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			Preface

			This book details the ninety-two deaths that have taken place in Zion National Park, as well as some near-death experiences included to illustrate the kinds of hazards this park presents to the adventurous visitor. Most of these incidents have taken place since the park achieved federal protection as Mukuntuweap National Monument in 1909, and as Zion National Park in 1919. This is not surprising, as the park’s popularity has increased steadily since that time to record attendance of 4,317,028 in 2016.

			There may actually be more than ninety-two people whose deaths took place in the park, but the media and other sources do not always make note of people who happened to die of natural causes during their visit. If it appears I have missed the passing of your loved one, please feel free to get in touch with me at author@minetor.com to provide any factual information you may have available. I will be sure to include it in the book’s next edition.   

			As you read this book, please keep in mind that while more and more people visit Zion every year, on average only one to two people per year actually perish while at the park. The news in recent years included one incident in 2015 that took the lives of seven people, and pairs of climbers or hikers sometimes meet death at the same time, but the overall number of fatal incidents remains low. Please do not take this collection of stories as any indication that you should not visit this extraordinary park. See these instead as opportunities for you to learn the best and most effective skills for approaching any trail, rock face, river, road, or tunnel in Zion—and in any other wilderness area. Death in Zion National Park should serve as reinforcement of the basic rules of safety recommended to every visitor by the National Park Service. (I’ve collected these guidelines and survival tips and included them in the epilogue of this book.)

			Zion National Park is my favorite of all the national parks—and as of this writing, I have visited 306 of the 417 units of the National Park Service, so I have some significant basis for comparison. I urge you to visit this park, explore its winding trails, discover its hanging gardens and slot canyons, ride the scenic roads in a car or on a bicycle, and gaze at the magnificent views of stratified red sandstone towering two thousand feet above the canyon floor. You will see no landscape on earth to rival this one, so make the most of your visit by venturing into its concealed areas, from the splendor of Refrigerator Canyon to the power of the eighty-foot waterfall at Upper Emerald Pool. Any wilderness area presents some risks, but when you take a few simple safety precautions and heed the advice of the park’s rangers, your visit will be filled with wonders beyond your imagination.

		

	
		
			Introduction: The Perils of the Vertical Vacation  

			You are about to read of the ninety-two people who arrived at Zion National Park expecting to have the time of their lives but all ended up dead. There is no kinder way to put this, so I want to be as upfront as possible with you about the contents of this book. It’s the result of significant research: an extensive review of media coverage, official documents, and other forms of investigation, and my own efforts to discern the facts in each case based on the information available. 

			All of the stories you are about to read are true, to the best of my ability to determine the truth. In many cases I attempted to retrieve records of police and FBI investigations, using the Freedom of Information Act and Utah’s Government Records Access and Management Act (GRAMA) to request aged files. I discovered that Washington County Sheriff’s Office records dating back before 1997 are not available, making it quite impossible to determine what conclusions might have been drawn in older cases. Even the FBI did not have records of continuing investigations in deaths that were deemed to have occurred under suspicious circumstances, leaving us with no further clues once the media coverage ran its course. I am sorry to leave my readers with loose ends, but facts are facts, and not all cases could be solved.

			Death in Zion National Park also reveals the tremendous search and rescue operations available to the people who visit here—the professionals, volunteers, and regional resources that penetrate the park’s most treacherous landscapes to rescue people when they can, and when this is not possible, to bring out the remains of someone’s loved one and allow the family to achieve closure. I wish I could detail for you the thousands of successful rescues the area’s search teams complete: the retrieval of hundreds of people every year who stray off of trails, become lost or injured, or realize in a moment of sudden clarity that they have truly taken on more than they can handle. These visitors come home safely each season thanks to the tireless efforts of these heroes; only a tiny fraction—usually fewer than two people per year—lose their lives.

			You will find that I have treated these incidents with respect, as I must consider the number of times I myself could have made a wrong turn in the wilderness and ended up just like the people who did not come home. While some of these stories might encourage a snicker behind closed doors and a sense of schadenfreude—a superiority to those who wandered off into a slot canyon, for example, and were met with a sixty-foot wall of waterborne debris—most of these accidents and incidents could happen to any of us. Most important, every tale has something to teach us. 

			The vast majority of these stories illustrate the results of uncommon bad luck: a rock that turned underfoot, a change in the weather just minutes after a party left cellular phone range, a knot not tied at the end of a rope, or a patch of ice in the worst possible place. A few happened because of neglect or foolishness, and a number of incidents took place for the sheer cussedness of attempting them—a grit and determination that turned out to be misguided. Perhaps worst of all, a handful were deliberate acts of desperation: three suicides, a fall that led to a murder trial, an unsolved case involving a pool of blood and a bloody backpack, and one death at the end of a night of drunkenness. 

			If this book encourages you to go to Zion National Park for no other reason than to see the peak of Angels Landing, the windings of the Narrows, the waterfalls of Emerald Pools, the mile-long darkness of Zion–Mt. Carmel Tunnel, and the depths of Kolob, Keyhole, and Pine Creek Canyons, then I will consider my efforts here a rousing success. Go, if you must, to see where people met bad ends, but stay to savor the views of vermillion cliffs, variegated rock faces, sparkling waters, and parti-colored sunsets. Zion is my favorite of all of America’s national parks, and I am delighted to have this opportunity to invite you to see it for yourself. 

			Be careful out there. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Rising Waters: Incidents in Other Canyons

			What if you had to choose between saving your best friend’s life and making sure that five children in your care made it out of the wilderness to safety? 

			This unimaginable decision was forced upon Mark Brewer, the only adult to survive high waters in Kolob Creek on July 15, 1993. Three adults and five teenage boys began the trek through the canyon at the Lava Point trailhead on July 14, with an adventurous four-day plan to follow Kolob Creek into the Zion Narrows. All of the hikers were members of the Riviera Ward in Salt Lake City, one of the seven wards in the Granite Park Stake of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The five boys belonged to a chapter of the Explorer Scouts.

			Were it not for Brewer’s clarity of decision-making the following day, it was quite possible that none of them would have come out alive.

			A narrow canyon sliced through crimson rock by Kolob Creek over thousands of years, the area known as Kolob Technical Canyons cuts through Zion National Park’s northwestern unit and extends northeast of the park into the Deep Creek Wilderness Study Area, a property under the jurisdiction of the US Bureau of Land Management. It’s a far less traveled section of the Utah canyon lands than the busy Zion Canyon, making it an area that most visitors miss—even though tourists who don’t care for the crowded shuttles in the southern unit can drive Kolob’s five-mile scenic road in their own vehicles. It’s no less spectacular than Zion’s more popular southern unit, with box canyons that rise two thousand feet from the desert floor and glow with the same vermillion and burnt orange tones that make southern Utah so popular with visitors and residents alike. 

			An information center stands near the entrance to the park’s Kolob unit, but beyond it visitors discover a pure, untrammeled wilderness devoid of tourist services. Here the desert remains still except for the distant dashing of waterfalls tumbling over Navajo sandstone ledges. Most hikes in this part of the park lead through natural arches, along the edge of massive formations of crimson rock, interrupted by the shimmer of La Verkin Creek or the press of a startling number of trees, shrubs, and wildflowers. While hiking here can be a rugged experience, the vast majority who walk the twenty miles of trails find Kolob to be a wild, secluded, and peaceful place to wander. 

			“What is Kolob like?” writes canyoneering expert Tom Jones on his website, CanyoneeringUSA.com.

			After a brief walk through the woods, the canyoneer rappels into a pocket garden. A hundred feet further on, the canyon starts a drop of 700 feet through numerous pools. A total of 12 rappels are made, many into crystal clear, deep green pools followed by short swims and climb-outs to the next anchor. The canyon is incised deeply, with delightful grottos and wonderful light reflecting off the walls. From the bottom of the technical section, the canyoneer can make the long hike out to the Narrows and the Temple of Sinawava, or can ascend the steep and strenuous MIA Trail.

			So when Brewer, a thirty-five-year-old advertising executive, and his group—friends Kim Ellis (thirty-seven) and Dave Fleischer (twenty-eight), and five teens named Shane Ellis, Chris Stevens, Rich Larson, Mike Perkins, and Josh Nay—started their second day of hiking with the first ten rappels down about a thousand feet of cliffs, they expected some rugged rappelling and a tranquil creek walk at the bottom of a silent canyon. They had obtained the necessary permit from Zion National Park rangers for their expedition, and among their provisions were inner tubes they would use to float the last miles through the Narrows to the Temple of Sinawava. Fleischer had hiked this canyon twice before, so he had full confidence in what to expect. The three leaders had even taken the boys camping and canyoneering several times so they would have the basic skills they needed before attempting this adventure.

			Within minutes, however, the nature of the creek changed dramatically. “As the canyon narrowed, Kolob Creek turned into a raging torrent with waters shooting 5 to 8 feet off of waterfalls,” the Deseret News recounted on July 22. Despite the hot July weather, the water pounding through the canyon remained icy cold, making it an even greater threat to the eight hikers.  

			“They had expected some water in the creek canyon; had expected that hiking the streambed would require continued rappelling down a series of waterfalls and past plunge pools,” said a report in High Country News. “But the water was too fast and too deep.”

			All three men recognized the danger signs and began to work to provide safe passage for the younger hikers. “I asked Dave if this was what he remembered,” said Brewer in an Outside magazine story. “He said it wasn’t. He said it was ludicrous for us to be in there at all.”

			To this day, those with canyoneering experience in Kolob Canyon wonder why the party did not turn back at this point.

			Fleischer remembered some dry ground ahead, but to reach it, they would have to rappel past four waterfalls—and as soon as they began the attempt to pass the first one, they knew the conditions were even more hazardous than they had supposed. They had to get the boys past a churning whirlpool that swirled at the bottom of the first waterfall.

			Fleischer rappelled into the pool to tie ropes for the others to slide over, but “hung on the rope, he had little freedom of movement,” the High Country News reported. “The boys began yelling that they could see that his backpack strap had slipped around his neck, choking him.”

			“When Fleischer became entangled in his ropes, Ellis jumped in to assist him,” the Deseret News said. “The impact of Ellis hitting the water pushed Fleischer out of the whirlpool to safety. But Ellis was now trapped in the whirlpool.”

			Brewer leapt into the whirlpool to help his friend to safety. “He wasn’t in the water more than two minutes,” Brewer told the Deseret News of Ellis. “But when we got him out, his eyes were dilated and he wasn’t breathing.”

			The two men pulled Ellis from the water, brought him to a logjam, and began cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR), working for half an hour to keep him alive. As they worked they realized that Ellis had suffered a blow to the head in his brief time in the raging waters. He lost his life without regaining consciousness.

			Fourteen-year-old Shane Ellis, Kim’s son, was one of the five boys in the hiking party. With the urgency of their situation now paramount in their minds, Fleischer and Brewer allowed Shane to spend a few minutes with his father before organizing the boys for their next move. They knew the hiking trip was over, but with the force of the rising waters growing stronger, getting the boys back to dry ground had become much more difficult than they had ever planned. 

			“We were totally committed to not going further, but we had to get to dry ground,” said Brewer. 

			Fleischer knew this part of the canyon well, so he told Brewer and the boys of an alcove ahead where they would be out of the path of the rushing creek. They could wait there, he believed, until they were past the time on Sunday when their families expected them back. He and Brewer secured Ellis’s body against a log and guided the now stunned and frightened boys down two more waterfalls. “When they reached the fourth falls, they had been in the water two hours and had made only 50 yards of progress downstream,” the High Country News said. “They had lost all but two of their backpacks and much of the rope.”

			The way forward down the fourth waterfall required a fifteen-foot drop and a maneuver around the edge of swirling water in the plunge pool below. Fleischer tied a rope to his backpack and tossed it into the water to judge the strength and direction of the current, and he and Brewer watched as it circled the pool in a constant motion. Then the current grabbed the backpack, and while the rope remained securely fastened to it, they could not pull it out.

			Fleischer and Brewer quickly made a plan. Fleischer would jump into the water, retrieve the backpack—which contained most of the food they had brought with them—swim to the side of the pool, and use the backpack as a safety anchor for the rope. Brewer and the boys would then slide down the rope, above the water and out of the current. 

			At first the plan worked. Fleischer found his way to the backpack, grabbed it, and swam to the side of the pool. As he rested there for a moment, however, his arm slipped and the backpack started to float back into the whirlpool. Fleischer acted on instinct and reached out to grab the pack, and the current sucked him down.

			“His strength sapped, Fleischer was himself soon spinning endlessly in the pool,” the Desert News reported. Brewer watched in horror for his best friend to emerge from the frigid waters, but he never surfaced.

			If he jumped into the pool to save his friend, he might also die or become incapacitated—leaving five boys who needed his leadership to come through this ordeal alive. If he stayed on land, Dave Fleischer would die. 

			In an unimaginable dilemma, Brewer chose to protect and guide the five boys. 

			“It was very, very difficult,” he told the Deseret News. “He was such a good friend of mine. But I just knew these boys wouldn’t make it without one of us.”

			Fleischer perished in the whirlpool a few seconds later.

			Shattered by watching the deaths of two of their three leaders, the boys suffered from the shock of what they had seen and the terror of staying where they were. They could not turn back and climb the waterfalls. They could not move forward because of the many obstacles the floodwaters had created. Brewer felt no less shocked and horrified, but he knew the boys had no one to turn to now but him. He found his resolve and began to talk.

			“I talked to them about being rescued and how we wouldn’t be considered lost until Sunday morning,” he said. “I laid out the anatomy of a rescue and how it takes time to get organized.” This was Thursday; Brewer knew they would be stranded for three long days, and possibly for longer. “My worst fear was that someone else wouldn’t make it. I made a pact that everyone else would.”

			It seemed that everything that made the canyon so appealing to explore now worked against the hiking party as they hunkered down to wait. Their location received barely an hour of direct sunlight each day, and the stone walls and near-freezing water temperature kept the depths of the gorge at a chilly fortyish degrees. Although the boys were all in wet suits, they began to suffer from painful injuries from wearing the suits nonstop for days on end. When night fell—and it came early, with total darkness by 7:30 p.m.—sleep became an elusive blessing. “It was no Motel 6,” Brewer told the paper. “We slept in a line of five with those on the ends leaning inward. We had one mummy (sleeping) bag that we pulled over our heads and shoulders. And we laid one boy across our laps.”

			With so many packs containing most of their food lost in the whirlpool, the boys and Brewer took inventory of their remaining supplies. The menu was meager: “. . . nine packages of pudding, twelve Kudo candy bars, a couple of fruit roll-ups and nine packages of instant oatmeal. The candy bars provided breakfast for two days; the pudding was supper as each survivor took one bite and passed it on to the next.” A box of raisins became a shared meal, with the boys passing the box around in a circle and taking one raisin each until they were gone. “That box lasted twenty minutes,” Brewer said.

			During the day Brewer came up with projects to keep the boys’ minds occupied. They built a rock ledge out of cobbles they found near the creek, making it about eighteen inches wide and six feet long, as a platform on the edge of the water. The boys spent time each day improving their surroundings to increase their sense of security. One day they tore an inner tube into strips that would fit into the top of a mess kit, in hopes of lighting it to make a signal fire for the rescue crews they hoped would arrive on Sunday. In between projects they sang hymns they all knew from church. They watched as the water levels dropped on Saturday, giving them a larger area in which they could dry out their clothing and belongings, and move around to keep warm.

			So they remained for four nights until Monday, when the first evidence of a search turned up: the sound of a helicopter overhead. The chopper left and returned twice, but despite their best attempts to attract its attention with leaps, waves, whistles, and calls, Brewer and the boys remained hidden in the darkness. Finally, at about 4:00 p.m., they thought they heard someone whistle back at them. At 4:45 the boys shrieked with relief when an orange rescue rope dropped directly in front of them. “I can’t describe the exhilaration and exuberance we felt at that point,” Brewer said. 

			Soon climbers from the National Park Service and the Washington County Sheriff’s Office descended and helped the boys up the cliff face, using a winch to lift them to the surface. They camped on top of the mesa that night, well fed and ready to rest under the stars. Early Tuesday morning, a helicopter took them to park headquarters.

			Even with the devastating loss of two friends and leaders, Brewer noted days after the experience ended, some good came of the troubled excursion. “Five boys went in there and five men came out,” he said. “You could see the personal and spiritual development as time went on. They pulled together and rose to the occasion.”

			Once the boys were safe, workers went about retrieving the bodies from the canyon. The remains of Kim Ellis came out first on the same day, but the cold water, the high water levels, and the narrow terrain delayed the discovery and removal of Fleischer’s body until eleven days later. According to the morning report generated by Zion National Park in July 1994, the effort by searchers working their way up the bottom of Kolob Canyon was “one of the most technically demanding and hazardous retrievals undertaken by the combined county/park SAR team,” completed under the direction of district ranger Dave Buccello. 

			The boys were home again, but their families were left with a single persistent question: Why did the water levels rise so suddenly on July 15, 1993? Weather forecasters had not predicted thunderstorms or heavy rains on that date, so the expedition leaders had not encountered any weather warnings that would deter their trip.

			The answer came from the Washington County Water Conservancy District (WCD). A dam at Kolob Reservoir, northeast of the canyon, maintains a constant flow of shallow water through the canyon at any time of the year, so canyoneering visitors find a manageable creek and cooling pools as they move along the bottom. During the growing season, however, the dam serves as part of a sophisticated irrigation system, releasing much heavier flows to the waiting farmlands to the south. The hiking party from Riviera Ward found themselves in the canyon just as the dam released a scheduled irrigation stream.

			Outside magazine carried a quote from Ron Thompson, district manager of the Washington County WCD, that said his June records “show that a ranger had been told weeks earlier that the reservoir would be releasing large amounts of runoff into the creek through the spring and summer. ‘Anyone familiar with the area should have known that water would be up,’ said Thompson.” 

			Who was to blame for this confluence of events became a matter for the courts. In January 1994 the survivors and the families of Ellis and Fleischer filed thirteen claims under the Federal Tort Claims Act, which allows plaintiffs to hold the federal government responsible for specific kinds of wrongdoing. The suit sought a total of $24,556,813 in damages, injuries, and wrongful death. “The claimants say Zion National Park officials failed to warn expedition leaders of unusually large flows of water being released into the canyon from Kolob Reservoir,” the High Country News reported. “The claims accuse park employees of negligence for issuing a backcountry hiking permit despite the doubly dangerous conditions, and say the agency ‘indeed, supported and encouraged the group’s expedition into the canyon.’” 

			The dollar amount represented the total of the lawsuits filed by four of the five boys, Brewer, and Ellis’s and Fleischer’s families. “The survivors say they suffer flashbacks, reduced ability to concentrate, post-traumatic stress syndrome, and physical discomfort from their prolonged exposure to cold temperatures and water,” the High Country News reported. “The survivors each want $495,000 for such personal injuries . . . as well as compensation for lost camping equipment and climbing gear—from a $5 water bottle to a $600 sleeping bag.”

			The surviving spouses each wanted $7.8 million in wrongful death suits, and each of the children sought $925,000. 

			Not everyone believed the families should bring such suits. “In Utah, where an estimated 70 percent of the population is Mormon, there has been discussion among church members about whether the lawsuit adheres to the teachings of the church,” the High Country News noted. Outdoor enthusiasts also worried that if public land managers turned out to be culpable for the results of this expedition, wide areas of land could be closed to recreational use in fear that any accident could result in big payouts for the survivors.

			After six months of investigation and examination of the case, US Interior Department solicitor Lynn Collins determined that the federal government could not be held liable for the injuries and deaths. “We regret that this unfortunate incident took place and that two members of the hiking party lost their lives,” she wrote in a letter to the families’ law firm. “However, our review of the information in this matter indicates no evidence of negligence by any employee of the United States.”

			The survivors and families, continuing to seek restitution, filed another lawsuit against the National Park Service and the water district on August 9, 1994. The suit indicated that they intended to seek a jury trial in the US district court in Salt Lake City. The charge: The ranger who issued the permit did not adequately inform the hikers of the dangerously high water levels, even though the park service and the water district knew the water would be high. This would be a difficult case, however, because the hikers’ trip actually began in a part of Kolob Canyon that was outside of the park—and the permit issued to them was for the Narrows, a section of the hike several miles south. “Fleischer’s permit, say Park Service officials, was marked with a ‘high’ danger rating,” the High
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