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Author’s Note

DURING THE FOUR YEARS I JOINED FORCES WITH A GROUP OF AMATEUR SEARCHERS looking for three hikers missing along the Pacific Crest Trail, I accumulated over sixty hours of recorded interviews. My files include hundreds of handwritten notes, case reports, news articles, emails, texts, screenshots, and photographs. Quoted dialogue and excerpts of written communications are verbatim, but I’ve occasionally made minor edits to improve the grammar, and a few statements have been compressed for narrative efficiency. Interior thoughts have been fact-checked with the attributed source. When speculating about things that remain unproven, I forewarn the reader with words such as “I imagine,” “perhaps,” or “most likely.”

In addition to these narrative choices, I’ve made a few alterations and additions to help guide the reader along their own journey through the book. A few sources asked for their names to be withheld to protect them from online harassment. I have left several others unidentified for the same reason. In terms of geographic reference points, I’ve included the PCT mileages from the Pacific Crest Trail Data Book, fifth edition, published by the Wilderness Press in 2013. The Pacific mountain range known as “the Cascades” spans from California’s Mount Lassen to the Fraser River in British Columbia. In this text, the geographical term “North Cascades” refers to the section within Washington State.

An early trigger warning: this narrative includes reporting on suicide, including a case involving a person who received mental health treatment after attempting to take his own life. If you or someone you love is exhibiting warning signs, help is available and there is hope for recovery. Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) and/or seek help from a medical or mental health professional.
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Introduction

TO GET INSIDE THE HEAD OF THE MISSING YOUNG MAN I’D SET OUT TO FIND, I SAT IN the driver’s seat of his abandoned vehicle and studied the interior. Fast-food detritus, dirty clothes, and empty cigarette cartons littered the seats and floorboards. The upholstery was stained. The windows were greasy. I’m a tad fastidious, but in this context, I considered Gabriel Parker’s messy habits to be a good thing. Perhaps, like fairy tale children with their breadcrumbs, my lost hiker had left evidence behind in his wake.

It was October 1995. Parker’s car was parked at a trailhead near the Grand Canyon’s North Rim. I was a thirty-one-year-old supervisory park ranger for the National Park Service (NPS) with a distinguished graduate diploma from the Federal Law Enforcement academy in my file and an impressive number of search and rescue (SAR) missions padding my résumé. Before coming to Arizona, I’d worked in Yosemite Valley, California, one of the busiest search and rescue districts in the world. When it came to locating overdue hikers and plucking them from nature’s danger zones, I considered myself experienced.

The tourists paid me no mind as they exited their own cars and hurried toward the cliffs in search of the best view of the sunset before nightfall turned the canyon’s orange-reds to purple-black. I spotted a cheap day pack left behind in the back seat and inventoried the contents. When I unzipped an exterior pocket and saw it was filled with crushed cigarettes, I was charmed by the conscientiousness but also disappointed. Parker treated his car like a trash can, but when hiking, he made Woodsy Owl proud. There would not be a trail of discarded cigarette butts leading us to this missing hiker. On the dashboard, positioned in a manner to keep the driver company, sat a beanbag frog with googly eyes. It looked handmade, perhaps a gift from someone who cared about Parker. I made eye contact with the frog. It smiled back at me with a weary grin sewn into its face.

According to the initial report, Gabriel Parker had left his home in Olympia, Washington, on September 15. He was twenty, unemployed, and living in a friend’s apartment. “I’ve got to stand on my own two feet,” he said to his roommate before driving away. By the time a park ranger in Arizona noticed Parker’s car gathering dust in the trailhead parking lot, it was almost Halloween.

As the operations chief, I was in charge of coordinating and leading the physical search effort to find Parker in collaboration with the planning officer, who, per protocol, took a more cerebral role in helping me delineate and prioritize search areas. Working under the presumption that our subject most likely parked his car and went hiking, the search team focused on the paths that spoked out from Parker’s vehicle. During our nightly recap meetings, we discussed all the clues and tips that searchers and investigators brought in and adjusted our search strategy accordingly. One day, for example, a ranger informed me that a cadaver dog had alerted near a cliff top. The next morning, I directed him to scout the bottom of the four-hundred-foot wall of limestone from a helicopter.

He found nothing.

Back inside the command post, I updated the missing man’s dad and explained the search process displayed on our maps. We even flew him over the search area in the park helicopter to show him how difficult it can be to find a person lost in a massive park of steep canyons and forested plateaus. A professional searcher should remain impartial and objective during a mission, but once you meet the family, it’s nearly impossible to not become emotionally invested in reuniting the missing with their loved ones. Over the course of this particular operation, I’d become fond of both Parker and his father, Doug, who showed me the photos that he’d framed from Parker’s high school graduation. That night, in my journal, I wrote: The boy’s smile is so genuine. I can’t help but like him.

On day seven, it was time to wind down the search effort. Soon, I would have to hand over the operation to local rangers who would respond to any new leads but discontinue active searching while I returned home to resume my normal duties on the canyon’s South Rim. When I informed Parker’s father about this impending change in leadership, his body slumped. He knew this meant the NPS would soon call off the search. He also suspected this meant I thought his son was dead.

“It’s okay to stop searching.” I placed my hand toward him on the conference table, trying to bridge the distance between us. “You’ve done your best. You’ve been a good father. Your son would be proud of how hard you’ve worked to find him.”

Doug looked away. His voice cracked, releasing a feeble sob. “I don’t know what else to do.”

I didn’t know what else to do either. I believed we had done all we could at that point. And Parker wasn’t the only visitor we needed to consider. The Grand Canyon is a busy and dangerous park. The rangers are understaffed and overworked. Every day we kept searching for Parker was another day we were taking limited resources away from rescuing others who could be saved.

When I left, the helicopter ferrying me to the other side of a mile-wide canyon was juggling calls—a cardiac emergency in the village and a gunshot wound to the head near a campground. I climbed into the front seat and nodded to a canine team sitting in the back. The dog had been discharged from the incident just as I had, and his handler looked as glum as I felt. We were in the air, halfway across the canyon’s abyss, when the planning officer called me over the radio. Through the earphones in my flight helmet, I heard him say, “Doug [the father] wants to thank you for all your hard work.”

The helmet’s dark visor concealed my regret. I hadn’t found Parker. I had, in a sense, given up. I did not deserve to be thanked.

Parker’s case taunted me like a critic. If only I had been more competent and caring, if only I had done my due diligence, if only I’d directed my rangers to search one more cliff bottom—maybe then we would have found him. This is the searcher’s burden, and the weight is heaviest when the subject remains lost. It’s hard enough for a professional searcher tasked with solving the case; if the searcher is a parent of the missing, well, then the strain becomes unbearable.

Eventually, many months later, we did find Parker. By accident. Two maintenance workers surveying a remote pipeline ran across Parker’s body at the base of a three-hundred-foot escarpment of iron-stained limestone known as the Redwall. A small amount of cannabis was tucked among his belongings. There was no note, but my colleagues concluded that the young man must have hiked down the trail to an isolated precipice and jumped. He was likely dead before we started looking for him.

When another ranger filled me in on these details, I thought about what little I knew of Parker, from Doug’s proud graduation photos to the smiling frog left behind in his car. I didn’t want to believe Parker had been suicidal. Instead, I suspected that the twenty-year-old had sat on a ledge and smoked a joint. Then, as he got up to leave, he lost his balance. “He was stoned while taking in the beauty of the Grand Canyon,” I explained. “He would have hit the ground before he knew what happened to him.”

The other ranger looked at me as if I’d gone soft.

But that’s my theory. And I’m sticking to it.
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Three years later, the responsibilities I had shouldered as a first responder for an underfunded agency outweighed the benefits. In 1999, I left the NPS. Stressed and sad by my decision to abandon a profession that once felt like a calling, I first sought solace by hiking the Appalachian Trail. Then I wrote a few books, returned to school, and became a registered nurse. But twelve years as a park ranger was enough to forever tarnish my love of the great outdoors.

I know what really happens behind the scenery. Too many times, I came across menacing individuals in the woods who were doing things they shouldn’t be doing. Too many times, I witnessed what nature’s wrath can inflict upon a human body. Despite the ever-growing sprawl of civilization and the advent of smartphones, the American wilderness is still vast and treacherous. There are dozens of ways to die out there, hundreds of parks and forests to get lost in, and a million places that can easily conceal a corpse. I’m never shocked when someone disappears from a trail. But when our rescue teams can’t track down a body—despite all the bloodhounds, ground searchers, and technology—it still bugs the hell out of me.

As a former park ranger well acquainted with nature’s temper tantrums, I’m often approached by filmmakers mining for a story or journalists looking for a quote about our national parks—especially when a park visitor dies or goes missing. In early 2017, producers developing a television series about lost hikers asked me to conduct some research for possible episodes. One that stood out to me was an odd case involving a young man named Chris Sylvia who had vanished from the renowned Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) in California. The subject—twenty-eight, unemployed, and living in a friend’s apartment—reminded me instantly of Gabriel Parker. In February 2015, hikers had discovered Chris Sylvia’s gear discarded alongside the trail, but even after fifty professional searchers—some with dogs, some from the air—searched the area for five days, they found no sign of the missing hiker.

Even so, the lost hiker’s gear had been found and that intrigued me. When I advised the television producers that the Sylvia case was unique, compelling, and logistically practical (from Los Angeles, you could drive to his last known point in less than three hours), a production assistant contacted Chris’s family and asked them if they’d participate in interviews for the show. A few months later, however, the episode about Chris was dropped. The producers moved on to other projects, but I couldn’t let it go.
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An unsolved case is a loose end that begs us to snip it. When I first heard about Chris Sylvia in 2017, it had been nearly two decades since I’d left the NPS, and I was entrenched in my second career as a nurse, crucial work that consumed a great deal of my time and energy. But a compassionate impulse compelled me to call Chris’s mother, ask for her blessing to conduct a pro bono investigation in my spare time, and promise to get her some answers.

Right off the bat, I learned something disturbing. Chris Sylvia was the first of three thru-hikers (someone attempting to “hike through” the entire route in one year) who had recently vanished from the PCT. In October 2016, Kris “Sherpa” Fowler, thirty-four, had also gone missing the day after he entered Washington’s North Cascades, a more northern stretch of the trail. Then, six months later, a twenty-five-year-old from Ireland, David O’Sullivan, hiked into California’s San Jacinto Mountains on April 7, 2017, and was never seen again. Three missing hikers. All unmarried young men. One each year. Three years in a row. From the same footpath. And numerous searches for all three of them had failed. This cluster of unsolved disappearances on the PCT struck me as uncanny and unprecedented. Were the cases somehow connected?

The PCT travels 2,650 miles from Mexico to Canada and the people who hike it face a constellation of perils. From a statistical perspective, you could argue that hiking the PCT is safer than driving to work, but in the last forty years, as of December 2022, sixteen thru-hikers have died while trekking the PCT, and I consider that a significant number. The most ruthless assassin on this trail is water in its various forms; four thru-hikers have plummeted to their deaths after slipping off an icy slope, two drowned while crossing a bloated stream, and one hiker succumbed to high-altitude pulmonary edema (an accumulation of fluid in the lungs triggered by a too rapid ascent in altitude). On the flip side, a lack of water was an accomplice in the three deaths by heat stroke. Two hikers fell off steep sections of the trail. A car hit another pair of hikers who were walking along a road, killing them both. The remaining two were victims of a falling tree and hypothermia (assumed). As devastating as these cases may be, at least we know what killed these hikers—because their bodies were found.

At first, I surmised that Chris Sylvia, Kris Fowler, and David O’Sullivan—I call them “the PCT Missing”—must have joined the long list of nature’s casualties, but the fact that their bodies hadn’t been recovered nagged at me. After all, Mother Nature is not the only killer lurking along our trails. In addition to the lions, snakes, and bears inhabiting the PCT, there are liars, con artists, and thieves. The trail has also been the stomping ground of at least one kidnapper, a rapist or two, dozens of ill-tempered cannabis farmers, some homicidal maniacs, and a cult.
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What happened to the PCT Missing? Where are they? And why can’t anyone find their bodies? In 2017, I embarked on a lengthy quest to answer these and other questions. During my investigation, I met others who were likewise hell-bent on solving this puzzle. I soon partnered up with a dedicated group of amateur searchers—working with them as much as writing about them—and, before long, we became trusted collaborators and friends. We also became obsessed, each in our own way, until our dogged pursuit for answers jeopardized our livelihoods, our mental stamina, and our health.

Our little search party messed up plenty along the way, but we also accomplished more than I expected. Today, our maps are marked up with convoluted webs connecting dozens of tantalizing leads—cell phone pings, discarded gear, wrecked cars, dubious sightings, novels with underlined passages, bleached bones, and a bloody sock. Because of these volunteers, three families learned what happened to their missing loved ones. Also, because of these volunteers, my left ankle needed one titanium plate and five screws.

What follows is a true story of determination, generosity, and hope—both false and real. It is also a cautionary tale. On the trail of the lost, you may not find what you’re searching for, but you will find more than you seek.






PART ONE

POINTS LAST SEEN
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CHAPTER 1

An Antidote to the Ills of Civilization
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MAGNIFICENT IDEAS OFTEN ARISE IN THE PLACES THAT WE LEAST EXPECT, AND THE Pacific Crest Trail is no exception. The first mention of developing a wilderness footpath across the mountainous crest of the Pacific Coast states occurred nearly a hundred years ago—in a basement—where, on or about January 13, 1926, teaching supervisor Catherine Montgomery had to endure a sales pitch from Joseph Hazard, a famed mountaineer who sold textbooks.

Thanks to the diligent research of PCT hiker Barney “Scout” Mann, we know this fateful meeting happened in an underground office on the campus of what is now Western Washington University in Bellingham, Washington, inside a room that I imagine had no windows. Montgomery, a lover of the outdoors and self-described “tramper,” was the type of woman who would rather be hiking a trail or bagging a peak than listening to Hazard’s speech. But choosing the right textbooks for the school year was among Miss Montgomery’s duties as a founding faculty member, so the Canadian-born American waited patiently for the mountain-climbing salesman to finish his spiel before getting to the business that was foremost on her mind.


“Do you know what I have been thinking about, Mr. Hazard, for the last twenty minutes?”

“I had hoped you were considering the merits of my presentation of certain English texts for adoption!”

“Oh that! Before your call I had considered them the best.… I still do! But why do not you mountaineers do something big for Western America?”

“Just what did you have in mind, Miss Montgomery?”

“A high trail winding down the heights of our western mountains with mile markers and shelter huts—like these pictures I’ll show you of the ‘Long Trail of the Appalachians’—from the Canadian border to the Mexican Boundary Line!”



Joseph Hazard documented this pivotal conversation in his book Pacific Crest Trails, published in 1946. The “Long Trail of the Appalachians” refers to a magazine article Montgomery had been reading about a marvelous trek being developed in the East called the Appalachian Trail. The way Montgomery saw it, the American West deserved its own long-distance footpath, and, incidentally, Hazard agreed. That night, he shared the teacher’s thoughts with members of the Mount Baker Club (a recreational group of mountaineering enthusiasts) and the seed was planted. But for Montgomery’s idea to flourish, the PCT needed someone to bear the torch—a tireless crusader with romantic notions, political connections, free time, and lots of money—to guide the project, and that person was Clinton C. Clarke.

Hiking clubs up and down the West Coast had toyed with the concept for years before it sparked an obsession inside Clarke’s brain, compelling the Boy Scout leader to design a footpath “along the summit divides of the mountain ranges” in California, Oregon, and Washington. At the time, in 1932, the United States was suffering through the Great Depression and Clarke was fifty-nine years old. The Harvard grad’s youthful days of rambling up High Sierra passes with a pack on his back and a spoon in his cap were over, but, thanks to family money, he could huddle over maps inside his posh hotel room in Pasadena, California, while piecing together long segments of existing trails to create a spectacular route that would “traverse the best scenic areas” while maintaining “an absolute wilderness character.” To achieve this ambitious goal, Clarke needed help corralling a cat herd of government bureaucracies, influential partners, wealthy benefactors, and private landowners. He circled the wagons by forming the Pacific Crest Trail System Conference, an organization uniting numerous government agencies and sympathetic groups, including the Boy Scouts of America, the Sierra Club, and the YMCA. For decades, Clarke cajoled, pressured, and publicized—spending his own money to print twelve thousand promotional pamphlets and producing a set of maps of the proposed trail that, when laid out on the floor, was sixty-five feet long.

Montgomery’s lofty idea and Clarke’s fevered passion didn’t become a reality, on paper, until the National Trail Systems Act of 1968 designated two routes, the Appalachian Trail (AT) and the Pacific Crest Trail, as the United States’ first national scenic trails. Fast-forward fifty years and, today, out of thousands of trails, the PCT (2,650 miles) and the AT (2,200 miles) are arguably the most revered long-distance footpaths in the United States, if not the world.

Neither of the PCT’s earliest champions ever saw the fruits of their shared dream come to pass. And as far as we know, the pair never met in person. But one can hope Montgomery and Clarke enjoyed a hike together in the hereafter, because the two departed this earth during the same year, within months of one another, in 1957.

Thirteen years after Montgomery and Clarke died, and two years after the PCT became official in 1968, Eric Ryback, an eighteen-year-old with a “relentless drive to follow routes unknown to other men,” set out to trek the entire PCT in one continuous journey. Seeking “accomplishment, adventure, solitude, [and] freedom,” Ryback carried an eighty-pound pack and chose to walk the route southbound from Canada to Mexico, starting on June 10, 1970. The eighteen-year-old was experienced for his age—he had already completed the AT the year before—when he entered the wilderness longing “for the isolation and purity of nature,” but icy slopes, cutting winds, unruly wildfires, and knee-slicing rocks battered Ryback’s innocence “into cunning,” his trust “into watchfulness and suspicion,” and his “misanthropic yearnings… [were] exposed as foolish and untenable.” No doubt, by the end of Ryback’s “struggle for survival,” the trail had taught the young man a thing or two. “I had lost innocence,” he concluded as he neared the Southern Terminus at the Mexican border, “but I had found respect—respect for myself, respect for nature, respect for humanity.” A year later, in 1971, he published a book about his achievement, the earliest recorded thru-hike of the Pacific Crest Trail. The High Adventure of Eric Ryback sold over three hundred thousand copies, making the first PCT memoir a bestseller.

Despite the success of Ryback’s book, the PCT continued to play second fiddle to the AT, its shorter, but more celebrated, sister in the East for decades. That is, until recently. Today, the Pacific Crest Trail Association (PCTA) estimates that over a million people (including day hikers, backpackers, horse packers, hunters, and fishermen) visit the PCT every year. Some attribute the sudden increase in the PCT’s popularity to what they call “the Wild effect”—a reference to Cheryl Strayed’s memoir, Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail, which was published in 2012. Like Ryback’s swashbuckling account, Strayed’s moving story of a flawed, grieving young woman seeking spiritual and personal growth on the PCT hit a nerve with readers around the world. Since the release of the movie based on Wild in 2014, PCT thru-hike attempts have quadrupled, forcing the need for a permit system to manage the number of hikers on the trail. According to statistics collected by the PCTA, 1,879 people requested a permit to thru-hike the PCT in 2013. Six years later, in 2019, the association issued a whopping 7,888 permits. “There are a lot of Strayeds out there” is how one veteran thru-hiker described the situation, referring to the influx of broken souls with no outdoor experience seeking redemption on the PCT.

The way Wild inspired a whole new demographic of dilettantes to thru-hike the PCT still irks some veteran enthusiasts, but I suspect Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube are equally responsible for the expanding range of personalities responding to the trail’s siren call. The naïveté displayed online by these wannabe thru-hikers at the start of the hiking season is often so earnest, it’s painful. Lots of newbie questions. Lots of angst over transportation, gear, and mail drops. Plenty of misplaced fears. Before March, their five-month adventure to hike across three large states is a mere fantasy populated with idealistic notions and unrealistic goals. And yet, no matter how long an aspiring thru-hiker studies the guidebooks, no matter how many times they pack and repack their gear, the reality of a PCT thru-hike will surprise them every time. That’s why a substantial percentage of thru-hikers fail and fail quickly. Hundreds quit within the first week. Dozens on the first day. Most of them suffer an injury at some point. And occasionally, someone even dies or goes missing.

The internet’s tentacle reach into hiker culture would astonish the likes of Montgomery and Clarke. And I imagine, they—alongside their fellow twentieth-century conservationists—would feel an uneasy mixture of satisfaction and dismay to see the sheer number of humans one now encounters in the backcountry. The growing hordes of novice (and occasionally uncouth) hikers flooding the wilderness have disenchanted a few modern trail enthusiasts as well.

“There used to be only hikers on the trail,” one of them lamented to me in 2019. “Now, it’s all of humanity.”

A Scripps College art student, Jenn Livermore, explored this friction in her senior thesis, “The Pacific Crest Trail: A History of America’s Relationship with Western Wilderness.” According to Livermore, Clinton Clarke originally envisioned the PCT as “an antidote to the ills of an overly refined and civilized modern world”; his Depression-era writings make it clear that he was not designing a playground for the “soft and flabby” or the “casual camper and hiker”: Clarke was creating a 2,600-mile path for the “true wilderness lover,” a primitive route where a man like Ryback could test his mettle against the landscape, a winding trek through forty-four wilderness areas and eleven mountain ranges, a self-reliant odyssey on foot that eschewed the trappings of civilized conveniences. Clarke’s “untrammeled by man” wilderness ethos also set the course for how the PCT would be built and managed. On this western trail, adventure seekers could experience nature in its rawest form. The few rugged comforts hikers appreciated on the AT, such as three-sided huts for shelter and frequent trail blazes to mark the way, would not be a part of the PCT experience.

Clarke’s ascetic dream for the PCT continues to guide trail management policies on public lands in the West to this day, but modern hikers tend to be a more relaxed, open-minded, and encouraging breed. “A far cry from Clarke’s exclusive vision,” Livermore writes in her insightful thesis, “there is a new ‘everyone can do it’ mentality about hiking the trail.” The memoir Wild and the reaction to it represent this shift in attitude. Strayed’s “experience was not so much about a desire to experience pristine wilderness,” Livermore muses, “as it was a personal quest for self-reflection.”

These changing values, along with increasing use levels, magnify the pressure on agencies like the NPS and the United States Forest Service (USFS) as they attempt to protect the public while also preserving the natural environment. The inherent conflict between these mandates is compounded by a “mountains without handrails” credo subscribed to by wilderness managers and the rose-colored glasses many hopeful hikers appear to be looking through; the trail is now seen as less a test and more a cure, and Strayed’s lack of hiking prowess when she embarked on her thru-hike is viewed as inspiring as opposed to foolhardy. If a struggling young woman with no backpacking experience can thru-hike the PCT, some of her readers seem to conclude, so can I.

Alas, beginner’s optimism can take us only so far. Less than 12 percent of wannabe thru-hikers will successfully trek the PCT’s entire length in one go. Even Strayed fell short of this goal. Although her overall feat is impressive, Strayed hiked less than half of it, skipping the High Sierra and making it only as far as the Oregon border with Washington. Regardless of your experience level, committing five to six months of your life to hike 2,650 miles involves sacrifices that most can’t fulfill. Family and friends must be left behind. Careers have to be put on hold. Money is spent that “should” go to investments considered more “sensible.” Routine comforts like running water, comfy beds, and shelter from the elements are given up. On top of all these impediments, add injuries, fatigue, and homesickness to the long list of things eroding one’s dedication to completing the trail.

Ultimately, it’s an arduous journey requiring strength and fortitude, and, although gender ratios are leveling, most thru-hikers have been men. Yet, the first person known to have disappeared while hiking along the PCT corridor was not.
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Born in 1920, Louise Teagarden was a nonconforming nature lover who preferred long tramps in the desert over party dresses. In 1949, she moved from the Los Angeles area to Ribbonwood, California—a pit stop along Highway 74, west of Palm Springs, and about five road miles east of the PCT. This remote corner of Southern California suited Teagarden, whose “solo walkabouts” had long been a source of anxiety for her family.

Ten years later, at the age of thirty-nine, Teagarden was reeling from a series of tough breaks. Her girlfriend (an amateur archaeologist) had moved away, her father and sister had died, and Teagarden’s ailing mother needed her daughter’s help. That winter, on December 17, 1959, Teagarden told a friend she was driving to Hemet, California, to do some Christmas shopping. We’ll never know if she actually drove to Hemet or if “the shopping trip” was a ruse, because Louise Teagarden never came home.

Growing uneasy, a friend went searching for Teagarden and discovered her car parked on a remote dirt road near an access path leading to what is now the PCT—about four miles north, as the crow flies, of the Anza Trailhead, where Chris Sylvia later began his hike. The friend noticed that Teagarden had emptied the radiator and placed the cap on the driver’s seat. This act, a wise practice before the use of antifreeze, implied Teagarden planned to return to her car. At first, few were concerned. Teagarden, who was described by some as “moody,” often spent weeks alone in the wilderness. But then the weeks turned into months, and the months turned into years.

“When Auntie Louise disappeared, it was hush-hush,” Teagarden’s niece told a reporter years afterward. “Nobody in the family wanted to talk about it,” and before long, people forgot about the missing tomboy with the long dark braids.

Three decades later, in 1991, hikers exploring a shallow cave about two miles from the PCT stumbled upon a human skeleton inside a sleeping bag—a skeleton the authorities suspected could belong to the missing Teagarden. Upon closer inspection, the bones showed no signs of trauma, which furthered the theory that it could be Teagarden, who was athletic and knew the area so well she had drawn her own maps. The coroner also noted that the deceased’s teeth were stained in a manner suggesting the person had been foraging on seeds prior to her death, mirroring the diets of local indigenous people centuries prior.

Because her closest relatives were deceased, authorities identified the remains by comparing a known sample of Teagarden’s handwriting to notes left behind on papers that were lying about the campsite; it was a match. A calendar with crossed-out dates suggested she had died on February 20, 1960—four days after her fortieth birthday and two months after she was last seen alive.

In 2009, Ann Japenga wrote an article about Teagarden’s story called “Lost and Found,” which was published in The Sierra Club. After investigating the case thoroughly, the writer from Palm Springs speculated that the missing hiker may have been heartbroken after her girlfriend moved away and dreading the responsibility of caring for her dying mother. But Japenga believes Louise Teagarden wasn’t “running away; she was going toward something.” Toward solitude. Toward independence. Toward the beauty of the backcountry.

“The last things she would have seen before she died were stone pools full of snowmelt and dense thickets of cholla cactus wearing halos in the low winter light,” Japenga muses. Even so, “no one knows what her last days were like. Maybe she was freezing, fevered, or depressed. She may have regretted many things about her life but going to the mountains was probably not one of them.”

Louise Teagarden may have been the first of the trail’s casualties, but she wasn’t the last. Over the next fifty-five years, thousands of aspiring thru-hikers would attempt the PCT. A few of them went missing for hours or days, and one wasn’t found for months, but eventually, all of these ill-fated adventurers were tracked down and their cases were closed.

That is, until 2015, when Chris Sylvia disappeared.
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