that’s alt..... If those rasca.!si
are going to get in trouble; they’regon_ng.to get in|
trouble.” No, he says, Mildred Huff doesn’t want to

talk aboutitanymore._ - . _ vi
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Joseph Saul is not satisfied with all the answers
ﬂbOﬂthLS grandson sdea;h : £ T

“The day this happened, he came to get his lunch
about 11:30. and he said, ‘Guess what, Dorothy?
They're going to cut me loose on parole, and I don’t
haveto stay in thatawful home.””

The New'Haven Group Homes, of whlch there are
three in Sacramento County, are licensed by the
state Department of -Social Services to care for
abused, neglected, disturbed and otherwise “prob-’
lem” children. No clear distinction is made in the
license about what *‘type” of children can beplaced
together, and each home is licensed to take six kids
each. That means theoretically, and all too often in
fact, that a kid who murdered her mother can be in -

“the same home with a child whose only societal of- :
fense is that his parentsabused or don’t wanthim. . |

Critics say there are a lot of flaws in the system,
but it’s too easy to lay it on the licensing people —

“who are responsible for caseloads of as many as 150
facilities in widely ranging geographic areas. The
‘state licenses the homes and — as in Mike Ervin’s
case — the counties place children in them. " -

Among several reforms of the much-criticized
foster care system. State Social Services Director
Marion Woods is considering a proposal which
would make placement workers personally liable

for the care of their young charges, who are often
placed in homes far from the counties where they
lived. - . ;
The month before Mike Ervin .died, the Yolo |
County - Probation. Department investigated the -
-New Haven home where he was placed because of
questions about his care. The investigators found .
“numerous deficiencies and areas of concern,” but

“ chose to leave Mike there.

The day before he died, Mike was vxsrted by a 3
Yolo County probation officer — the. third officer.’

- assigned to his case in the past year — who talked to -
- him about Mike's approaching 18th birthday, the .

)

time when kids like him are often released to their .
“owndevices after years inthe foster care system.. 3

S () has. come to our attention that some members-: i

* of the-New Haven group home staff.feel that Mi--3

chael Ervin was depressed as the result of being :
informed- that his placement at New Haven.group :
home- would be terminated in the near future,'”

" Chief Probation Officer Gene Roh wrote m hxs ana! %

ysisof the suicide. - . i
“It was true that our department was con51der1ng

. terminating the minor’s placement at New Haven. ;
- ‘The reasons for this were several, which included ;

some- concern of ours over the operation of the
group home.” Rohsaid that when the probation offi- :
cer left Michael on Jan. 16, the youth “appeared to -
be extremeiy pleased, and in a very good frame of
mind.” His classmates and school staff confirm
that view.

“My persona! assessment was that he real!y !xked
to be alive,” said Mike's English teacher, Stan:
Meylor; who saw Mike in the parking lot of the !
school about 40 minutes before he was found hang~ i

: mg in the New Haven bathtub.

Next 'fhe Iﬁveshgatmn

&
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Hanging.

‘Un Jan. I7, Michael James Ervin
died at age 17. His hanging death in
an Orangevale group home has
raised questions about both the
subsequent investigation and about

- California’s system of institutional’
» and foster care. This is the second
of a two-part report.

“ By Sigrid Bathen _
- Bee Staff Writer 3 d
Robert “Butch” Goddard cuts an
imposing figure.. Biker tattoos
adorn his huge arms. If you saw
him working in a group home for
children; you might have second.
-thoughts about placing your child:
there. - L e
" ‘Goddard knows all that, and he
“doesn’t disagree. At 33, he says the '1
biker life is behind him, and he |
‘wants to help kids stay out of trou-»
ble. Many of the kids he has known .
in the group home buSiness will &
vouch for that. 3
Goddard says he and his wife, -

Terri, {who, accordirig to the coro-. .:

ner’s report, cut Mike Ervin down
from the shower frame) work in a
“floating administrative capacity” -
for the New Haven group homes,
which are owned by Jim Bartholo- ;
mew, a San Francisco audio-visual
products salesman, and Ken Wil-
liams, a Roseville minister. ;

Goddard says he wasn’t in the |
home at the time Mike Ervin alleg-
edly hanged himself. The big ex-
biker is crying during the inter-
view. and he produces two typew-
ritten notes — one an expression of
gratitude to Goddard. the other
including a mention of suicide — |
which he says were found in Mike's |
room after the teen-ager's death. - t

|

The notes are not signed, and
several youths at school say Mike
didn’t know how to type. =

- “I was a'Mike Ervin,” Goddard
says. “I was the tough guy with my
Harley-Davidson and my tattoos |
and kids would flock around me, |

My mother told me 1 could E]éher_!

help them or hurt them. |

“I own two Harley-Davidsons,[
and they now have cobwebs in the |
carburetors. : s 88

Ahout Probe Of

e

“My wife and I were really clbse :
to Mike. We had a lot of plans.”
Goddard says Mike had a cloth-

ing allowance but chose 10 main- -

taina threadbare “‘macho image.”
Dorothy Waddoups, who super-
vises the La Vista Continuation
High School snack bar where Mike

worked, finds that contention ab-.
-surd. “Mike wanted to look nice,”

shesays, “but he had no money.”
Many of the photos of Mike at-

~School outings and family gather-
-ings show his muscular upper torsg

shirtless. He was obviously proud
of his physique, and reportedly had
anumberof girlfriends.
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yer RoisésTQQésm, IS
Boy’s Death

The evening before his death, |

Goddard says. Mike “‘did seem -

elated” about the prospect of get- |

ting off probation — a prospect.
Mike’s Yolo County probation offi-
cer discussed with himi the day
beforehedied.”

“Then he stopped smiling,”

Goddard recalls, “and he said, -

*You know, it’s like leaving home -

again.’'

“Mike was always terrified of
Aug. 6 (which would have been his
18th birthday). I think he realized

“there was no place to go. I think a
lot of frightening thoughts went :

through his head.”

- Attorney Dorothy Bonner presses for answers.




Dorothy Bonner is a Davis attor-
ney who specializes in juvenile law |
and she is former chairman of the |
Yolo County Juvenile Justice
Commission. She has spent untold
hours of her own time investigating
Mike Ervin's death. She raises
seripus questions about the investi-
gation of the death, and points to
the account of an ambulance atten-
dant who says the scarf Mike alleg-
edly used to hang himself was not
cut — an account which she says
lends credence to the possibility
that Mike Ervin was murdered.

The Bee has interviewed all six
emergency personnel called to the
scene. including. four Citrus
Heights firefighters and two ambu-
lance attendants. One ambulance
attendant insists the scarf was not
cut, one fireman said it was; others
can't recall exact details. Several
recall seeing a serrated-blade knife
-- which Terri Goddard is said to |
have used to cut Mike down from
the shower frame — ona bathroom -
counter. a :

A full Sacramento County Sher- !
iff's Department homicide investi- -
gation was not initiated until sever- .
al days after the youth’s death,

althougn deputies were on the

scend at the home and later at the
hospital. The scarf was not picked
up by coroner's investigators until
the day after the death. It was cut
near the knot.
 One ambulance attendant said
deputies at the scene “'didn’t ap-
proach us or talk to us at the hospi-
tal,”” although the attendants were
later interviewed by Sheriff's
Homicide Sgt. Don Habecker. That
attendant also said he saw no
adults at the scene - contrary to
the officially accepted account that
‘Terri Goddard was there.
" Habecker and Deputy Coroner
James Hosang believe the boy’s
death was a suicide. They point to
‘physical evidence that Michael
“Ervin hanged himself, and Ha-

becker says Terri Goddard was on
the other side of the duplex with her
two young children when the ambu- |
lance attendants arrived shortly
after the firemen.

“I'm totally convinced he hanged
‘himseif.” says Dr. Pierce Rooney,
chief of forensic pathology for the
coroner’s office. “'This boy would
have put up a fight (if he were|
murdered), and there were no:
defense marks — no neck hemor_-!
rhages. no broken cartilage. We!
see suicide by hanging fairly fre-|
quently, and the signs differ great- \
ly from the signs of a garroting.”

Photo Special To The Bee

Michael Ervin . .

Dorothy Bonner isn’t satisfied,!
and neither is Roland Ervin, whois |
calling for a grand jury investiga- |
tion into his son’s death. Both are |
troubled by what they say is a dis. |
turbing ~lationship between Er-
vin's dea.. and the 1975 hanging
death of 16-year-oid Frank Lyman
in Yolo "County Juvenile Hall,
which was ruled in a coroner’s
inquest to have been “at the hands
of another, other than by acci-
dent.” : i

Bonner says Mike Ervin and
another youth discovered Frank
Lyman’s body hanging in his Juve. .
nile Hall cell 12 hours before it was

‘allegedly discovered by Juvenile

Hall staff. Her account is substanti-
ated by Roland Ervin and Mike's '
grandfather, Joseph Saul, who sa v
Mike told them he had found a boy
hangingin Juvenile Hall,

-ona s’;hool_oufi_ng.. = s

. Officially, Frank Lyman’s death

- was not discovered until the morn- |

_ing of April 6, 1975, although autop- J

Sy reports indicated he died 12
- hours earlier. A counselor testified

-during the inquest that he had seen |

i
!

!

Lyman en route to the bathroom -

four hours - after the pathologi
said he died. = 3 glgt

Bonner says the circumstances

of Mike Ervin being placed under

“¥olo County conservatorship after
Lyman’s death were “highly un-

usual.” She wonders why it was
- hecessary to send a 13-year-old boy -
to Napa State Hospital and sug-

gests that certain county officials

wanted him out of the county, out of -

the way,

Yolo County officials flatly deny
her allegations, " and insist that
Mike Ervin was not in Juvenile
Hall at the same time as Frank
Lyman. ; Co



According to probation depart- !
ment records, Mike Ervin was sent |
to Good Samaritan Center in Coro- ;

¢+ na on April 4, 1975; Frank Lyman

died April 5 or . _ |
Officials at Good Samaritan say

" their records are confidential and,

- in any event, are destroyed after

three years. : )
Yolo County probation authori- |
ties dismiss any possible connec- :

‘tion between the two hanging -

© reen Mazelis, a former member of |

* cials did not properly investigate |

~

_ didn't want to. They fear, now, that -
* history is repeating itself, - iy

... and Mike Ervin,” Mazelis says, “'it .
- isthat the state is no better a par- -
; efn_t_tha_n anybody eise.’__’,,:‘ Soaal

deaths. They insist both cases are 3
sad, but closed. Chief Probation
Officer - Gene . Roh “says: further|
investigation is unnecessary. “Our |
records indicate the minors were

~not together.” he.said. “I'm not ]

interested in pursuing it just be-
cause Dorothy Bonner says it
shouldbe.” - e b

Bonner and Davis attorney No=-

the Yolo County Juvenile Justice |
Commission who also criticized the
‘county’s handling of the Lyman .
investigation, insist county offi- |

Frank Lyman’s death — or worse,

_ “If there is anything that comes-|
out of the deaths of F rankie Lyman




