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INTRODUCTION





  WE ARRIVED AT THE LONGS PEAK RANGER STATION ON THE LAST day of August 2018, and instantly noted the tension in the air.




  This was my husband’s and my first visit to Rocky Mountain National Park, our third day of a reconnaissance trip so I could familiarize myself with the park, its most concentrated areas of activity, and its rich history. I was in the process of writing Historic Rocky Mountain National Park for Lyons Press, and would soon begin, for the same publisher, my sixth book in the series that details the real-life accounts of deaths in the national parks. Already I found myself a bit overwhelmed by the frequency with which people went missing, sustained injuries serious enough to require rescue, and lost their lives in Rocky Mountain.




  Such activity appeared to be happening on Longs Peak at that very moment. I spotted a man with a radio in his hand, sitting at a picnic table outside of the ranger station, and casually made my way over to him just as his radio finished crackling and went still.




  “Would you be a good person to ask about some basic safety stuff on Longs Peak?” I asked him.




  He glanced at the radio, sighed heavily, and then smiled at me. “This is a good day to ask that,” he said. “I’d be happy to tell you about safety up there.”




  I sat down, introduced myself, and we chatted. He told me he was a volunteer in the park, and had worked search-and-rescue operations for many years. He explained the things everyone needs to know about taking on a climb to the top of the highest mountain in the park—the information you’ll find in the epilogue of this book. People often arrive at the park with the sole purpose of climbing the park’s only “fourteener,” the one peak over fourteen thousand feet, without the slightest idea of what they might be getting themselves into before they go.




  The affable volunteer told me some of the stories found in the first three chapters of this book—about people who took on more than they could handle, ignored warnings from rangers and other climbers, underestimated the difficulty of this climb, forgot to check the weather forecast, or blithely wandered off into the wilderness without so much as a bottle of water to sustain them.




  Then the radio crackled again. He inclined his head toward it briefly.




  “There’s one up there now,” he said.




  “Someone injured?”




  “We hope he’s just injured,” the volunteer said, and let it go at that.




  The following day, Nic and I drove into the park from the Fall River entrance, and as we approached Beaver Meadows, we saw a contingent of rangers and vehicles parked on a paved pad in the middle of the clearing. As we watched, a helicopter circled and landed on the pad. The pilot and others got out and spoke to the rangers, and stood waiting for . . . something.




  Not until much later did I determine that they were waiting for the coroner’s vehicle. Search-and-rescue teams had located the body of Jens “Jay” Yambert, a 62-year-old man who had been missing for several days, and this was the meeting point to transport his remains out of the park.




  I found myself shaken by the immediacy of this. While working on the other five books I’d written in this series, I had never encountered an accident in progress, though some of the stories I’ve retold to readers have truly moved me to tears. None of the other parks in my books, however, have the sheer volume of search-and-rescue operations in a year that Rocky Mountain National Park must initiate. The park with the highest mountains and some of the most volatile weather in the national park system, and the third-most-visited national park in the United States, gets more than its fair share of injuries and fatalities.




  What kind of numbers are we talking about? My research turned up 333 deaths, though I have seen quotes in newspapers that suggest there might be even more. Seventy-three people have died on Longs Peak alone, in mishaps ranging from heart attacks to long tumbles down thousand-foot cliffs. A whopping 104 people have died in falls—some of these on Longs Peak, but many on other mountains throughout the park. In fact, so many people have died from falls in this park that I had to respect my publisher’s limits on word count (which I had already exceeded rather significantly), and leave the twenty-eight deaths from motor vehicle accidents out of the narrative in order to fit all the falling victims into the manuscript. One day there will be a second edition of this book, and I will detail the auto and motorcycle accidents then.




  Fifteen people perished from hypothermia—what medical science used to call “exposure”—on Longs Peak, as well as Flattop Mountain, Mount Alice, and deep in the forest. Thirteen died from lightning strikes, many of these along Trail Ridge Road in the highest elevations a visitor can reach by car. And seventeen people have drowned in the park, three of them in the Lawn Lake Flood disaster in 1982, an event so dramatic that I gave it its own chapter.




  The rest are a miscellany of avalanches (6), plane crashes (11 people in 7 incidents), rockslides (3), accidents involving winter sports (5), a bizarre moment when a tree fell on a visitor, horses throwing their riders (3), 2 homicides, and a single mountain lion attack that killed a ten-year-old boy, the only animal-attack death in the park’s history.




  More than eighty people died of heart attacks and other medical issues, and while these are listed in the book’s appendix, they are not detailed in the text because such deaths usually escape the media’s attention, so their backstories are largely lost to history. In addition, a startling twenty-nine people have chosen Rocky Mountain as the last place they would see before taking their own lives. People’s reasons for suicide are none of my business, and I don’t wish to encourage this practice in the parks, so I no longer write about them. You’ll find their names in the appendix, as well.




  Six people have been lost in the park and never found. One of these, James Pruitt, disappeared while I was writing this book. While the remains of Micah Tice were discovered in July of 2019, James Pruitt was still missing at the time of publication. (You can check our Facebook page, @minetorbooks, for articles that bring together all of the new information since this book’s publication.)




  Now, on a personal note, I want to be sure that you understand that while I have written many hiking books, I am not a climber—and for good reason. I have an inherited heart defect known as hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, the same condition that causes sudden-death heart attack in otherwise-healthy high school athletes. Exertion at high elevations could pop my heart like a balloon, so climbing is not an option for me. For this reason, I have left the highly technical explanations of climbs gone wrong to experts who can speak to these errors on discussion boards and websites, like the American Alpine Club’s accident reports, and simplified the descriptions so that non-climbers like me can understand what happened.




  In a nutshell, this is a book of stories about people going to a magnificent place expecting to have the time of their lives, and coming home dead. There is no kinder way to say this, and I bring it up now to clarify my motives in writing detailed accounts of such cases in our national parks. Read these stories and take the lessons they provide to heart, with the understanding that in each case there is a misstep, a moment at which the result could go the safe way or another way. Mindfulness of the potential for these miscalculations will help you to avoid such consequences in your own visit to Rocky Mountain, making your trip to this spectacular wilderness as exciting as you wish—but with just a little less danger, a little more self-awareness, and a great deal more fun. If, while reading this, you find that you know more details about any of these incidents, or if I’ve left out anyone (the full list of deaths is in this book’s appendix), please contact me at author@minetor.com, on Twitter @rminetor, or on Facebook @minetorbooks.




  My goal is not to scare you—quite the contrary. I urge you to visit Rocky Mountain National Park and explore to your heart’s content, whether you experience it primarily by car and on easy, level trails or climb to the top of the park and venture deep into the backcountry on foot. Just don’t give me the opportunity to include your untimely demise in the next edition of this book. Enjoy the park with the Ten Essentials for hiking safely in your backpack (see this book’s epilogue for the list), heed the advice of rangers who know this park better than you do, and watch where you step on talus slopes and scree-covered ledges. Have the time of your life. Just be careful out there.










 

  CHAPTER 1




  Cold Comfort: Deaths from Hypothermia




  GOING WEST BECAME THE DARING AND FASHIONABLE THING FOR the very wealthy to do in the late 1800s, and Caroline Josephine Welton, known as Carrie to her friends, could not wait to get there. She and several friends undertook a journey in the summer of 1884 that began with a long train ride from the eastern United States, followed by a stagecoach drive and many more miles on horseback. Welton left the rest of her party in Colorado Springs and proceeded alone to Estes Park—the center of alpine-style hospitality—and once she had braved the twenty-mile ride through the Big Thompson River canyon and arrived in Estes Park, she could explore to her heart’s content and challenge her own perceptions of her body’s strength and resiliency. At the end of her hectic, uncomfortable journey came the reward: the vast, sparkling view of the Rocky Mountains.




  The Boston Globe described Welton as “an accomplished young lady, who was passionately fond of natural scenery and loved the open air.” History remembers her as “a tall, dark-complexioned and striking looking woman,” who received a high-priced education and had “a propensity to do uncommon things and achieve a reputation for courage and physical endurance.” A woman of considerable wealth and a “brilliant” horsewoman, she spent her summer riding to every point of interest she could reach on horseback.




  Open land surrounded her, but one slate-gray mountain captivated her and drew her to it, making her long for the view from its topmost point. Longs Peak rises to 14,259 feet above the land that in 1915 would become Rocky Mountain National Park, the tallest mountain in the park and one of the highest in Colorado. She could see the snow and ice that clung to its peak, and the many steep, jagged walls of rock that stood between her position at roughly 7,500 feet above sea level and its towering apex, but she had climbed mountains before—in fact, she had hiked to the top of Pike’s Peak and Gray’s Peak earlier in the summer. The Boston Globe quoted a gentleman who knew her about the Gray’s Peak climb: “She spoke rapturously of the beauty of the scenery she viewed as the reward of these feats, and expressed regret that in her ascent of Gray’s Peak she was unable to remain among the clouds longer, because her lady companion had become faint and was obliged to give up the climb.”




  Welton corresponded with friends at home about her desire to scale Longs Peak, as the Globe noted: “From all she had heard and read of the journey, she expected that it would be the roughest mountain trip she had every attempted.” She believed that she could acquire this summit if she selected the right guide, however, even though summer had waned and the first autumn chill had turned the evening dew to frost overnight.




  On Monday, September 22, she left Estes Park alone to ride seven miles to the base of Longs Peak. Here she met Reverend Elkanah Lamb, proprietor of Longs Peak House, and his family. Lamb had made a name for himself as a mountain guide, a business he began in 1871 when he led a party up Longs Peak—not because he was the first to do this (he wasn’t), but because he was the only person in the party to reach the summit. While the rest of the climbers turned around and made their way back down the Keyhole Route, Lamb took a much more difficult and largely untried route down the East Face. When he arrived at a particularly steep, eight-hundred-foot slope, he slipped on the ice and began to slide, whooshing down the mountain until he managed to grab at a rock that jutted out from the 70-degree trough. With no climbing equipment except a pocketknife, Lamb broke through some ice under his feet and made a step that he could stand on to get his bearings—but the knife snapped and broke, so he found himself once again in as precarious a position as he could imagine. Somehow he made his way to the bottom without further mishap, but history immortalized his epic descent by naming this difficult passage Lambs Slide.




  Lamb himself declined to guide Welton up Longs Peak, but he offered the services of his son, Carlyle, who at roughly twenty years old had been up the mountain with many parties. They struck a deal, and Carrie spent the night at Longs Peak House with plans to start out early with Carlyle in the morning.




  As the sun rose, the two packed their gear and food and headed out on horseback up the Longs Peak trail. They could ride all the way to Chasm Lake, some three and a half miles hence, and on to the Boulderfield, a wide area of large rocks that signals the change in terrain from this point forward. Here, on the upper edge of the tree line, they left their horses and proceeded on foot. Five hours had passed since they had left the trailhead, and now deep snow covered the trail, a major shift from the warm, sunny day that had greeted them at the outset. “The banks of snow would bear the weight of men, while the horses would break through,” a lengthy analysis by an unnamed writer in the Sunday News-Dealer in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, explained.




  From their vantage point just above the Boulderfield, Welton and Lamb could see low-hanging clouds not far over their heads. They removed all of their warmest clothing from their packs and put it on over their hiking clothes. Welton “was warmly clad in a black alapaca [sic] dress and black broadcloth riding pants, a heavy black alapaca sacque [shapeless robe], an elegant silk dolman [robe], trimmed in astrackan [sic] fur; a heavy cashmere shawl and a ladies’ waterproof,” the writer said. “On her person was a five-shot Smith & Wesson revolver, with two charges remaining. An elegant gold watch was fastened to the dress with a black silk cord, and in her bosom was a chamois skin bag containing three costly rings, one a diamond valued at $1,000.”




  They still had four miles to go to reach the summit, so they plodded on with determination. “This ascent was made after much tedious delay and hard work, the top of the black peak being reached about 4 o’clock in the afternoon,” the writer noted. “Their stay on the peak was not long in duration.”




  Not only could they see that the clouds would bring darkness early, but they also realized that a storm had begun below them, “the dark clouds being tumbled about in frightful confusion.” Carlyle Lamb knew what Welton could only guess: The storm would make an already demanding descent even more problematic, adding wet, icy conditions that would soak their clothing and turn rocks into icy slides. Earlier, he had recommended that they turn around and wait for another day to summit the peak, but Welton would have none of it. She had come this far and was within a few hundred feet of the top; she would not go home without her summit.




  After an hour’s rest at the top, Welton and Lamb began the route down. Soon they reached the clouds and descended to a point beneath them, and just as they thought their visibility would improve without the moist shroud hanging around their heads, the clouds played yet another trick on the pair. They opened up and dumped a whiteout snowstorm on top of the climbers—“the heaviest, the guide says, he ever saw on the mountain,” the News-Dealer reported.




  Now Welton knew she might have taken on a greater challenge than she could endure. She began to declare that she was too tired to go on, enough so that young Lamb needed to hold and support her to keep her on her feet. After two and a half miles of this, with another mile and a half to go before they reached the horses, Welton collapsed in the snow, too exhausted to go another step. Lamb picked her up and attempted to carry her, but adding the woman’s 140 pounds to his own burden in the deep, blowing snow and darkness made progress virtually impossible. “For two hours he plodded with his heavy burden, and was only able to make two-thirds of a mile,” the anonymous chronicler said.




  Five hours had passed since they had left the summit, and now Lamb knew that his own strength and endurance had reached their limits. At about ten p.m., Lamb sat down on a rock and explained to Welton that they had only one chance for survival: He would have to leave her here, sheltered somewhat behind a rock, while he proceeded alone to their horses and rode back for help. Welton objected, no doubt certain that while she could no longer put one foot in front of the other, staying here alone and immobile could only result in her death. In the end, however, she could not refute his logic, especially with her brain and body depleted by numbing cold.




  “After bidding Miss Welton farewell, the guide made the greatest possible speed,” the news reporter continued. “The moon had now arose and materially aided [him] on his way. The horses were found as they had been left, and mounting one of these and leading the other, young Lamb hurried to his father’s cabin, seven miles away. He made this distance in an hour and informed his father of what had occurred.”




  There could be no rest for Carlyle Lamb until Carrie Welton was safe at Longs Peak House, so Elkanah Lamb and his son saddled two fresh horses and headed back down the trail and up the mountain. By the time they reached Welton, their watches told them it was past four a.m. Carrie lay stretched out in the snow, quite dead.




  “Her features were placid,” the newspaper report tells us. “Sleepiness, the result of the cold, had evidently overcome her soon after the departure of her guide, and she had lain down in the snow bank, well knowing the fate which would soon overtake her.” Then the reporter felt the need to provide us with an inventory of her belongings: “Beside her was an ivory-handled riding whip, with her name and place of residence engraved thereon, and in her belt was a handsomely mounted revolver. Her heavy kid gloves had been removed, and her diamond-bedecked hands were covered in the snow.”




  As the dark before the dawn began to lighten, the two men determined the best way to carry the body between them, and they started the long return trip to their cabin. It was nine a.m. before they arrived there, but they immediately sent for the local justice of the peace to be sure that Welton’s death was properly recorded. The justice “had the body placed in a box, and then had it conveyed by a wagon to Longmont, a distance of sixty miles, where it arrived on the 27th ult., and was received by friends who had come from Colorado Springs.” The friends accompanied Welton’s body back to New York.




  This is the story as originally told by Carlyle Lamb to the local media. Accounts by others involved on the periphery of the events of September 22 and 23, 1884, however, remember it somewhat differently.




  It seems that the owner of the livery stable, H. W. Gilbert, drove Welton up to Longs Peak House personally on the evening of September 21, and she gave him instructions to return to the house two days later, at precisely eight a.m., to pick her up and bring her back to Estes Park. When Gilbert arrived as promised, Mrs. Lamb told him that Elkanah and Carlyle were up on the mountain bringing Welton down, and that she had died—information she could not know for certain at that point, based on Carlyle’s story.




  “The liveryman drove up to the timberline and there met the father and son carrying the body of Miss Welton between them,” the reporter wrote. “It was then ten o’clock in the morning, and the story that Lamb, the guide, tells about returning immediately after the body will hardly bear investigation, for Miss Welton’s body lay, when found, at the further end of a large and barren place on the mountainside, known as Boulderfield, just a mile from where the team had met them. It does not seem probable that it would take two men six hours to carry the body a distance of a mile.”




  Others who knew Carlyle Lamb did not speak highly of his guiding skills or his bravery, the writer noted. “They think that when he first saw that Miss Welton was taken with a fainting faint at about dark in the evening, he became frightened at the prospect of a night on the mountain, and abandoned her to her fate,” he said. “They further say that the father and son did not ascend the peak in search of her until daylight the next morning.”




  What’s more, those involved in transporting the body away from Longs Peak and into Longmont were startled by the number of bruises she had sustained, especially on her face. They speculated that these might indicate that she “had tried to make her way down the trail after being abandoned by the guide, and had repeatedly fallen against the rocks.”




  No prosecution resulted from these accusations, and the investigation apparently closed without further conclusions. Whatever the facts might be, Carrie Welton got the last laugh on her friends and relatives by doing an extraordinarily good deed as her last bequest. She left her entire fortune—about $300,000, a whopping sum in 1884—to the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, infuriating her cousins who received pieces of jewelry and other considerations, but no cash. Her mother, who had repeatedly attempted to have Carrie committed to an asylum for the insane because of her strong-willed and independent nature, received nothing in the will at all. Jane Welton and the many cousins contested her daughter’s wishes in court and through several appeals, but after a two-year legal battle, the courts ruled in favor of the will and awarded the bequest to the SPCA.




  Meanwhile, Carrie’s mansion in Waterbury, Connecticut, a property known as Rose Hill, went from being one of the finest homes in town to nearly worthless in the week after her death. Fraught with strife because of Carrie’s frequent rows with her mother, the house was abandoned by both women some time before Carrie’s trip out west. Rumors abounded among townspeople that the place was haunted, and some claimed manifestations of this: “One of the many freaks of the spirits is the besmirching of the door knob of the best chamber with a substance like coagulated blood, which reappears every morning after being wiped off,” the usually sane St. Louis Post-Dispatch reprinted from wire reports. “All sorts of stories are in circulation to-day about the old mansion, one of which is that the daughter had been seen in the yard on horseback at midnight. Although the property was put on the market at a low figure, it is impossible to sell it, as it is firmly believed that a curse rests upon it.”




  Her friends, however, regarded all of this talk of ghosts as nonsense. A week after her death, the Boston Globe interviewed a local merchant who knew Welton well. “Miss Welton’s adventurous mountain journeys were made simply because she loved to see nature in all its wild grandeur,” he said. “She was in love with nature. She shrank instinctively from any notoriety, and would have rebuked anyone who attempted to spread her reputation as a mountain climber. She was fearless and self-reliant, but perfectly refined and unassuming in her character and manners. Her death is a very great blow to her many warm friends.”




  A LEARNED MAN DISAPPEARS





  “The disappearance of Dr. [Thornton R.] Sampson, president of the Texas Presbyterian Seminary and a close personal friend of Woodrow Wilson, then president, inspired the greatest search in the history of Colorado,” the Gaffney Ledger in South Carolina declared on July 23, 1932.




  A story that began in September 1915 had finally reached its conclusion, closing the chapter that had baffled Sampson’s family, friends, and many colleagues and associates for nearly seventeen years.




  Sampson had served his church and his country well, traveling with his wife to Greece and Turkey as a Presbyterian missionary in 1878 and remaining there until 1892. When he finally returned to the United States, he became synodical secretary of the church’s home mission board in North Carolina, living in Greensboro and then Asheville with his family until he was elected president of General Assembly’s Home and School in Fredericksburg, Virginia. His upward trajectory did not stop there: He followed his time in Virginia by becoming head of a Presbyterian institution in Sherman, Texas, meanwhile founding a Presbyterian Theological Seminary for the Trans-Mississippi territory. He then made the last move of his career of service, leading the Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Austin.




  Throughout his later years, it was Sampson’s summer habit to visit the area that in 1915 had just become Rocky Mountain National Park, going off alone for “a tramp and fishing trip throughout Estes Park,” as the Asheville Gazette-News described it in September of that year. Sampson, who was 63 years old, kept in touch with his family during a sojourn in Denver while making preparations for his trip, writing to his wife on August 28 that he expected to be back in Denver on September 5.




  Cliff Higby, a mountain guide astride a horse, passed Dr. Sampson on September 2 just two miles from Grand Lake on the west side of the park, “attired in heavy underwear, a light cotton suit, wool shirt and without an overcoat,” the Austin American reported. Dr. Sampson told him he intended to walk twenty-five miles across the park to reach Estes Park by September 5 to attend the dedication exercises for the newly named Rocky Mountain National Park. Higby provided directions to reach Fern Lake, where Dr. Sampson planned to spend the night, and told Sampson that he would tie a red bandana to a cairn—a stack of rocks used as a trail marker—to signal the place to turn. He also said he would leave Sampson a note there with further directions.




  At about two p.m. on the same day, Sampson stopped to rest at a shelter and encountered three female travelers and their guide. They stopped briefly and then continued along the way from which Sampson had just come.




  Shortly thereafter, the weather changed dramatically, with snow and gale-force winds making further hiking dangerous at best. “The mountain tops are completely enveloped when the clouds become thick and heavy, making it impossible for anyone to see the cairns marking the different routes of trails,” Vinson told the Austin paper. “That night it froze, and next day there was a heavy snow and a high wind. The foresters say the snow forms on the mountain tops and with a high wind is swept into the canyons and gulches in terrific gales. The guides told me that the snow is now 40 and 50 feet deep in that region.”




  He added, “It is believed that the lone traveler [Sampson] either sought safety in a cave, or slipped and fell, later to be covered by snow. Guide Higby’s directions were never reached.”




  Sampson did not emerge from the park on September 5, and the whereabouts of a man known and respected throughout the Southern states quickly became a matter of national concern.




  Search parties began to comb the area, and Sampson’s wife, Ella Royster Sampson, his son Frank, and two of his three daughters—Mrs. E. T. Drake and Mrs. H. C. Parsons of Orange, Texas—traveled to the Metropole Hotel in Denver from Austin to await news of his discovery. (His third daughter, Mrs. Arthur Woolridge, lived in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.)




  “A man has been found who saw the doctor September 3 as he was entering a big gorge,” the Asheville paper reported on September 27, three weeks into the search. “The next day there was a severe snow storm accompanied by much lightning. It is the opinion of guides that Dr. Sampson was either killed by lightning or missed his footing in the storm and fell over a precipice.”




  Frank W. Sampson arrived late on September 15 and joined the search, along with members of the Denver Rotary Club, who had had the pleasure of hearing Dr. Sampson speak at their annual meeting six months earlier. The search now involved hiking and climbing through deep snow to examine the gorge and the surrounding area. “Heavy snow has fallen in the region, and mountaineers believe the chance of finding the aged minister and educator alive is slight,” the Associated Press said on September 20, as if beginning to cushion the blow of Sampson’s loss for an anxious public. The Denver Rotary made an offer to incent volunteers of all stripes to continue the hunt: The club put up a $500 reward for finding the missing man, dead or alive.




  Not everyone believed that Dr. Sampson’s disappearance warranted this kind of effort, however. C. B. Kendall of the US Geological Survey told search officials that Dr. Sampson had said something curious on his way out of town. “Dr. Sampson and Mr. Kendall were on a train going to Steamboat Springs at the time and talked together for two hours,” the report in the Austin American noted. “Dr. Sampson told Kendall he often lost himself in the hills while on hikes as he loved the mountains. ‘Dr. Sampson told me that he took this same trip last summer . . . and that twice before he had traversed these routes. He is evidently a good woodsman and could not have lost himself in the forests. I thought him very competent to take care of himself.’” Kendall went so far as to suggest that Dr. Sampson’s absence was deliberate, “for the purpose of getting a thorough rest.”




  This theory did nothing to dampen the resolve of the searchers, who persevered amid continued snow, cold, and wind. A week later, with no new clues coming to light, the Austin American again presented all of the theories to date, including some new ones. “George C. Barnard and Morrison Shafroth, members of the Colorado Mountain Club, returned today after a two days’ search in the gullies and ravines about Odessa Gorge, with the theory that the aged minister became confused and mistook Mount Otis for Flattop Mountain,” the paper reported. “His body may be found at the bottom of some gorge in the vicinity of the first named instead of in any of those at the foot of Flattop, where most of the search has centered.”




  The two mountaineers had climbed to the summit on the Continental Divide, searching all of the mountain’s slides, gorges, and other concealed places as they went, while a second party, including Shep Husted, John Mainburg, and Sam Service, began at the top of the mountain and worked their way down. They completed this search on September 23, but found nothing that could point them in a direction that might lead to Sampson’s body.




  By this time, the family understood that there was no hope of finding Dr. Sampson alive. They prepared to hold a memorial service at the Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary, where the beginning of the fall term had been postponed for a week, “in honor of the missing theologian.” Seminary president R. E. Vinson traveled to Colorado to assist in the search, returning to assure his colleagues and the community that the effort was being made with “unquestionable thoroughness.” Even officials in Washington, DC, gave the search their attention, with Secretary of the Interior Lane and Secretary of Agriculture Houston instructing all of their staff members in Colorado to participate.




  Nonetheless, “practically all hope of finding the minister’s body is gone,” the Austin American reported on September 23. Vinson summarized the theories of search officials: “Since the snow will not melt until next August, and then from the inside outward, it is believed the body of the minister will be washed into one of the deep mountain lakes and probably never will be found. The theory that wild beasts attacked him is regarded untenable, since no case is on record of beasts attacking a person in that part of the mountains. The theory that Dr. Sampson was struck by lightning is fallacious, because the body then would be found.”




  Another “weirdest of many weird stories,” noted the Ottawa Evening Journal in Kansas, was that Dr. Sampson had taken a “queer companion,” a hermit who lived in the hills around Estes Park. Someone posited that this hermit, whom Dr. Sampson mentioned in a letter to his wife, may have murdered the reverend. The fact that those who remembered seeing him on September 2 all said he was alone quickly discredited this idea, however.




  Inevitably, as winter set in and nothing indicating a promising new direction came to light, the search came to a close for the time being. Then, on October 2, cattleman Jim Norval of Steamboat Springs discovered the remains of “an aged man, battered by the elements and torn by wild animals,” while rounding up his cattle. The skeleton turned up some sixty miles from the place where anyone had last seen Dr. Sampson, a detail explained away by the media as the result of “wild animal attacks,” presuming that animals had perhaps dragged the body to its final location.




  Forest Service personnel had the body transported to authorities in Yampa, Colorado, for thorough examination. Telegraph messages between these authorities and Ella Sampson flew back and forth, with Mrs. Sampson providing what information she could that might become the telltale clue that this body was what remained of her husband.




  Before positive identification could be made, however, the media picked up the story of the body’s discovery and ran with it. “Dr. Sampson’s Body Found,” crowed the New York Sun, its story appearing in newspapers throughout the Southern states. This was not the case, however: The identifying markings and other clues Mrs. Sampson provided did not match the body. Sampson’s remains still languished somewhere in the mountains.




  Vinson did his best to console his constituents in the Presbyterian of the South newspaper in early October. “We cannot but bow our heads in humble submission to this mysterious providence of God which has taken from us one of the most useful servants of His Church, as well as an intimate personal friend,” he wrote.




  Searchers set out once again in the spring when the snow began to melt, but they were no more successful than they had been in September. Slowly, the disappearance of Thornton R. Sampson became one of the park’s unsolved mysteries.




  That is, until July 1932—seventeen years after Sampson had been given up for lost.




  On or around July 13, someone exploring a rocky overhang that formed a cave-like shelter in the park’s Fern Valley made the find of a lifetime: the skeletal remains of a man long dead. With the bones were several personal effects that made identification a certainty: Dr. Sampson’s pipe, which he had made himself; his diary, “perfectly legible and in good preservation,” and his knapsack. Frank Sampson flew from his home in Atlanta, Georgia, to Denver to examine the items and confirm that they did indeed belong to his father.




  Frank postulated his own theory of what had happened to Dr. Sampson:






  There is no doubt in my mind that [F]ather failed to survive his first night out of Grand Lake. He had been slightly indisposed for a week prior, as his diary records, and while he was a singularly vigorous man for his 63 years, his vitality no doubt was low on this particular day, after a hike of more than seventeen miles and a vertical climb of more than 4,000 feet, passing about midday a point high above the timberline.




  My conclusions are these: The weather records show that there were many showers all through that day—evidence substantiated by others who were on the same trail, on horseback. My father’s experience led him to this sheltering rock under which nearly everything except his watch and a few coins were found. On the level beneath the jutting rock were found his knapsack, with toilet articles, a can of tobacco, matches and his pipe. I am positive he built a fire, became warm and fell asleep—and that sleep in wet clothing, on a cold September night, at an extremely high altitude, must have proved fatal.




  But for the anxiety his disappearance caused his loved ones, I cannot imagine my father wishing for a more peaceful passing—high in the mountains, from which all his life he had drawn his inspiration.







  THE SNOWS OF AUGUST





  Before Doppler radar gave meteorologists the ability to create detailed forecasts of weather systems as they crossed the country, mountain climbers had to rely on predictions published in newspapers and their own instincts to keep from being caught in storms. These rudimentary tools usually provided enough information to keep climbers from venturing out into dangerous thunderstorms or early-season snows. Most mountaineers stayed off of fourteeners like Longs Peak when winter gales dominated the landscape, saving their enthusiasm for the late-spring and summer months. Even summer, however, can turn against a climber on Longs Peak, transforming a sunny day into a freezing torrent in the space of an hour.




  Gerald Clark, 30, encountered just such a day on August 7, 1939. A commercial photographer from Denver, he had scaled Longs Peak’s East Face five times before this, bringing all the equipment necessary to do this as safely as possible. He began to scale the wall with his friends, Eddie Watson, 23, and Edmund Cooper, 32, but at about 2:20 p.m., he dropped the hammer he used to drive pitons into the rock. Without the ability to insert more pitons, he could not go up any farther. Worse, it had begun to rain—hard.




  Watson and Cooper both had ample experience climbing mountains, including Longs Peak, which Cooper had ascended no less than eight times before this. Watson had made his first climb of the East Face the previous New Year’s Day. They knew enough to realize that while Clark had reached an overhanging rock before he dropped his hammer, they couldn’t make it to the same place with the sudden change in the weather.




  “Cooper was in the lead when we started,” Watson told the Grand Junction Daily Sentinel. “He tried for an overhanger, but couldn’t make it. He came back and he and I agreed it couldn’t be made in the rain that was falling then. Cooper and I wanted to turn back, but Clark wanted to try it. He took the lead and made it over the overhanger.”




  Watson and Cooper called to Clark to come back. “He kept on going up in the Chimney and kept calling back to us for more rope . . . He didn’t hear us, or pretended not to, and kept on going, calling for more rope until there was only a few feet left.”




  By this time, they knew that their friend had gone too far, but they had a responsibility to make sure he was safe. “Cooper and I started then to try to get [to] another overhanging ledge to one side,” Watson said. “The ledge was nothing less than a waterfall then, with the rain pouring down. It was impossible to get a handhold.”




  Then Clark dropped his hammer.




  “We called up to Clark. He couldn’t go any further up and he couldn’t start back down because he couldn’t drive a petane [sic]. We decided Cooper and I should go back for help. All three of us started calling for help but got no answer. There were some people on the peak, but they must have thought we were fooling.”




  By this time, snow and sleet had started to fall along with the rain. Watson and Cooper managed to get the attention of a guide on the East Face—none other than Walter Kiener, whose legendary climb of the East Face in winter with Agnes Vaille in 1925 is featured in this book, in chapter 3. Kiener was on the mountain with a party from the Colorado Mountain Club, but when the two men conveyed to him that Clark was truly in trouble, he took his party back down the mountain and called for help.




  “Cooper and I climbed down,” Watson said. “Cooper took a rope and went up to Broadway, the trail above the Chimney.”




  Taking the easier route up the East Face to connect with Clark seemed like a good idea, but once he reached Broadway Ledge, he knew that he could not get the additional rope Clark needed before dark. A rescue party, including Ranger Ernest Field and two climbing experts from Denver, Bob Boyd and Bob Lewis, started up the north face at about the same time, hoping to reach Clark from above as well. Cooper moved quickly to join them. Chief ranger J. Barton Herschler took charge of the rescue operation, establishing a base camp at Chasm Lake.




  “They told me to go to the Boulderfield,” said Watson. “I waited there for news.”




  By this time, the wind had picked up as well, and Clark, clad only in a cotton flannel shirt and denim pants, remained trapped on a ledge as water poured down the mountain and directly over him. As hail mixed with the snow, conditions became too hazardous for Ranger Field and his party to begin to climb down the East Face to reach Clark. A long afternoon of bad weather and biting cold had given way to night, and darkness set in on the mountain. Clark had no choice but to spend the night on the exposed ledge.




  Watson went back up the Longs Peak trail at first light and reached Chasm Lake. He found Ranger Field and his party, who had spent the night on a wide ledge, coming down the East Face of the mountain toward Clark as snow and sleet continued to swirl around them. He also met Ranger Paul Hauk at Chasm Lake, on his way to assist. Watson and Hauk started up the East Face from the base.




  Where exactly Clark had spent the night, however, was a mystery to the rangers and climbers on their way to help him. “Clark was so much hidden by the storm and the trough that the rescuers could not find him after they started down after dawn,” the Associated Press reported. They called to Clark, telling him to throw out his pack so they could see where he was. “He tossed out his pack then,” said Cooper. For the moment, at least, he was still alive and conscious.




  Finally Field’s party reached Clark, and determined in minutes that he was suffering from hypothermia and could not use his muscles to assist in his own rescue. He lost consciousness as they began lowering him down with a rope to Kiener’s Route, where Watson and Hauk were waiting. It took a total of five hours to move Clark down 1,500 feet from the ledge to the rescue camp rangers had established at Chasm Lake, working in small increments. Rescuers on the ground had called park headquarters for blankets, stimulants, a stretcher, and an ambulance to wait at Longs Peak campground, and eighteen Civilian Conservation Corps enrollees made their way to the rescue camp to help carry Clark five miles on the stretcher to the campground and ambulance.




  In all, Clark had spent twenty hours on the ledge.




  “Clark was still alive when we lifted him on down,” said Watson, “but he was gashed on the head. He must have been hit by a rock while Field and Boyd and Lewis were letting him down.”




  By the time he reached Mills Glacier, however, Clark’s life had all but ebbed away. Artificial respiration could not save him.




  Coroner Orville Miller in Larimer County completed the autopsy and determined that the cause of death was exposure—what we now call hypothermia. The gash on his head was only a scalp wound.




  Despite the disastrous outcome, Watson still felt that the day could have ended with a successful climb. “If the weather hadn’t turned bad, we all could have made the climb to the top without trouble,” he concluded.




  
THE SNOWS OF APRIL





  Taking a break from studies at the end of April, four students from the University of Colorado at Boulder set off into the Rocky Mountain National Park wilderness on Monday, April 18, 1960, with the goal of reaching the summit of Longs Peak.




  Prince Willmon, 23, of Fort Smith, Arkansas, was the oldest of the group. James A. Greig, 21, came from Glenview, Illinois, and David Jones, 19, had come from Webster Groves, Missouri. They were joined by their friend Jane Bendixen, 19, of Davenport, Iowa. By Tuesday morning, however, Greig felt he was coming down with something, and he turned back. Willmon, Jones, and Bendixen continued down the Longs Peak trail and began their trek up the mountain.




  Somehow, all four students had missed seeing the signs at the trailhead and elsewhere along the trail to the mountain, telling them that these trails were closed to all but technical climbers at this time of year. Late April is still snow season on mountains in the Front Range, so the hiking party could expect to find ice and snow at higher elevations that would make climbing without equipment and proper footwear a hazardous endeavor.




  The three climbers, all of whom had substantial experience on mountain trails, made their way up Longs Peak without incident until they had nearly reached the summit. Then, in what seemed like minutes, the weather changed from a generally overcast but comfortable day into a raging blizzard. Ice coated the rocky trails, and snow gathered in deep drifts. None of the climbers were dressed for this kind of weather, so they soon began to feel the effects of exposure. Bendixen and Willmon knew that their hands, feet, and faces were starting to freeze.




  By Wednesday morning, as they fought their way through the endless blizzard, Willmon felt he could not continue. Jones and Bendixen found an ice cave and left Willmon there, telling him that they would head down the mountain and go for help. Soon Bendixen found herself out in front of Jones, moving quickly in her descent. Suddenly her feet went out from under her. She fell down a rocky cliff, hit her head, and lost consciousness.




  When she came to sometime later, she began calling for Jones, but she received no response. She wondered if he had fallen as well, but she didn’t see him close by, so she determined that despite her injuries and the sense that frostbite had enveloped her hands and feet, she had better move or forfeit her own life where she lay. She began walking, continuing her descent until she reached the base of the mountain and could see lights far in the distance. She walked toward the lights, finally finding herself at a mountain home in Allenspark.




  When the family answered the door, they saw immediately that she was in terrible trouble. Soon Bendixen was in an ambulance on the way to a hospital, while rangers began the search for her friends.




  Willmon and Jones were not so lucky. Rangers found Willmon frozen to death in the ice cave, and Jones at the base of a cliff, where he had fallen as much as one thousand feet. He did not survive the fall.




  TRAGEDY AT CAMP ST. MALO





  At the foot of Mount Meeker, an elevation of about nine thousand feet, Camp St. Malo, a camp for young Catholic boys, opened in 1936 just inside Rocky Mountain National Park. Now known as the Chapel on the Rock, the striking stone buildings served as the camp’s facilities until 1984, when the site became a religious retreat and conference center. Today the Archdiocese of Denver has started a major restoration of the buildings and the surrounding area, including the trail that Pope John Paul II walked when he visited here in 1993. Our story begins in 1958 as the camp’s summer season drew to a close.




  Ten-year-old Bobby Bizup (pronounced BY-zup) attended the camp that summer. The only son of Sergeant and Mrs. Joseph Bizup of Denver, the young camper was hearing-impaired and wore a hearing aid, but the fairly new technology only provided the child with minimal help. Although he spoke with a speech impediment, he could read lips, and his fellow campers treated him much like anyone else, including him in all activities. Nonetheless, Bobby kept to himself most of the time, choosing activities he could do on his own.




  On Friday, August 15, 1958, Bobby’s parents received a cheerful letter from their son, from camp:






  I bought an airplane and I paint all over it. The paint is silver and the other is yellow. I pulled two teeth and put them under the pillow. We went to a short hike and came back and went to church. Were going to bed and in the morning we went to church, and I was going to fix the bed and I saw under the pillow 25 cents. I said, wow, how come, for my two teeth? I caught a chipmunk. It’s missing. You give me two papers, please.




  Love, Bobby




  Good luck and lots of kisses







  As it happened, August 15 was the last Friday night before the camp closed for the summer on Sunday, but the day came to an end much the way every day at camp did—with supper served promptly, and bedtime not long after. Bobby had been out fishing at Cabin Creek when a counselor came to let him know it was time for supper. The counselor started down the hill to the pavilion with Bobby behind him, checking over his shoulder several times to make sure the camper was following him.




  One moment Bobby was there, but the next time the counselor looked behind him, the boy was gone.




  The counselor looked around for Bobby and called to him, but he did not emerge. Running back to the camp for reinforcements, the counselor brought other older boys and Reverend Richard Hiester, camp director, to look for the missing child. They returned to the creek where he had been fishing and began searching the thick brush on either side of the trail. Reverend Hiester called Bobby’s parents right away and notified the US Forest Service.




  Within hours, a search party of “sheriff’s officers, mountain rescue experts and other volunteers” arrived at the camp to begin looking for the boy, according to the Associated Press, and Meeker Park deputy sheriff Frank Burke sent Undersheriff Wray Andrews to the area as well. Soon they were joined by six members of the Rocky Mountain Rescue Group, made up of forest rangers and members of a rescue unit from Longmont. They searched through the night and into Saturday as Joseph and Constance Bizup, Bobby’s parents, arrived at the camp from their home in Denver. Sergeant Bizup joined in the search, but Mrs. Bizup, stricken to the point of panic, stayed behind in a camp cabin under the care of a doctor.




  “Sgt. Bizup, 38, said his son is a good swimmer,” the Associated Press reported on Sunday, August 17. “The stream where he was last seen is narrow enough for a child to step across.”




  Bloodhounds and their handler from the Calo Rescue Unit near Oakland, California, arrived by helicopter and joined the search on Sunday, as the operation swelled to more than one hundred people—including thirty camp staff, forty Civil Air Patrol members, and twenty-five volunteers—and covered an area of more than sixty square miles. The helicopter stayed and assisted with the aerial search, and two skin divers from Longmont searched beaver ponds and other deep water in the area.




  A whoop went up when the dogs discovered Bobby’s bait box and fishing pole about a mile from the camp, sparking hope that the boy would soon turn up. That hope fizzled, however, as daylight waned and another night shrouded the mountainside, chilling the air down to 40 degrees. Bobby wore “a sport shirt, light blue summer jacket, blue jeans and sneakers” when he wandered off, according to United Press International (UPI), not enough to keep him warm through a Rocky Mountain night.




  At the end of the day Sunday, Camp St. Malo closed for the season as scheduled. Reverend Hiester sent the counselors home as the ranks of the adult searchers swelled, with as many as five hundred people participating in the search since Friday.




  On Monday, the fourth day of the effort, the Greeley Tribune reported that Commander Lew Kitts of the Colorado wing of the Civil Air Patrol had assigned a contingent of men to assist in the ground search.




  Meanwhile, the Estes Park Trail, the town’s newspaper, printed and distributed handbills with Bobby’s picture and description throughout the park’s entrance towns and other areas nearby. When a vacationing doctor in Estes Park saw the photos, he approached the local police. He was certain he’d seen a boy who looked like Bobby in the town on Monday. Later in the day, a motorist driving up a mountain road reported that he, too, had seen a boy fitting Bobby’s description, standing near large rocks along the roadside.




  “Searchers were becoming convinced that the boy is somewhere in the vicinity of the downtown section of [Estes Park], but the wilderness 11 miles south was being combed,” UPI reported. “A belief that the boy may be here was raised when the clerk of a hardware store reported seeing a child who answered his description in the place Monday night.”




  The clerk said that the boy came into the shop, but “left hurriedly when approached.” He noted that “the boy failed to answer his questions, pointing to his mouth and ears.” A clerk in a clothing store reported the same kind of incident with a boy in his store on Monday night, as well.




  “There are growing indications that the boy is hiding from the searchers,” Undersheriff Andrews confirmed to the media.




  Sergeant Bizup agreed with the theory. He told the Associated Press that he thought Bobby “got scared because he didn’t go to supper when he was supposed to, and when he saw the councilors [sic] looking for him, he just ducked into the woods to dodge them.”




  Despite the continued search and the absence of any further clues, Sergeant and Mrs. Bizup left the park area on Tuesday for their home in Denver. Mrs. Bizup, on the verge of utter collapse, required the care of her own doctor and could no longer bear the barrage of media, the consistently dismal news about the search, and the brisk winds and cold rains that brought an early fall to the mountains. Higher in the Rockies, snow had begun to fall, leaving gleaming white fingers along the peaks. Bobby’s mother knew that her son could not withstand one cold night after another in the Colorado wilderness.




  The tone of the search began to change on Wednesday, however, as authorities started to wonder if the massive hunt for the boy might actually be scaring him and driving him farther into the woods. “We decided to pull back a bit in the search in the hope the boy might show himself,” Estes Park deputy sheriff Everett “Granny” May told the Associated Press.




  “I think he just took off,” said Reverend Hiester. “We definitely think he’s somewhere near the camp.”




  The Bizups, thinking every piece of information could be vital, had told Hiester that Bobby “had wanted to remain at the camp after its formal seasonal closing date last weekend,” and they suggested that he might be hiding so that he could stay in this place where he felt happy and comfortable. He was “probably some place in the immediate vicinity,” authorities told UPI, and added that they had redirected their efforts to nearby haylofts in horse stables, garages, and other buildings in the Mount Meeker area.




  As if to reinforce this theory, a woman motorist called the police in Estes Park on Friday to report that she had seen a boy about Bobby’s age “duck into the brush near the highway” about two miles southwest of town. The police went to the area right away, but they did not find Bobby or any other boy in the vicinity.




  The theory that Bobby was in hiding proved fruitless, however, and on Friday, a week after Bobby had vanished, eighty airmen from Lowry Air Force Base refreshed the search effort, examining the edges of Lilly Lake, a body of water between Camp St. Malo and Estes Park, as a heavy rain drenched the area. Authorities ordered six beaver dams in nearby ponds dynamited and broken up, an activity that usually signals a last-ditch effort before an unsuccessful search comes to a close.




  Officials even recruited the skills of an “Indian tracker,” Richard Drabble, who followed a set of tracks through the woods to a spot where a boy had been seen on Tuesday. “Col. W. A. Coe of the Civil Air Patrol said the tracks turned up by Drabble may have provided the first lead to the boy’s whereabouts,” the Associated Press reported. “But he added, ‘We’re not even sure they were his tracks. The feeling is that the boy is alive but is not in this mountain country.’”




  Still clinging to the idea that Bobby might be hiding somewhere in the area, the Civil Air Patrol dropped about five thousand handbills from planes on Sunday with a message to Bobby from his parents, asking him to come out of hiding and show himself to authorities.




  Bobby did not appear despite all of these efforts. At the end of the tenth day, with no credible clue to Bobby’s whereabouts coming to light, the organized search came to an end. “We feel we have exhausted all possibilities in this area,” Reverend Hiester told the media.




  “Bobby’s parents say they have given up hope,” the Associated Press reported. Sergeant Bizup told the press, “We don’t know what has happened to our boy, but we don’t think we will ever see him again.”




  Hope sprang to life once again at the beginning of September when a hotel manager in Thermopolis, Wyoming, contacted the local sheriff to report that a boy fitting Bobby’s description had checked into the hotel with an older man. Sheriff Eddie Todorovich wasted no time in checking out the lead, but it turned out to be false: The boy at the hotel was Billy Reed, staying there with his father, Ed Reed of Pocatello, Idaho, while a local mechanic repaired Reed’s car.




  With the search called off and the camp closed, the area around Camp St. Malo remained quiet through the fall, winter, and spring. The camp reopened as scheduled the following June, 1959, and campers and counselors soon filled the woods and mountainside, hiking, fishing, canoeing, and exploring as they always had.




  On a pleasant June day, counselors Neil Howitt, Jerry Cusack, and Mike Courtney hiked partway up Mount Meeker until they came to a ravine up near the timberline. There they spotted something that made them all stop in their tracks: scraps of blue clothing, and what looked like it might be bones. They scrambled down into the ravine for a closer look, and found the key that told them exactly who these remains had been: a piece of a child’s hearing aid.




  The counselors rushed back to camp to tell Reverend Hiester what they had discovered. Later that day, the reverend told the Associated Press that Bobby Bizup’s remains had been found, and that the boy had “apparently died in the ravine’s heavy underbrush at the 11,000-foot level on the mountain, three miles from the camp.”




  How and why Bobby had strayed so far from camp, how long he had lived beyond the night he had disappeared, and how he came to be concealed in the ravine remain unanswered questions more than six decades later.




  OUT OF THEIR ELEMENT





  Some visitors to Rocky Mountain arrive with their own ideas, grown from often vast experience, of what a national park will be like. They may believe that their frequent weekend trips into the wilderness of their home state have prepared them in mind and body for the wonders of the Colorado high country, even though they have never hiked or climbed at high altitudes. Given that they intend to visit a park, they expect amenities that are not necessarily present in all parks, like shelters fully stocked with food and firewood, as they are on Mount Washington in New Hampshire, or metal railings and chains to help them cross narrow ledges and scale sheer vertical cliffs, as they found in Acadia National Park in Maine (where the highest elevation is 1,529 feet) or Zion National Park in Utah.




  Many of these wilderness enthusiasts have strong skills that serve them well in their home state’s parks, but that are hopelessly inadequate for the rigors of the Rockies. Today these visitors can find online all the instructions and caveats they need to keep themselves safe—but in the 1970s, when homes had no computers and the military had the only rudimentary Internet access, they were at the mercy of their own willingness to write to parks for information and to do extensive research before traveling.




  This is how Fred Stone, 20, and Joan Jardine, 21, became victims of their own expectations in January 1972. Both natives of Minneapolis–St. Paul and students at Colorado State University (CSU), they had explored Minnesota’s north country in winter, cross-country skiing around the many lakes and enjoying the hospitality of state park shelters. Minnesota contains vast plains planted with the nation’s agricultural food supply—the Valley of the Jolly Green Giant actually exists there, in and around the community of Le Sueur—and the verdant northern half of the state includes many square miles of forested land, but the state’s highest elevation is at Eagle Mountain, just 2,301 feet above sea level. Stone and Jardine could not fully comprehend what skiing at an altitude of nine thousand to eleven thousand feet would be like, especially in harsh winter weather.




  They planned to ski up to Chasm Lake and spend the night in the shelter cabin there, setting out at 2:30 p.m. on Friday afternoon for what they expected to be a fairly quick 4.3-mile ski to the lake. Signs at the Longs Peak ranger station informed them that anyone planning an overnight hike in winter had to register their intention with park headquarters, but they either did not see the prominent signs or they chose to ignore them. Elevation is 9,405 feet at the trailhead, an altitude that placed Stone and Jardine well outside their normal comfort zone. How long they may have been in the area before they set out on their weekend trip remains unknown, but we can assume that they had not fully acclimated to the difference in oxygen level between Estes Park and Minneapolis–St. Paul.




  They signed the register at the trailhead, but in not speaking to a ranger before they started up the trail, the two Minnesotans did not have the opportunity to discover that they had made assumptions that proved to be incorrect. They expected that the shelter cabin would have a stove and firewood inside, which is not the case. The food they brought required cooking, something that would be very difficult without a stove, and they did not have any kind of a camp stove in their packs. As they expected firewood, they also did not have the means to cut fallen logs into firewood so they could build their own campfire.




  “The trail to the Chasm Lake shelter cabin is a long, uphill grind,” a detailed article in the Alpine Rescue Team News explained in April 1972. “The first half is in timber, and in the winter is mostly in deep snow. The upper half is above timberline: windswept and cold, and near the cabin has a bad traverse across a 60 degree slope, which can be very hazardous in the winter . . . Leaving the ranger station at 2:30, it is doubtful that they reached Jim’s Grove at timberline before 5:30.”




  Stone had hiked in as far as Chasm Lake sometime during the week preceding this ski trip, and while he had not gone all the way to the shelter, he could see it in the distance. He knew the route, but he may not have realized just how rugged a crossing this would be once they got above timberline. When they arrived at the tree line on Friday evening, the sky was already growing dark and they had the most difficult part of the journey still ahead of them—another three to four miles. Snow blew across the open expanse, driven by high winds, the beginnings of a characteristic winter storm. They cached their skis, weighing them down with rocks against the wind, and began hiking to the cabin.




  “By the time that they reached the hazardous traverse across the steep slope above Peacock Pool they were undoubtedly cold, tired, and frightened about traveling bad terrain in the dark in the middle of a blizzard,” the Alpine Rescue Team (ART) report continued. “If they had not had the misconception that the shelter cabin contained a stove and firewood, they probably would have bivouacked at Jim’s Grove or in the shelter of boulders on Mills Moraine. However, they were really not prepared for a comfortable bivouac and forced themselves on to the imagined warmth and comfort of the cabin.”




  The couple soldiered on into the darkness, blowing snow, and subzero temperatures . . . and disappeared.




  On Sunday evening, friends who had expected Stone and Jardine back by Saturday afternoon contacted Rick Perkins, a student at Colorado State University whom they knew had once been involved in the ART. Rick called active team member Dave Moore, who recommended that the friends contact rangers at Rocky Mountain National Park. Jardine’s roommate contacted the park on Monday morning, and park personnel began their investigation immediately, finding the couple’s car still in the parking lot at the Longs Peak campground. This triggered a full-scale search, activating the Colorado Search and Rescue Board, the Rocky Mountain Rescue Group, and twenty-one ART members. At 6:30 a.m. Tuesday, rangers Steve Hickman and Walt Fricke began to coordinate a search that also involved members of Club 100 of Fort Collins, Snowmobile Rescue Units, the local sheriff’s department, two avalanche search dogs and a team of handlers from Seattle, and many park rangers.




  The first day’s wide-ranging search produced only a few tracks in the valley and to the east of the lake, and given the snow and wind that had continued on and off since Friday evening, these were not given much weight in the overall search. To gather information that might lead to better clues, ART leaders interviewed the couple’s friends at CSU, learning that both Stone and Jardine owned lugsoled boots, information that could help in identifying tracks. Their skis and ski boots had been rented, as neither Stone nor Jardine were experienced cross-country skiers, though Jardine had skied downhill on many occasions. The friends also told the rescue team members about the couple’s expectation that the shelter would be stocked with a stove and firewood, dramatically narrowing the potential search area to a route that would lead to the shelter.




  On Tuesday morning, the search resumed in a more concentrated field, and people with experience in identifying boot tracks worked to carefully brush and study the few tracks they had found. This strategy began to pay dividends, as the tracks toward the valley had been left by lug-soled boots in Jardine’s size. The following day, the cached skis turned up just where the couple had left them, at timberline in the Jim’s Grove area, where the trail splits—one trail leads toward Chasm Lake and on to the East Face, while the other goes to the north and west. It now became clear that they had not attempted to ski out by a different route; they had proceeded on foot.




  “Most of the ground above timberline was bare and windswept, easily searched both from the air and from the ground,” the ART report said. Wednesday was the first day that the wind abated enough for a helicopter to join the search, but this served only to help rule out that the couple had headed across the rocky terrain above the tree line. “Everything pointed to the grim conclusion that the couple had gone into the deep, soft snow below timberline on foot.”




  Bad weather halted the search on Thursday, January 27, but the teams spent Friday focused on Jim’s Grove, the Roaring Fork valley, and the area around the shelter cabin. One of the teams, following faint tracks left by lug-soled boots, spotted a stick standing straight up in the snow with something orange on the end of it. They moved quickly to reach it and discovered that it was a pair of underwear, a clear indication that someone had placed it there as a marker flag. Here, near the bottom of the valley, they discovered Joan Jardine’s body, mostly buried in snow, about halfway between Chasm Lake and the highway. Fred Stone was nowhere in sight.




  On Saturday, another discovery tightened the circumference of the search once again, while personnel in the field numbered more than 120 people, including 40 members of the Army National Guard. “Fred Stone’s pack was found under a light snow cover near a large boulder at the base of large, steep snowfield a short distance from the shelter cabin,” the ART report said. “The trail to the cabin crosses the upper part of this snowfield, and in the wintertime it is considered a dangerous traverse. He had evidently lost his purchase on the trail above and had gone down the steep slope; his pack was damaged, one strap was torn loose, indicating some pretty rough treatment.”




  Stone’s pack lay on top of his unrolled sleeping bag, and Jardine’s pack was attached to it. “His sleeping bag was frozen solid, indicating that he had spent some time in it,” the report continued. “The pack contained quite a volume and assortment of food, but no stove. No drinking liquids or container were found. His hat and glove were found beside the pack.”




  Stone couldn’t be far off, so a team of avalanche search dogs and personnel combed the area on Sunday, but their efforts produced no new clues. By the end of the day, with a week’s worth of searching behind them, park officials ended the full-scale operation with the understanding that Stone could not have survived the winter conditions. “Park rangers would continue to search on days when weather and changes in the snow cover improved the chances of finding something,” the ART report said. Park staff also hoped that the considerable backcountry ski travel in the area throughout the winter would turn up some clues, but the winter passed with no additional discoveries.




  Winter gave way to spring and summer on the mountain. One day in early August, park rangers received the first break in the case since January’s failed search: the discovery of a pair of ski boots in the Lower Roaring Fork River Valley. Rangers determined that the boots belonged to Fred Stone, and called in a canine squad from the Denver Police Department to track Stone’s scent. On Friday, August 4, the dogs led the search team to Stone’s body in the river valley, a good two miles from the shelter cabin he had attempted to reach.




  Chuck Burdick, ART mission team leader, did his best to reconstruct what had happened to Stone and Jardine in the ART’s April 1972 newsletter. “All evidence indicates that Fred Stone slipped down the long, steep snowfield below the difficult traverse on the way in to the cabin Friday evening,” he said. “His pack contained a great deal of food, apparently untouched. Indicative of their planning regarding the cabin, his pack contained no stove; and if they carried drinking water or any other liquids, nothing was found with Joan’s body or the pack to indicate it. He was likely injured in the fall . . . He may have been able to yell up to Joan on the trail, but it is doubtful that there was enough light remaining for them to see each other. The frozen, unrolled sleeping bag suggested that he tried to remain there for some length of time, and probably left when he could no longer tolerate the cold bag. He was surely in bad shape when he left the pack and bag . . . He evidently left without a hat and missing a glove, and without taking much of anything in the way of food. He either felt he could no longer stay there and wait for help, or simply wandered away in the final, disoriented stage of hypothermia.”




  Jardine, meanwhile, found herself quite alone in the dark and in the midst of a snowstorm, unable to reach Stone and desperate to try to get help. Burdick believed that she attempted to find a way down into the valley, from which she could reach the highway and maybe some homes in the area, where she could call for a rescue. “After finding that it was a very long way before she could get down, and after what must have been an extremely frightening and exhausting trip down, she probably decided that it would be faster just to keep going down the valley to the highway to get help. She covered a surprising distance considering the conditions, part of it floundering through deep snow.”




  Exhausted, chilled to the bone, and aware that she would soon succumb to exposure, she emptied her small pack, set up a marker flag using her own underwear, laid down on her back near Roaring Fork Creek, about a mile and a half from the highway, and settled into the final stages of hypothermia. The coroner confirmed that she had probably perished on Friday night or early Saturday morning, just hours after she and Stone had set out from the Longs Peak trailhead.




  “Inexperience was the one factor which precipitated all the conditions leading to the tragedy,” Burdick summed up. “Ski touring and winter mountaineering are not necessarily the same thing. Inexperience in high-altitude winter mountaineering is what led to the inadequate preparation, the very poor timing of the start of the trip, and the lack of knowledge of how to handle the situation. With each tragedy of this sort, the need for mountain safety education is given stronger emphasis.”




  BLIZZARDS ON THE GROUND





  We tend to think of a blizzard as a snowfall event, dumping so much of the white stuff from clouds gathered above that it occludes vision. Add winds to this kind of storm, and we experience white-out conditions and arctic cold that stops cars in their tracks, freezes fingers, noses, and toes, and makes it virtually impossible to travel.




  The Rocky Mountains have such storms, but the region also experiences a different phenomenon: ground blizzards, in which snow already fallen becomes airborne in high winds and blinds anyone unfortunate enough to be out in such a gale. Forecasts can warn hikers and climbers that powerful winds are on their way, but ground blizzards can be so localized that they do not make it into weather forecasts. Winter climbers simply take their own lives in their hands when they venture up a mountain in Rocky Mountain National Park, especially if they plan to reach a summit, where winds can be much stronger than they are at the trailhead.




  Ruth Magnuson, 29, and five other experienced climbers attempted a summit of Mount Alice, which tops out at 13,310 feet, on Saturday, March 8, 1980, a day hike that would require some climbing up to icy ridges. Each climber carried a day pack, fully expecting to reach the summit and make it back down in a single day. They may have been aware that snow was predicted, as it is nearly every winter day somewhere in the park, but they were not prepared for the power of the winds that turned the snowy mantle under their feet into a roiling fog. Soon they could not see their own hands in front of their faces, much less the others in their party. The last they saw of Magnuson was on a ledge about one thousand feet below the summit.




  Franz Mohling, a University of Colorado physics professor who led the party up the mountain, turned around to account for all of the climbers and realized that he could not see Magnuson. “Suddenly she was gone,” he told the Associated Press (AP) two days later. “I left two climbers there to watch for her, figuring she’d be coming up, and three of us continued on to the summit.”




  Forty-five minutes later, Mohling and the two climbers with him returned to the spot where he had left the others. Magnuson was not with them. “Then I realized I’d made a bad error,” he admitted. “I thought surely she’d turned around and gone back to timberline, but she hadn’t.”




  The party returned to their base camp, fully expecting to find Magnuson comfortably waiting for them there. When they discovered that she had not made it back, three of the climbers turned around and went back up the mountain the way they had come originally, hoping to find that she had taken refuge behind a large boulder. They searched until dark, but nothing revealed her position.




  Storm conditions on Sunday prevented searchers from returning to the mountain, perhaps sealing Magnuson’s fate. On Monday, two rescue parties set out to find her, one from west of the Continental Divide and one from the east. “They encountered winds of up to 70 miles an hour and ground blizzards that dropped visibility to zero,” park spokesperson Joyce Bennett told the AP. Even in these miserable circumstances, however, they managed to spot Magnuson near the summit, which she had apparently attempted to reach alone in hopes of linking back up with her climbing party. Whether she attained the summit can never be known, as she succumbed to the high winds and frigid temperatures and froze to death.




  “Conditions have been real bad up there,” said Ranger Larry Van Slyke, who coordinated the search.




  If March weather can be unpredictable in the Rocky Mountains, December provides a virtual guarantee of winter storms, so it’s baffling why two high-rise window washers from Boulder would venture out on a trail usually frequented in midsummer to climb Longs Peak on December 14, 1981. While both of these men had considerable climbing experience—Michael O’Donnell had climbed El Capitan in Yosemite National Park and the Matterhorn in Switzerland—and they taught rock climbing in Boulder, they carried no overnight gear, expecting to be back before sunset on what looked at first to be a mild late-fall day.




  It makes even less sense when we take into consideration that one of the climbers, 25-year-old O’Donnell, had been involved in a climbing accident on the same mountain earlier that year on January 12. In the January incident, O’Donnell’s climbing partner, Robert Elliott, fell ninety feet off of a ledge, and O’Donnell stayed there and yelled for help until someone heard him and brought rescuers. Elliott did not survive the fall. An investigation determined that O’Donnell had done nothing wrong in that case, so he set out once again for a winter summit, this time with 24-year-old James Duffy III. The two-man party did not register their intended route or gain a permit for their winter climb.




  According to O’Donnell’s account to the search-and-rescue team, he and Duffy started up Longs Peak early on Sunday, December 13, and reached the summit in continued pleasant weather. But as they started their descent, blizzard winds blowing up to 120 miles per hour nearly buried them in snow and ice. Somewhere along their route down, they stumbled—literally—upon a “foot-locker-sized wooden survival box” where rescue supplies are stored, and climbed inside, clinging together to share their body warmth in a dire effort to keep from freezing to death.




  “It was the most desperate thing I’d ever been through anywhere in the world,” O’Donnell told the media. “You couldn’t look into the wind more than 10 seconds. Your eyelashes would close. You had to take your gloves off and free your eyes of the ice.”
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