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			Introduction: Defying Pamola

			“Man is born to die, his work is short-lived.

			Buildings crumble, monuments decay, wealth vanishes.

			But Katahdin in all its glory forever shall remain

			the mountain of the people of Maine.”

			Percival P. Baxter, Maine Governor 1921–1924

			It began as a passion project by an enlightened man with the means to make it happen, and grew to become the crown jewel of a state also rich with ocean beaches, fjord-like bays and sounds, and high granite cliffs. Baxter State Park, named for the man who conceived it, preserves the deep woods and high peaks of northern Maine and now hosts upwards of 60,000 visitors in the summer months alone, including many Maine residents who return over and over to summit one more mountain, fish in one more pond, or hike a different trail to the top of Mount Katahdin.

			Percival P. Baxter loved the woods and kettle ponds of northern Maine, so when he had the means and the opportunity, he purchased Katahdin—yes, he bought a mountain—and donated it to the state of Maine, on the condition that it be preserved as wild land forever. This first gift established the method for creating a park, so Baxter kept buying land adjacent to his original purchase. Landowners in the area saw the value in his plan and donated their own land, until the park reached its current size of 209,644 acres, or more than 320 square miles. Today most of the park serves as a wildlife sanctuary, while just under 30,000 acres are managed for sustainable scientific forestry, and more than 52,000 acres are open for hunting and trapping (except for moose, which are protected).

			At 5,267 feet, Katahdin is the tallest mountain in Maine—and while its size may seem less than impressive to those who frequent the much younger and higher Rocky Mountains, Katahdin towers mightily over the park’s other forty-plus peaks, its summit often encircled with clouds. Its rugged trails, ice-filled gullies in winter, and changeable weather patterns make Katahdin the most challenging climb in the state—and tens of thousands of visitors rise to this challenge year-round, returning without mishap to tell the tale.

			Baxter Peak stands as the topmost of the mountain’s multiple pinnacles, serving double duty as the terminus of the 2,189.2-mile Appalachian National Scenic Trail. Very slightly lower but even more challenging to reach, Pamola Peak forms the end of the Knife Edge, one of the Northeast’s most legendary and precarious stretches of trail. At about a mile long and a mere three feet wide in spots, with granite ledges and boulders sloping downward for more than 1,000 feet on either side, Knife Edge stymies many who consider the option of crossing it. Many hikers, however, delight in the spectacular views of the park on either side, and in the sense that a free fall over serrated rocks could be just a misstep away.

			It’s almost imperative that such a trail have its own folklore, and the mountain obliges us with the story of Pamola, the bird spirit that the indigenous Abenaki people believed caused winter storms. The volatile spirit lived at the peak, according to legend, and anyone who dared to approach the summit via the Knife Edge, Helon Taylor, or Dudley trails (both named much later) might be subjected to high winds, blinding snow, and paralyzing cold. With modern weather forecasting, it’s easier today to tell when Pamola may be fuming atop the mountain, and to plan a hike for a day when the spirit’s mood improves.

			Which, of course, brings us to the topic of this book. Death on Katahdin is obviously not a book about wonderful climbing experiences or pleasant camping trips. This is a book about people who arrived at Baxter State Park expecting to have the time of their lives, and whose visits ended in death.

			It’s a strange assignment indeed, and a particularly knotty one, as the book’s title gives away the ending to every story contained within. I retell these episodes not to frighten you away from the park, but to urge you to take the proper precautions—many of which are detailed in the epilogue of this book—to be sure that your adventure in the park ends as safely as it began.

			Since the park recorded its first known loss of life in 1933, sixty-four victims have fallen prey to the challenges of this protected section of the north country. Let me say first that not one of these incidents involved an Appalachian Trail (AT) hiker. By the time AT hikers reach Katahdin, they are so seasoned and have climbed so many mountains—including much higher peaks, like Mount Washington in New Hampshire (6,289 feet) and Clingman’s Dome in Great Smoky Mountains National Park (6,644 feet)—that finishing the AT here is a comparatively simple task. AT hikers take Baxter State Park’s Hunt Trail to the top of this mountain, and the 5.2-mile trail, even with its rock-scrambling Gateway section that requires rebar handholds, serves as a moderate day-hike, requiring only a light day pack instead of the thirty to forty pounds of gear through-hikers routinely carry here from Springer Mountain, Georgia.

			Seventeen of the deaths in the park were the result of heart attacks or other medical issues, which I have chosen not to detail in this book. (You will find their names, however, in the chronological list of deaths in the appendix at the end of this volume.) The park issued its own search-and-rescue research report in 2015, detailing activity from 1992 to 2014, and it notes, “Many visitors to Baxter State Park, home of Maine’s highest peak, Mt. Katahdin, aspire to summit the mountain and often underestimate the physical conditioning and supplies necessary for navigating the rugged terrain.” Heart-attack victims account for barely 1 percent of the search-and-rescue operations that take place in the park—the vast majority are for foot, ankle, or leg injuries—but people who don’t realize how difficult the climb will be may require evacuation, either with their hearts intact or without.

			Mishaps on Katahdin account for twenty-four of the deaths, including a number of the medical ones, but other areas of the park have seen their share of deadly accidents as well. Nine people died in plane crashes in the park’s northernmost mountains, three perished from lightning strikes, and seven drowned. (Two committed suicide, but I have chosen to give them their privacy, so they only appear in the list at the end of the book.)

			The people who have the dubious honor of being featured in this book did not, for the most part, take unnecessary chances or play fast and loose with their own lives. In each case, one mistake—a misplaced footfall, a missed weather forecast, or a momentary lapse in judgment—led to a disastrous outcome. In some of these cases, nothing at all could have been done to avoid the situation; sometimes the course nature takes can be deadly for those who have the misfortune to be in its way. Sheer bad luck comes when we least expect it, not on any schedule we may attempt to follow, and those in the path of a giant boulder, a bolt of lightning, or a wall of sliding snow have no opportunity to dodge their fate.

			I know that many readers of books in what is known as “the Death series” enjoy a little quiet schadenfreude that they themselves came home safely, while others did not. Let me say that I do not write these books (including my three earlier volumes, Death in Glacier National Park, Death in Zion National Park, and Death on Mount Washington) to ridicule the actions that resulted in disastrous ends to vacations or bucket-list trips. Instead, I hope that these stories serve as cautionary tales that make readers think twice about the way they approach their own outdoor adventures—and that my readers all take the necessary precautions to stay safe.

			In researching these stories, I have plumbed newspaper archives, state park records, historical accounts, books, Library of Congress photographs, YouTube videos, personal interviews, and other resources to bring you the facts in as journalistic a manner as possible. My goal is to provide you with the information you need to draw your own conclusions about what these people should or should not have done before a final step led them to a bad end. If this book helps you avoid making the same fatal mistake, then I have accomplished my goal.

			As thorough as I have sought to be, however, some details never came to light. If you find as you read this that there’s something I missed, or that you have information that did not surface for me, I invite you to contact me directly at author@minetor.com. I will add the information to the book’s second edition sometime in the future.

			Finally, please rest assured that your visit to Baxter State Park will not be dangerous if you proceed with caution, carry what you need for any situation, and stay aware of your surroundings. Less than one person annually loses his or her life in the park, because the risk is only as great as a hiker’s lack of preparedness or willingness to recognize when it’s time to turn back. I urge you to visit this remarkable place, enjoy the north woods to the fullest, and give Katahdin the respect it commands. Don’t let someone else’s errors deter you from seeing this magnificent park and exploring it on your own.

			Just be careful out there.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Ten Longest Days: The Search for the Mott Brothers

			Martha Mott Reynolds and her husband, Mike, turned the pages of a scrapbook Martha’s father, George Mott, had made for her many years ago. “Every summer, from my earliest memories, we went camping because it was a nice, cheap way to spend time away from home,” she said. “We’d go someplace where there was swimming and hiking, a pool, a stream, a lake. There were always streams that we could hop rocks across—rock-hopping was one of my favorite things, along with picking up rocks along the edges and finding salamanders. Red efts were the best.”

			In her home near Brockport, New York, she found the photos she was looking for: pictures of her older brother, Robbie, and Timmy, her youngest brother, in the spring of 1965. Robbie, a slight boy not more than five feet tall, looked more like a child of ten or eleven than a near-adult of seventeen. He and three-year-old Timmy were inseparable, holding hands as they wandered through campgrounds, chased small animals, and gathered wood—branches of spruce and birch that were “dead and down,” Martha said, reciting the universal park rule for using wood from the forest for campfires.

			More than fifty years since the incident that changed her family’s lives forever, she was willing to fill in the details of a story that became national news, one that families across the country followed for ten long days in July 1965.

			Martha’s father, George Mott, certainly had earned a pleasant vacation with his family. An engineer and inventor, he had completed his PhD in physics at the University of Rochester a few years before, and Chester Carlson, head of a start-up company called Haloid Xerox, Inc., had scooped him up to work with five other scientists on a new dry-writing process Carlson called “xerography.” Mott provided his expertise and problem-solving abilities to the team that developed the Xerox 914, the first automatic, plain-paper photocopier, which transferred images from one sheet of paper to another using static electricity. By 1961, the company dropped Haloid from its name and became Xerox Corporation.

			In the summer of 1965, Mott took his family—his wife, Ruth, and four children, including Robbie, fifteen-year-old Martha, Greg, who was eleven, and Timothy, as well as Martha’s friend Bonnie Grant—to Baxter State Park. The happy group set up camp in their trailer in Roaring Brook Campground, where their children discovered places to hike, splash in shallow ponds, observe wildlife, and run and play in the crisp mountain air.

			The Motts taught their children the skills they needed to be comfortable and safe in wilderness areas. “In the early days, we had a great, huge, heavy canvas tent, and a large tarp that attached to it,” Martha said. “Then we started camping with a trailer—with four kids, all the luggage needed a place to go, and we needed somewhere easier to sleep. So this was the first trip with the trailer.” She smiled as she added, “Dad had a harmonica he was very good at. There was always music around the campfire.”

			Thursday, July 29, dawned promisingly pleasant. George, Ruth, and Greg left Martha and Bonnie in charge of Robbie and Timmy and set off on a hike to the summit of Mount Katahdin at 5,267 feet, the first time the Mott parents had left some of the family behind while they made a major trek. Their route would take them on a tour of the mountain’s summits across the Knife Edge, the slim, serrated top edge trail from Baxter Peak to Pamola Peak, and on to Chimney Pond Campground. If the route proved longer than anticipated and they were still on the trail into the evening, they would stay the night at Chimney Pond and return on the Chimney Pond Trail to Roaring Brook on Friday.

			While Robbie was the oldest child, he had a developmental disability—what the 1960s press indelicately labeled as “mentally retarded”—that limited his emotional growth to that of a much younger child. His family was also vigilant to another health issue, however: Robbie had type 1 diabetes, requiring close monitoring and insulin injections twice daily.

			Things went swimmingly at Roaring Brook on Thursday. Martha and Bonnie saw the boys periodically during the afternoon as Robbie and Timmy walked in circles around the whole campground, watching wildlife, collecting wood, and visiting briefly with other families camped there. “It was absolutely normal for the two of them to go off together hand in hand, and in this particular campground it was a circle,” said Martha. “We’d watch them go by—we’d sit outside and watch what was happening, or we’d go into the trailer, but at least one of us was always at the campsite. The two of us girls should have been able to make sure everything was normal.”

			The boys reappeared every fifteen to twenty minutes, so it was easy to keep tabs on them as they circled the campground. But on one trip, they did not emerge after the usual interval. Martha and Bonnie began to wonder what had become of the two boys.

			“We watched and watched, and they didn’t come back around, and we determined that they weren’t coming back,” Martha said. “We walked around to other campsites and we talked to people.”

			Several campers noted that they had observed the boys along the camp road, but not in the last hour or so. By 6 p.m., Martha went to the ranger station near the campsite and notified the camp ranger, Wilbur Smith, that she could not find the boys. Smith conducted a limited search and then put the word out to the Maine Game Warden Service, and Warden Eric Wight responded. “Upon our arrival, Ranger Rodney Sargent and I discovered that the two brothers . . . had not been seen since afternoon,” Wight wrote in his book, Life and Death in the North Woods: The Story of the Maine Game Warden Service. “We spent the night going up and down along the banks of Roaring Brook, looking for clues. Earlier in the day, the boys had been at Sandy Stream Pond not far from the campsite, so we looked in that area also.”

			Meanwhile, word went out throughout the park that two children were lost in the woods. George, Ruth, and Greg Mott had arrived at Chimney Pond Campground and were about to make camp for the night, when the ranger’s radio crackled to life.

			Greg Mott, speaking recently from his home in St. Paul, Minnesota, remembers that moment. “Mom and Dad heard the noise on the radio about boys being lost,” he said. “They asked, ‘What boys are those?’ When they heard it was Robbie and Timmy, they made the decision to go down, and gosh, the rangers there warned us that it would be getting dark, and hard to find the trail. They couldn’t send someone with us because they didn’t have enough people in order to do that.”

			Needless to say, no parents could sit and wait until morning knowing that their children were lost in the park. George, Ruth, and Greg repacked their belongings in the gathering dusk and started down the Chimney Pond Trail—a rugged, three-and-a-half-mile route loaded with jagged rocks, uneven surfaces, and awkward scrambles. The trail challenges hikers in broad daylight; at night, its difficulty rises to treacherous levels. 

			“We had flashlights, and sure enough, it was tricky,” said Greg. “There were several times when Mom and I would stay in one place while Dad explored the trail down what might have been a wash. There were times when they were both away and I was standing there waiting, and they were out with their flashlights, which were running low.”

			As they approached the bottom of the long downhill route, they met a ranger making his way up the trail to meet them with flashlights. “He escorted us the rest of the way,” said Greg.

			When they arrived at Roaring Brook Campground, other campers reported that they had seen two boys fitting the Mott brothers’ description playing in a corner of Roaring Brook Camp as late as 7 p.m. “This was about an hour and a half after the other girls in our party had reported the boys as missing to the camp ranger,” George Mott told a reporter from his hometown Rochester paper, the Democrat & Chronicle, the following day.

			Both boys were dressed in sweaters, and Timothy wore jeans while Robbie wore a pair of shorts, comfortable clothing for the day’s average temperature of sixty-two degrees, but less than required to resist the chill that arrived after sunset. The night’s temperature dropped to forty-six degrees, low enough to create a dangerous situation for a three-year-old too young to have wilderness skills. Even with his developmental challenges, however, Robbie had learned some solid skills from his parents on the family’s many camping trips. “Robbie’s an old hand at it,” George Mott told the Biddeford-Saco Journal. “He adjusts well to camp life and enjoys going to new places.” In addition, Robbie had studied survival procedures at several boys’ camps. It was possible that he would know to look for shelter or find a way to keep warm.

			“This [camping] is nothing new to them,” said Ruth Mott to the Democrat & Chronicle. “We haven’t missed a year camping and it’s nothing for both of them to hike all day.” She told authorities that Robbie was very fond of Timmy and would take good care of his younger brother if they had encountered any kind of trouble. 

			Ordinarily, Mott said, the boys would know better than to leave the campsite without telling their parents or siblings. He added, “Both boys are adventurous, but not at suppertime.”

			Without his insulin medication, however, Robbie could become non-functional in a very short time. Ruth Mott told the media that “the boy would be in extreme difficulty if he did not receive insulin medication at regular intervals.” He usually received two injections daily, and had not had one since Thursday morning. Nor was he carrying any insulin with him.

			“If he didn’t get it,” George Mott added, “it’s hard to tell what may have happened.” Later he said to a reporter from United Press International, “If Robbie has an extra stress of tension or misses a meal, he is likely to go into a coma.”

			George suggested to the wardens that the boys probably wandered down the dirt road, the only way in or out of the campground to the rest of the park, and that they may have branched off onto one of several trails. He suggested the path to Sandy Stream Pond or to North Katahdin Lake.

			Morning came, and no one had turned up any sign of the two missing boys. The Motts’ dear friends from New Hampshire, the Grant family—parents of Martha’s friend Bonnie—arrived at Roaring Brook to take Bonnie, Martha, and Greg home to stay with them until their brothers were found. The Motts and Grants had met the previous summer during a vacation at Acadia National Park, and they had formed a fast and lasting friendship that extended to visits and holidays throughout the year.

			“They had six kids, so what were two more?” Martha said. She noted that their parents could not telephone them on a daily basis, as there were no easily available phones in the park. “We read the newspapers every day,” she said. “By then it was national news. There were no lost children in those days.”

			The search-and-rescue team expanded significantly with first light: A Maine Forestry Department helicopter and a light plane provided by the Fish and Game Department began to canvas the area, their task hampered significantly by the dense foliage in Maine’s lush northern forests. Soon a US Air Force helicopter from Loring Air Force Base joined the search, manned by an air rescue team and a paramedic with injectable insulin.

			“The Air Force helicopter . . . is capable of pinpointing an object as small as a fountain pen,” the Democrat & Chronicle reported. “The aircraft’s spotter is suspended from an open door by a sling device and lowered to within a few feet of the ground when the crew finds a possible clue.” This state-of-the-art technology, however, did not turn up so much as a sock that might lead to the missing boys.

			The arrival of two bloodhounds from the Maine State Prison at Thomaston provided a welcome development as Saturday, July 31, dawned in the park. With fresh scent leading away from Roaring Brook Camp and plenty of clothing and belongings to provide a match, it seemed that the dogs would find the missing boys in no time. Indeed, the bloodhounds picked up the scent and took off out of the camp and into the woods. “We took them down along the brook, but eventually whatever scent they were on to apparently gave out, and we brought the dogs back,” said Wight. While the hounds provided some direction as to the area the boys had crossed, they could not bring the search to a close.

			The search party swelled to seventy-five people on Saturday, and continued to grow as the weekend progressed with no sign of the boys. “Warden Supervisor Dave Priest was soon directing a search effort unparalleled in Maine at that time,” said Wight. “Within two days there were literally hundreds of searchers on the scene. The one-way road in and out of Roaring Brook Campground became clogged at times with vehicles transporting an army of searchers, and enough food and supplies to provide for them. . . . Civil Defense feeding units were set up to feed people around the clock.” The American Red Cross sent food trucks and personnel as well to keep the teams fueled with hot meals and supplies, and to administer first aid to scratched and footsore searchers.

			On Sunday, Maine Governor John H. Reed, monitoring the search from the state capital in Augusta, conferred with state officials and pledged that every available resource would be dedicated to the search. He authorized the state Fish and Game Department to use “all available state manpower” to find the two boys. This directive doubled the search parties on Sunday. Seventy-one men and three officers of the Maine National Guard, a sixty-man detachment from Dow Air Force Base in Bangor, park rangers, game wardens, and some skilled civilians spread out across the landscape and walked ten feet apart in a grid pattern, watching the ground and the surrounding trees and brush for any scrap of clothing, shoe, or disturbance that could lead to a boy holed up to escape the evening chill. Supervisor Priest told the press that the activity remained concentrated within a three-mile radius of Roaring Brook Campground, an area of nine square miles.

			“Officials are allowing only experienced personnel to help because of the rugged nature of the area,” the Democrat & Chronicle reported. “Park authorities are reported to be discouraging additional campers from entering the Roaring Brook site in order to keep crowds and confusion at a minimum.”

			A Woodland Signature

			Suddenly a whoop went up from one of the searchers. He had discovered a white birch tree with some recent disturbance: fresh scratching with a twig, spelling out the name “Robbie M.” Now the search focused on the immediate area around the tree as several searchers ran back to the camp to find the Motts. They led George and Ruth to the tree along with Maine Warden Clayton Gifford, and the parents examined the carving closely. Ruth Mott believed that the final “e“ in the carving looked very much like Robbie’s handwriting.

			“I’m certain this was Robbie,” she declared. She immediately climbed to a high spot nearby and called out the names of her sons.

			The wilderness responded with silence.

			When search officials scrutinized the tree and its message, however, they could not come to a consensus on whether it could be a message from the missing boy, or a disturbing coincidence—or, worse, a prank. Some believed it had been carved in the last couple of days, while others concluded that it was older and already somewhat worn away by weather. Officials put out a call for a handwriting expert to examine the signature and determine if it had any resemblance to Robbie’s writing, and the Motts called a family member to bring school papers written by the boy to the park to assist in the analysis. Days would pass, however, before all the elements would be available to make a determination of whether the lost boy had scrawled his name on the birch tree, and whether this could mean a narrowing of the search area.

			By Sunday night, with no sign of the two boys, Ruth finally voiced her greatest fear: Perhaps the boys had been kidnapped. “Timmy was the type of child a person might well abduct,” she said.

			The Maine State Police took the proactive step to issue a statewide alert. “Deputy Sheriff Joseph Bartlett of Piscataqua County [sic—the county is Piscataquis, on the Piscataqua River] said there was always a possibility the boys were kidnapped but the alert was ordered ‘more or less as a precautionary measure,’” the Biddeford-Saco Journal reported on Monday, August 2.

			With sunset and the end of another day’s searching, the Motts settled uneasily into their campsite for the fourth night since the boys’ disappearance. They clung to one ray of hope: They had just heard that a nine-year-old boy missing in New York’s Catskill Mountains had been found alive after he was lost for four days. Young Hershel Babad had wandered away from Camp B’nai Belz in Woodbridge, New York, to go blueberry picking. He saw a bird that caught his fancy, followed it into the woods, and could not find his way back to camp. Hershel emerged scratched and bruised from his ordeal and very hungry, but essentially unharmed.

			If one child could survive several days in the woods, perhaps Robbie and Timmy could as well. The Motts ended the day with new hope in their hearts. Ruth Mott told hometown reporter Bill Claiborne that her son’s need for insulin had passed by now, because he would have used up the sugar in his system during the first night in the woods. “If he could wake up Saturday morning, I feel he’ll be all right,” she said. “He could stay alive as long as any healthy child could.”

			As Monday morning arrived and search activity picked up at first light, the effort expanded further, with Governor Reed authorizing Fish and Game Department Commissioner Ronald T. Speers to deploy twenty additional wardens to aid in the operation. “The governor extended his sympathy to the boys’ parents,” the Biddeford-Saco Journal reported.

			Monday afternoon brought no new clues on the fourth day of full-scale searching. Supervisor Priest conferred with doctors to weigh the efficacy of continuing to assume that the boys could be alive, and their perspective convinced him to continue the effort. “He said the search would continue until there is some major development on the whereabouts of the youngsters,” Mike Michaud of the Nashua Telegraph wrote. Michaud concluded on an ominous note: “He predicted it might take a couple of weeks.”

			Then on Monday evening, searchers found a set of footprints about three miles from Roaring Brook Camp on Windy Road, heading northeast toward Katahdin Lake. The prints matched the brothers’ shoes and their sizes. Military personnel and civilian searchers now focused their attention on the area to the northeast, hoping to pick up more clues the boys may have left along the trail. More prints came to light, but they did not lead to the Mott brothers. Perhaps the boys had left the road and tried to bushwhack through the woods, or maybe the ground was simply harder up the road. Whatever the reason, the prints did not reveal any more clues.

			Now friends and family members began to arrive to help bolster the Motts’ ability to cope with the prolonged search. The children’s two uncles, Raymond and John Woolston of Livonia, New York, and their pastor, the Reverend Dr. Carlton B. Allen, joined them at Roaring Brook Camp to wait with them for news, however scant, of the boys’ whereabouts.

			Officials, Experts, and Crackpots

			Passing the four-day mark on Monday—the time that Hershel Babad had survived in the Catskills—became the first major benchmark in the prolonged search effort. Now the Motts and the searchers hung their hopes on another familiar north-woods story: the often-told true tale of Donn Fendler, a twelve-year-old Boy Scout from Rye, New York, who survived eight days in the Maine wilderness in 1939.

			Fendler applied his Scout training to stay alive, and Robbie Mott had had wilderness survival training as well. The Motts clung to whatever hope they were offered.

			Tuesday morning, August 3, brought the arrival of the state’s adjutant general, Major General Edwin W. Heywood, and Fish and Game Commissioner Speers to the command center of the search. They came to observe the process and to gather firsthand information for a report to Governor Reed, who had become concerned at the length of the search and its lack of results. Heywood and Speers “were not dissatisfied with the way the search was going,” reporter Michaud noted, “and added that search director David Priest would get more manpower if he needed or wanted it.”

			Priest, however, turned down the offer. “He wants the search party limited to about 300 men because more than this number would be too difficult to control,” the report in the Nashua Telegram said.

			Nonetheless, the ranks of the searchers swelled to nearly four hundred on Tuesday, even as a handwriting expert arrived on the scene to examine the carving found on the white birch tree. Old Town Police Chief Otie Labree, formerly a detective with the Maine State Police, compared Robbie’s handwriting on school papers supplied by the family to the crudely scratched letters on the tree. His conclusion: “No comparison.” The scratched signature was merely a coincidence—or someone’s idea of a cruel joke.

			On Wednesday, August 4, Maine State Police heard from a self-described “recognized extra sensory perception expert in Scarborough,” who instructed them to search an area northeast of the campsite. Police conveyed this dubious advice to the wardens on site, and they dutifully canvassed the area, which contained a waterfall that had a slim chance of providing a hazard for children. This “clue” turned up nothing, however, and the wardens returned to their methodical, fact-based operations.

			There was nothing left to do but check, recheck, and check again, covering all the areas the searchers had already covered. “I don’t know how many times they have looked but the boys could be missed,” said Millinocket Police Chief Richard Rideout on Wednesday, August 4, the sixth full day of the search. “Some of that swamp grass is so high and thick you would have to practically step on them.”

			Worse, heavy rains had begun to fall midweek, chilling the personnel and turning the search into a sloshy mess.

			Daybreak on Thursday, August 5, saw wardens, baffled by the lack of clues, breaking up a number of beaver dams in streams within the search area, lowering the water level by as much as two feet. With the dams gone, the wardens could look under the now-shallow water to see if one or both of the boys had fallen into a stream and been carried by the current until they became lodged under a dam.

			An anonymous veteran searcher noted, “When we do that, you know we’ve hit rock bottom.”

			Reporters asked Priest why he had not ordered a dragging operation in the area’s creeks and ponds. “The pond near where the boys were last seen is shallow enough to see the bottom from a boat,” he said, “so there’s no point dragging that.” Most of the park’s creeks had only a trickle of water in them in July and August, so even little Timmy could cross on foot. 

			Even without a single clue coming to light, Ruth Mott remained hopeful. “They could still be moving in the wrong direction, but I think they could stay alive,” she told Claiborne of the Rochester paper. “There’s a lot to eat and plenty of water. . . . I just hope that the search will go on. I couldn’t stand the thought of going home without knowing one way or the other. It’s bad enough having to wait here and not know if they’re suffering or what has happened to them.”

			Help from Home

			“The days continued,” wrote Eric Wight in Life and Death in the North Woods. “A week went by; no clues. Searchers were becoming exhausted and were replaced by fresh ones from as far away as New York State. The terrain around Mount Katahdin has never been called gentle—beautiful, perhaps, but not gentle—and a new pair of boots could be worn out in a week. Searchers sprained ankles and received other assorted injuries. The nights were cold, and on several, there was frost. . . . Supervisor Dave Priest, however, remained unflappable. He insisted they were here somewhere—we just had not found the spot. We did, however, all agree that by now we were undoubtedly looking for two bodies.”

			By this time, the Motts’ friends and coworkers in Rochester, New York, were aching for a way to help the couple and their children. President of Xerox Joe Wilson took it upon himself to charter a plane and send a total of eighty-two Xerox employee volunteers to aid in the search effort. In his characteristic style, Wilson did this with no fanfare—no company newsletter articles or announcements to the company’s workforce, and no trumpeting in the press.

			James Carr, community relations director for Xerox, coordinated the company’s involvement in the search. He and his team screened more than three hundred volunteers from its workforce, sending only men with woods experience who were under thirty years old and in excellent physical condition, noted Chief Game Warden Maynard Marsh. Xerox used “excellent judgment and sent fine woodsmen to aid us,” he told Claiborne of the Democrat & Chronicle. Xerox paid all of the men their full salaries and picked up all the expenses of their participation in the search.

			Rochester’s other behemoth corporation, Eastman Kodak Company, also lent a hand at the request of one of its employees (whose name is lost to history), who went to the same church as the Mott family. Kodak footed the bill to fly ten members of Twelve Corners Presbyterian Church to assist in the search. The volunteers spent several days serving on teams and scouring the woods for clues. 

			On Saturday, August 7, another not-quite-plausible lead drifted into the camp. Fishermen in the park reported that on the previous Wednesday, August 4, they saw two boys resembling the Mott brothers about fifteen miles from the Roaring Brook Camp. Perhaps the fishermen had not heard about the missing boys until days after they saw these two youngsters, or maybe they did not cross paths with any rangers or wardens during the course of their fishing trip in the backcountry. By the time this word reached the search directors, however, they discounted it out of hand. They reasoned that the two boys could not possibly have walked that far, and left it at that. 

			No Longer a Rescue Mission

			Sunday marked the ninth day since the boys went missing, and officials had no choice but to downgrade the effort from a rescue mission to one of recovering the boys’ bodies. The mood changed significantly as groups of volunteers began to depart for home: Half of the Xerox volunteers flew back to Rochester, while forty-three remained to help on Monday. They left Millinocket Sunday evening and were transported by air to Roaring Brook Camp, landing there at 11:20 that night.

			On Monday morning, August 9, wardens quickly organized and dispatched the Xerox volunteers in groups of twelve, spreading them through the nine-square-mile grid around the campground and the neighboring ponds. This left just seven Xerox volunteers in the campsite. Morning dragged on into afternoon with the group receiving no instructions or assignment. This last group—Ronald Cade, James Gastonguay, Terry Kimbrough, David Kirker, Jerry Myers, Richard Nagel, and Ryland “Ry” Rogers—finally got the beleaguered wardens’ attention and asked to be sent into the woods to participate in the search. 

			The Xerox searchers knew that they had only a limited time to help. Earlier the same day, Maine Health and Welfare Commissioner Dean Fisher, MD, had issued a report stating that Robbie and Timmy could not have survived in the Maine backcountry for more than ten days. Fisher had consulted with top medical authorities in Maine, as well as the children’s family physician, Dr. Richard Meltzer in Rochester. “I believe there are no imaginable circumstances under which either of the children could be expected to survive beyond ten days,” the report read. “For all practical purposes there is no reason to assume survival beyond one week. With the information available on the conditions of Robbie Mott . . . there does not seem to be any conceivable set of circumstances which would have permitted his survival for more than a week.”

			Fisher reported that he had looked very closely at Timmy’s ability to survive, whether or not Robbie was still with him. “It is somewhat more difficult to feel equally as certain about the probable length of survival of three-year-old Timothy,” he reported. “However, even in his case it is impossible to imagine circumstances which would have permitted survival beyond a week.”

			Commissioner Speers and Maine Civil Defense Director Lester Stanley drove to the park from Augusta, the state capital, to review Fisher’s report with them and break the news that the boys were very likely no longer alive. They joined the Motts in their trailer along with Priest, Chief Game Warden Maynard Marsh, and Jack Shaw, Maine deputy chief game warden.

			The officials explained that a search would continue in hopes of recovering the bodies of the two boys, but this would involve only about thirty wardens, and it would not be conducted with the urgency of the previous ten days’ activity. Searching would continue “for as long as Priest felt it was advisable,” the Democrat & Chronicle reported.

			The Motts took the news calmly, as the prolonged search had already fomented the idea in their own minds that Robbie and Timmy would not emerge from this ordeal alive. George Mott asked one last favor of Commissioner Speers, however: that he follow up on the lead, however unlikely, from the fishermen who reported a sighting of two boys far from Roaring Brook Camp several days before. The Motts had “all but discounted” the lead, but they knew that if the boys were never found, they would wonder about the fishermen’s sighting for the rest of their lives.

			After all the officials left their trailer, the Motts emerged and walked to the mobile field kitchen, where search crews had received meals and gathered in between shifts to share information. Here the Motts spoke with George’s coworkers and family friends, thanking them for all of their efforts in a first step toward coming to terms with the loss of their two sons. They also talked with members of the press, asking them to thank all of the people who had assisted in the search, as well as those who had offered emotional support, condolences, and donations throughout the massive effort. Ruth Mott asked that monetary contributions be sent to the Maine Civil Defense fund in support of the local unit in Millinocket.
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