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Death is not extinguishing the light; it is only putting out the lamp because the dawn has come.
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Prologue

The traveler had all that he needed inside his cave. It wasn’t much but enough to survive. He reclined against the granite wall, bare back meeting cold stone. He had collected fallen wood, anything half dry, from the forest around his cave, stripping some logs into kindling with his machete, and set about lighting a fire. He positioned it near the mouth of the cave so the noxious smoke would dissipate into the night and animals would be deterred from entering. He opened a book; there was just enough light in which to read. It was a book about the search to find happiness in the world.

His cave lay in a forest deep in the Indian Himalayas, a half day’s walk from the nearest village or the nearest road, near the head of a slender valley. There were dozens of caves in this forest that had formed in the lee of boulders or by great stones fracturing apart to create caverns. Many caves were tall enough in which to stand and long enough in which to lie down. Some boulders were said to have been dropped by the gods, as who else could move such colossi of stone, while others had been left behind by similarly powerful forces of nature, great glaciers that had retreated up the valley long before. Many people had walked by these caves without a second glance. But over the years, pilgrims and travelers of a certain type had found sanctuary in them, refuge from the elements or the world beyond. This traveler had sought out a cave. It was why he had come to this valley: to find a place in which to retreat and think about his life.

There is power in the Himalayas’ many mountaintops. They are purpose made stone, offering paths to realization and a sense of profound achievement of strength, determination, and will at their tops. Mountains have long served as endpoints of pilgrimages: to Mount Everest straddling the Nepal–China border, to Mount Kailash on the Tibetan Plateau, and to Mount Meru in the Indian Himalayas, often called “the navel of the universe.” Summits offer perspective, a chance to look back down at your footprints with clarity. Yet for every mountain there is a valley residing below. If the expanse of a desert humbles and the restriction of a forest disorientates, the intimacy of a valley comforts—providing tranquility and a shield from the forces of exposure. In valleys, thoughts don’t float away across an ocean or a plain, never to return; they remain to be incubated. Around the world, seekers climb mountains to achieve that clarity or to be closer to their gods, but it is the valleys below in which their intentions solidify and from which they take their first steps. In these sanctuaries pilgrims can bask in the possibility of what lies ahead and above.

In his cave in the valley the traveler crossed his legs and warmed his feet near the fire, drying his black leather boots at the same time. He drank water that he had collected from a nearby spring out of a metal mug, one of the few items he had brought with him. He ate some nuts, dried fruit, and oats that he had purchased at a market down valley and threw a log on the fire. Beside him lay a long bamboo flute that he played during the daytime while sitting in a meadow overlooking the valley below; throughout his travels in India, he had carried it wherever he went. On a rock shelf next to him was a bull’s horn that he had collected from the forest outside, as well as a large black feather that had fallen to earth from a Himalayan condor. Not long before, the traveler had tattooed the outline of an eagle in flight across his chest.

Eventually, he lay down on a bed of collected tree needles. Inside the cave there was light, a warm orange glow from his crackling fire and a single candle that he had melted onto the rock by which to read. But the world outside was dark. Thick canopies of pine, walnut, and deodar, a species of aromatic Himalayan cedar, blocked the moon; only the rain found a way through the branches. It was late summer, and the monsoon, in an instant, would shift from a drizzle to a torrent, pelting the mountains and blanketing the valley in heavy mist.

Every year, as consistent as the monsoon, pilgrims and travelers had come to this remote corner of India. They had come to find peace and tranquility, what a Hindi speaker calls shanti. They had come to breathe mountain air, to walk ancient forests, and to hike through a valley in the most storied mountain range on earth. They had come to be closer to the gods in a place where Shiva, the most iconic deity in the Hindu pantheon, the great master of yoga and asceticism and the supreme transformer of the world, is said to have meditated for three thousand years. Some of the visitors had traveled peacefully, departing satisfied with their experience and keen to tread elsewhere. But others had not.

The Parvati Valley is a seemingly idyllic corner of Himalayan India, with its big mountain vistas, forested glens, and quaint timber-framed villages clinging to its hillsides. It splinters off a part of the Kullu Valley, also known as the Valley of Gods. Named after a goddess itself, the Parvati Valley hosts its own compendium of legends and mystical stories, a place where gods manifest as dynamic rivers and their actions bring hot springs from deep underground to the surface. But the Parvati Valley has earned its own nicknames: the Valley of Shadows, the Valley of Death. It is a place where every movement exists on a knife edge, where a wrong turn tips a vehicle over an unbarriered cliff edge, a wrong step pitches a traveler into the churning maelstrom of the river, a wrong turn sends a hiker to ranges unknown. Since the early 1990s, dozens of international backpackers have vanished without a trace while traveling in and around the Parvati Valley, an average of one every year, earning this tiny, remote sliver of the subcontinent a dark reputation as India’s backpacker Bermuda Triangle. The circumstances of each disappearance are different—the tourist’s country of origin; villages visited or paths walked; last known location—yet eerily similar. All feature a spirited backpacker seeking an off-the-beaten-track adventure, a collection of anecdotes from fellow travelers relating the backpacker’s final days, a family’s anguished search, and thousands of unanswered questions.

This traveler had arrived in the Parvati Valley as many before him had: with a goal and a picture in his mind of what he could accomplish among the mountains and the mist. That picture, at least in part, came to life inside his cave when he carefully placed his phone on a rock, set the timer, and captured a self-portrait as he reclined with his book and his fire. It was one of the last photographs he shared online with his followers on social media. Shortly thereafter, the traveler’s name, Justin Alexander Shetler, would be added to the list of those who had entered the Parvati Valley never to be seen again.




Part I

The Way

Rise, wake up, seek the wise and realize. The path is difficult to cross like the sharpened edge of a razor, so say the wise.

—Katha Upanishad, Sanskrit text

Tell me something you are dedicated to in life and a true test of that dedication is, Would you die for it?

—Stalking Wolf, as quoted by Tom Brown, Jr.
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Trailhead

There is only one road into the Parvati Valley. It’s a narrow track—roughly paved in parts, washed-out dirt in others—along which rattletrap buses twist and swerve and screech to a crawl with inches to spare as they pass. At several points, vehicles drive under overhanging rock along a route blasted into the mountainside. On one side of the road, the cliff rises, an impassable plane of earth and stone that seemingly touches the clouds; on the other side, it drops precipitously to the milky blue waters of the Parvati River hundreds of feet below. It was at the end of this road but the beginning of a path that Justin set off on his final journey. The hillside hamlet of Kalga was as far as his Royal Enfield motorcycle could take him. He now needed to walk to reach the upper reaches of the valley. The trail into the mountains was clear before him: follow the godlike river that thrashed and thundered in his ears.

On a warm August day, with blue sky and sun offering a welcome relief from the downpours that had drenched the valley and blanketed its forests in mist for much of the summer of 2016, Justin headed for a trailhead. He strolled along a dirt path through Kalga, between two-story wooden guesthouses and apple orchards, toward the edge of the village. Dogs barked, men and women tended their fruit trees in anticipation of the harvest, and multicolored prayer flags fluttered in the humid breeze. Beside Justin walked Andrey Gapon, a Russian man who had spent three months on holiday in the valley. The two had met several weeks earlier, and Gapon had been captivated by the thirty-five-year-old American, who had revealed that he was living in a mountain cave with minimal supplies.

Now Justin was embarking on a four- to five-day hike to Mantalai Lake, a cluster of pools at the top of the valley and the frigid source of the Parvati River. For some, the lake is a place to pitch a tent as one stage of a Himalayan trek. For others, it is the destination—a holy site associated with Shiva. There, as across India, many elements are considered a manifestation of the divine. The very mountains that frame the lake, boasting peaks that pierce through clouds at 20,000 feet, are part of Himavat, the ancient king and personification of the great Himalayan range. He is the father of Ganga and Parvati, goddess daughters who take the form of rivers breaking free from their glacial states and flowing down from the great mountaintops to feed the land. Ganga takes form as the Ganges River, India’s singular waterway that believers see as pure no matter how polluted she is beneath the surface. But here the river is Parvati—the goddess of love, harmony, and divine strength; the wife of Shiva and the mother of the beloved elephant-headed god Ganesha. When the Parvati River is calm, it brings forth life and delays death; it nourishes and provides, cools and heals. But when the river turns fierce, it is a deadly force, battering mountainsides and consuming earth as it swells. This duality mirrors the goddess for which it is named. In some of her incarnations, she is benevolent and sustaining, an exemplar of life-giving love. In another, she wears severed heads around her neck, a ferocious and destructive divine power.

Gapon wanted to see off his new friend. As they weaved along the small village’s dirt paths, stooping under apple tree branches laden with ripening fruit, they were so deep in conversation that they took a wrong turn and ended up spun around. They laughed. “What an interesting way to start this journey,” Justin said, noting the omen of becoming lost before even setting out. When they found the path they knew led to the trailhead, Justin began talking about an idea he had been mulling over: he had been thinking about creating some kind of centralized online memorial for adventurers who have passed away, where their digital trails could serve as eulogies to their lives.

Something wasn’t sitting right with Gapon. He could tell that Justin was anxious about the journey that lay ahead. He offered to accompany him to Mantalai Lake; the Russian man was familiar with the route, having just returned from a guided trek to the lake and over a high mountain pass into a neighboring valley. The trek had been challenging but profound, and he would be happy to do it all again, especially alongside someone like Justin. He was disappointed when Justin politely turned down his offer.

Many pilgrims and travelers hire guides and porters to assist them on their trek to the lake, to cook meals and to set up camps, but Justin had been presented with a different opportunity. A sadhu, a Hindu holy man, had invited him on a pilgrimage to the sacred lake, where the man would teach him yoga and meditation and Justin could experience the ascetic life. Justin planned on staying at the lake for ten days, living off the few supplies they were taking and sleeping out under the stars or in boulder caves. It was a journey he wanted to do alone with the sadhu, he told Gapon. He had formed an image in his mind of what the journey would be like. Three days earlier, he had posted online about his plan to trek with the Hindu holy man. “I want to see the world through his eyes, which are essentially 5000 years old, an ancient spiritual path,” he had written on his blog and social media accounts. “I’m going to put my heart into it and see what happens.”

Around midday, the two men reached the trailhead in a meadow strewn with granite boulders; from there the path snaked off into the forest. Gray langur monkeys with obsidian faces shook the high branches above them. Justin handed Gapon his iPhone and asked him to take his picture to mark the “beginning of a spiritual journey.” The American man offered a soft half smile as Gapon took the photograph.

Justin had displayed toughness and determination by spending the previous three weeks living alone in a Himalayan cave with little more than a sleeping bag and a machete. He had revealed trust in his bond with the sadhu who had promised to guide him on his pilgrimage. But it was his heart—his passion to better understand his place in the world—that Gapon admired most in his new friend. Still, even though Justin was clearly a seasoned traveler and an experienced outdoorsman, the Russian man was concerned. The plan was ambitious. Mantalai Lake lay nearly 13,500 feet in elevation in a broad, exposed saddle, with no trees for shelter or firewood to protect against wind and subfreezing temperatures. Justin was carrying neither stove nor cooking fuel in his small brown day pack, so Gapon pressed into his hand a parting gift fitting for someone who valued both practicality and minimalism: a water-resistant red butane lighter. Gapon had used it to light candles while he slept in his own mountain cave and to start the cookstove on his own trek to Mantalai Lake. Justin tucked it into his day pack.

The two men hugged, and Justin turned and began making his way up the path, quickly disappearing into the forest. The Parvati River thundered below.
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Visions

Justin Alexander Shetler was born in the predawn hour of March 11, 1981, in Sarasota, Florida. The city, just south of Tampa, fringes the aquamarine water of the Gulf of Mexico and is shielded by a series of white-sand keys. Adventurous from the start, he began crawling early and adored the water—the bath, the lakeshore, the beach. His mother, Colette Susanne, who goes by Suzie, and father, Terry, enrolled him in toddler swim classes when he was three months old. Terry worked as a carpenter before eventually earning a master’s in Oriental medicine, and Suzie was a teaching assistant at a Montessori school, which Justin attended for several years. In raising her son, Suzie encouraged him not only to venture into nature but to be a part of it, to sense it. She taught him to be able to differentiate between a Casuarina pine and a palm tree by touching the trunk with his eyes closed. His first pair of shoes was a tiny pair of suede moccasins that his mother had bought for him; she wanted him to feel the earth under his feet. He collected rocks in an old fishing tackle box. His mother called him “Bear.”

Justin was always drawn to high places. When he was ten months old, he startled his mother by climbing halfway up a bookshelf. As he grew older, he clambered up trees, including a giant oak in a field in their neighborhood in Sarasota that they called the “family tree”; when he was upset, he would climb on top of the house and sit on the roof. It was his way to clear his head and to find calm, Suzie thought, but also a way to find perspective on the world, however small it was then, around him. Though he was an independent child, he desperately wanted the connection of a sibling.

When he was eleven, Justin’s parents divorced but shared custody. He would spend the week at his mother’s and the weekend at his father’s. That year, the film The Last of the Mohicans was released, and Suzie took him out of school to see a matinee. They ended up seeing the film together seven times. For years Justin idolized the character Hawkeye, a white man adopted by a Mohican chief who gives up much of his European culture to become more connected to the natural world. It was the kind of heroic story of adventure that many young boys might gravitate to. Justin found more legendary figures to revere in books, devouring fantasy series about heroes and magic, immersing himself in fictionalized worlds. He was an introspective boy. In a notebook made of handmade paper that he kept during that time, he copied quotes from thinkers including Laozi, the Chinese philosopher traditionally seen as the author of the Tao Te Ching, and the Buddha. On one page, Justin copied what he called an unknown Chinese proverb:

Thousands upon

Thousands of rivers

Flow into the sea,

But the sea is

Never full—

And if a man could

Turn stone into gold,

Still would his heart

Never be contented.

In elementary school, he had some moments of positivity and others of great frustration. His father told him that he would support him in any way, try to help him find contentment, as long as it wouldn’t put his son’s life in danger. “I realized that I wasn’t helping Justin deal with reality if I was putting myself between him and reality,” Terry says. He never wanted to hold his son back.

Two years after the divorce, Suzie moved with her son to South Carolina and then six months later to Montana, with a new partner whom she would later marry. It was there that Justin first experienced the big wild of the American West that he had felt drawn to through books. Suzie had given him a memoir that would end up shaping much of the following decade for her son. “It lit a kind of fire,” she remembers. Grandfather: A Native American’s Lifelong Search for Truth and Harmony with Nature, published in 1993 by Tom Brown, Jr., a wilderness survival teacher from New Jersey, told the story of the author growing up under the tutelage and mentorship of a Lipan Apache scout and shaman named Stalking Wolf. “He was truly one of the ancients, part man, part animal, and almost entirely spirit,” Brown wrote in the book. “His home was the wilderness, and in the wilderness he tested all things.” Stalking Wolf could read nature, find medicine within plants, and track animals so closely that he could touch them. He could hide his tracks by retracing his steps backward, and effectively vanish from record. The man could walk so lightly and so skillfully through the world that he left no mark. He was there and not there, always present, yet, if he wanted, invisible.

Much of Stalking Wolf’s story, as recounted by Brown, has assumed a near-mythic aura. He was born sometime in the 1880s, somewhere in the American Southwest. At ten, he embarked on his first vision quest, during which spirits presented him with the headband of a scout and the staff of a shaman. His elders showed him a path: “To follow his vision he must first spend ten winters training to become a scout, one of the most powerful positions in the tribe. He must then abandon this path for another ten winters and seek the path of a shaman and healer. And finally . . . he would have to leave his people and wander alone for sixty more winters, seeking vision and knowledge, until his vision was reality.” Stalking Wolf was reluctant at first, hesitant to leave his people, until one of his elders told him that “a man not living his vision is living death.”

As Justin grew older, he tore through Brown’s books and wilderness guides, told through the stories of the life and accomplishments of Stalking Wolf and Brown himself. Suzie, recognizing that something was sparking in her son, would drive him to the hills near the Idaho border and watch as he disappeared into the forest with his best friend, an Indigenous boy who lived on a neighboring farm. They would hike, play in the bush, and look for animal tracks. Exactly three hours later, she would see them bounding down the hill toward her. He was never late.

After eight months in Montana, they moved farther west to a small city called Beaverton, a few miles outside Portland, Oregon. Suzie was used to relocating, having grown up in a military family. But the move was devastating for Justin. “Justin felt like he didn’t have any roots because we moved,” Suzie recalls. Terry remembers his son being “bitter” and “distraught” about leaving Montana. Reflecting on that period of his life, Justin once said, a touch hyperbolically, that at that point he had “probably more houses than years of life.” Switching schools and moving towns as he approached teenagehood made it tough to maintain friendships, and when he began at Beaverton High School, he was a reserved young teenager and self-proclaimed loner. He found comfort in music, teaching himself to play his mother’s harp, as well as mandolin and guitar. He found his greatest connection with nature.

In the summer after his freshman year, Suzie saw an ad for wilderness and outdoor survival classes in the back of the Willamette Week newspaper. She called the number and spoke with a woman named Chris Kenworthy, who had studied under Tom Brown, Jr., in the 1980s. Justin took several classes with Chris and thrived. He was learning, and living, what he had read in Brown’s books. Before long, however, Kenworthy recognized that Justin’s interests extended beyond what she could offer. She knew of a school, a nature-based educational program, outside Seattle, that might offer him an opportunity to continue to grow and engage with a like-minded community. Kenworthy called Jon Young, a cofounder of the Wilderness Awareness School and the original protégé of Tom Brown, Jr., and told him that she had been teaching a young man named Justin whom she couldn’t feed fast enough.

At the end of Justin’s sophomore year, Suzie recognized her son needed a change. He had been earning good grades but wasn’t happy in the structure of a classroom. She offered him a deal: if he promised to complete his GED one day to earn his high school diploma, she would withdraw him and send him to be mentored by Young at the Wilderness Awareness School full-time. It was an easy decision. Suzie and Terry used Suzie’s child support money to pay for Justin’s room and board; Kenworthy told Suzie that Justin had also won a scholarship that would cover his tuition. In reality, unknown to Suzie at the time, for years Kenworthy paid the fees out of her own pocket.

When she dropped her son off at the Wilderness Awareness School, a few hours’ drive north in the conifer forests of Washington State, in June 1997, Justin was giddy. “It was like a butterfly emerging from the cocoon,” Suzie recalls. “He just blossomed and flew. It was so clear that was where he was supposed to be.”

The day Justin arrived, Young was holding a class on bird language in the forest, instructing a small group about how birds will signal when a disturbance is approaching by fluttering and chirping two minutes before. As the class went silent to listen, a wave of robins and thrushes flew overhead and Young whispered to a member of the group to set a stopwatch for two minutes. As the seconds counted down, they began to hear heavy footfalls and crashing through the salmonberry bushes. As the stopwatch beeped, Justin emerged through the bracken to find the group quietly waiting for him in a semicircle. Already over six feet tall, he wore his shoulder-length, sun-tinted brown hair tied back in a ponytail. He was surprised to see the group expecting him. “Was I that obvious?” he asked. From that day forward, he vowed to become a master at walking silently in nature. “If you tell me that I needed to climb a ladder from the earth to the moon to get this level of knowledge,” Justin once told Young, “I would do it right now.”

That summer, Justin moved in with the Young family, who lived on the top floor of a firefighter’s house in the small town of Duvall, near the plot of eighteen acres on which the school operated. Friends from the time recall his taste for wearing camouflage and earth tones, as well as his perpetual cheeky smirk and insatiable drive to learn. He officially enrolled in the Wilderness Awareness Community School, an offshoot of the WAS expressly for teenagers, that a woman named Anne Osbaldeston had cofounded. “Here’s this super-lit-up kid who was so excited about everything we were doing and already knew so much,” Osbaldeston recalls. “I would say at that point, at fifteen, he knew far more than I did about what we were doing.” The “school” was little more than a few cabins, yurts, and tarp shelters, which had earned it the nickname “Tarpolonia.” Each day brought new tasks and lessons. Bird language was a formative early class—not just identifying species by their unique calls but learning what each bird’s intonation and oscillations signaled. The students studied how to craft bow drills and hand drills and employ them to make fire; build shelter in the forest that they would sleep in overnight; identify and harvest edible plants; and practice orienteering and animal tracking at a long sandbar along a nearby river. On the surface, the school was little more than a gaggle of teenagers who met outside to learn about nature, study and read about ecology, and practice wilderness survival skills. But those who attended or taught during that time look back on the school as an outlet of expression that was crucial for some teenagers who might otherwise have found themselves slipping through various social cracks. Osbaldeston places much of that at the feet of Jon Young. “It’s like he’s an extension cord and he’s plugged into the wall and he can plug other people in,” she says. “It was as though when people came to the school, they would suddenly light up, to feel connected to nature but also to really feel connected to themselves and their gifts.”

Jason Knight, a few years older than Justin during that time, also boarded with the Young family; the two boys shared a bunk bed in the back of the house. They began a friendly competition, pushing each other to complete Young’s Kamana Naturalist Training Program, which included completing fifty two-page species journals consisting of drawings of and observations about six different categories including plants, trees, birds, and mammals. Another set of journals that they competed to finish was based on a five-hundred-strong list of tracking observations that was like an enormous wilderness scavenger hunt. Each point was specific: tracks of a coyote standing, tracks of a coyote sitting, tracks of a coyote walking slowly, then walking fast, then galloping; coyote scat that contained mammal parts, coyote scat that contained feathers, coyote scat that contained berries or plants. And so on. “We weren’t studying for a test,” Knight remembers. “We were trying to learn this stuff so we’d never forget it.” Justin was particularly adept at starting a fire; his hand drill set rarely left his back pocket. “It took me nine months to get my first coal,” recalls Jon Young’s son Aidan, who was three years Justin’s junior, “and in the meantime he’s just getting coals all the time.” Justin challenged himself to learn how to start a fire as fast as someone with a lighter. And he did, Aidan says: “In fifteen seconds he’d have a coal.”

The Wilderness Awareness School taught more than survival skills; it often used a rubric that could be applied as a holistic model to a society, a community, or a class. Jon Young came to call it 8 Shields, based on a core of the eight directions of a compass, each one with a role based on an archetype. Justin found his greatest connection in the northeast. It was represented by the sky and birds and was known as a space of great mystery, spirituality, and sacred power. In the cycle of the year, it represented late winter, with which Justin’s birthday in early March aligned; in the phase of life, the northeast represented both conception and death, the period of transition and rebirth from one state to another; in the phases of a day, the northeast represented the liminal hours before dawn, in which he had been born.

At the school, Justin finally found a way to express himself as a teenager that felt natural, as well as a like-minded community of mentors and peers who included Doniga Markegard, a young woman his same age who had arrived at the school a year before Justin, in the summer of 1996. “He kind of upped the bar for everybody,” she recalls. People around him often likened him to Tarzan for his independence, Rambo for his fearlessness, or He-Man for his strength. Justin was also the trickster of the group, often silently disappearing into the forest to startle the others when they weren’t paying attention. But Markegard also noticed that Justin didn’t take failure well and was hard on himself when he hit a wall.

Justin earned a reputation for being daring and bold, not only willing but keen to put anything on the line to achieve his goals. The teenagers often dressed in black or camouflage and tried to slink out of their house and through the doors of the twenty-four-hour QFC supermarket in the middle of town without being seen. Occasionally, they elevated the caper by calling the police on themselves with a false tip that people had been spotted lurking around suspiciously; if the group managed to evade the police, it was a particularly celebrated achievement. “I don’t think we ever got spotted,” Aidan Young recalls.

“Justin was definitely more of a risk taker,” Knight remembers. “There was a subset of teens in these programs that wanted to push themselves so hard that they would go barefoot all the time and wear T-shirts and shorts all winter even though it was cold.” Justin fit into that subset. After he heard of a legendary challenge that entailed holding a mouthful of water while running fifteen miles without swallowing, unbeknownst to many at the time, he began waking up well before dawn to practice until he achieved the feat. And when an arborist held a lecture at the school, Justin was spellbound as the man demonstrated how after years of training he had learned to fall out of a tree and land safely on the ground by grabbing and releasing branches to gradually slow his descent. The next day, Justin climbed a towering cedar and, near the top, let go. As he tumbled through the branches, he missed several grabs, ragdolled the last twenty feet, and slammed headfirst into the ground, narrowly avoiding cracking his skull open on a pile of rocks. “He should’ve been dead,” Aidan Young says. Justin could be brazen and reckless, but had usually walked away nearly unscathed. “Be careful what you say in front of him” was a common remark among his instructors.

Linne Doran (“Pond of the Otter” in Gaelic) was a focal point of the Wilderness Awareness School. It is a clear, shallow pond with fallen trees visible on the muddy bottom. Around the edge of the pond was where many students selected their “sit spot,” returning day after day to a single place to observe and record the natural changes and fluctuations around them. “It seems so simple,” says Osbaldeston. “Go sit in a spot in nature every day at different times of day for different amounts of time.” But, she explains, the practice gave the students the ability to connect with a place on a profoundly deep level, which, the thinking goes, in turn allowed the place to begin to accept a person into it, as if into a home. It was an ability, Osbaldeston noticed, that many students carried wherever they went in the world. Knight’s sit spot was near the creek that spilled out of the pond; Justin’s was on top of an old cedar stump on a spur of land jutting out into the water. Some days he brought birdseed that he held in an outstretched hand; the chickadees eventually grew used to him and would happily dart in to eat before flitting away.

“Justin was the prodigy,” Aidan Young says, adding that he fit into a lineage that went all the way back to Stalking Wolf. It extended to his physical presence. He was tall and lanky but fit and strong. And his blue eyes left a mark on people. “They were wolf’s eyes,” Young notes; the only other person he had ever met who had the same eyes was Tom Brown, Jr. “They had that kind of intensity to them.”

After two years, Jon Young realized that there was another step for Justin across the country at the epicenter of wilderness education: the Tracker School. Tom Brown, Jr., had founded the school in 1978 in the Pine Barrens of southeastern New Jersey, where, based out of a place called “Primitive Camp,” he had trained thousands in survivalism, wilderness awareness, and tracking. Over decades, he not only had established a reputation as an erudite teacher but had built a fierce following of pupils who honed their practical skills and imbibed his philosophy of nature awareness. Brown’s legendary story as a tracker and survivalist educator, often recounted in his books and lectures, began in the 1950s. When he was seven, he met a boy of around the same age while out fossil hunting along a creek. The boy, named Rick, introduced Brown to his grandfather, the Lipan Apache tracker and shaman named Stalking Wolf. “He gave us the questions that would lead to our answers, but he never told us an answer,” Brown wrote. “He taught me to see and to hear, to walk and to remain silent; he taught me how to be patient and resourceful, how to know and how to understand.” At eighteen, Brown decided to put the skills he had learned to a test. He discarded his belongings and clothing and walked naked into the Pine Barrens. He survived by building shelters and living off the land, and emerged an entire year later. “I went into the Barrens naked and I came out 20 pounds heavier, totally relaxed, twice as strong, in tremendous shape,” Brown told National Wildlife magazine in 1984. Through feats like these Brown’s reputation spread, and local authorities began hiring him to help track on-the-run suspects of crimes that ranged from armed robbery to rape. He helped solve several missing-persons cases. After the New York Times published an article about one case, Brown was asked to write a book, which he published in 1978. The Tracker: The True Story of Tom Brown, Jr. resonated within a particular cohort of people who were feeling a growing disconnect with nature and looking to learn how to reforge their bond with it. The same year the book was released, Brown founded the Tracker School.

As year after year students flocked there to take his courses, Brown was catapulted into legendary status in survival circles. His skills at tracking and scouting were undeniable, but critics have pointed out his appropriation of Native American culture and theology. Some have called him a “plastic shaman.” Brown’s foundational myth, the story of Stalking Wolf, who died when Brown was a teenager, has also been questioned by many skeptical readers about how much the man had taught Brown and how much had been derived from other individuals or traditions. Most students didn’t care, and the stories inspired many thousands of people, including Justin.

In the summer of 1999, Jon Young brought Justin and Markegard, two of his most gifted students, to the school and presented them as the next generation of elite wilderness survivalists. They took a series of introductory classes but were also allowed to dip into and out of more advanced classes at will and live on the Tracker School’s land. Justin was based there for a year and a half, during which he completed a dozen courses. Many of the adult students, and even some of the school’s instructors, were astonished by his ability and dedication at eighteen.

Many students who came to the Tracker School had a yearning to tap into something bigger. According to several former students, the school also had a darker side that attracted people who were renouncing their lives and looking for a place of support, a place to feel grounded and connected. Dan Stanchfield, who became a mentor of Justin at the school, fit into that cohort. Originally from California, he had been living on a church compound in Iowa, indoctrinated into a community of followers of the Church of the Living Word, also known as the Living Word Fellowship, which he now calls a “nondenominational Christian cult.” He abandoned the church in 1995 and, after reading The Tracker, embraced a new community at the Tracker School. “Our minds want to create meaning out of everything, our life has to have meaning,” Stanchfield says. “And that causes people to fall into so many traps. Life is much simpler than we want to believe it is, but we won’t know for sure about anything until we get to the other side.” Of the thousands who attended the Tracker School in the 1990s, some came to learn hard survival skills as a way of connecting with primitive traditions, some came simply to escape, and some came to connect with its nature-based spirituality and philosophy.

Tracy Frey, a recent college graduate who became a close friend of Justin at the school, recalls the spiritual elements at the school as prominent, taught side by side with the practical skills. “It is a beacon for lost boys,” she says. “It gets them so close to finding something that’s actually internal, but not quite. And then they get further lost, because it’s so confusing.” Justin arrived with a deep and strongly held spiritualism, a belief in the possibility of a bigger current—“The spirit that moves in all things,” as it was called in those circles. “He fundamentally believed that there were a lot of people in the world who closed themselves off to this possibility, and he was not going to be one of those people.”

Justin had been raised in a religiously fluid and open household. His father, Terry, had been brought up Mennonite on a small farm in Pennsylvania but had quickly moved away from the faith and, like many in the early 1970s, became exposed to Eastern spirituality and philosophy. After graduating high school, he went to southern California to live in a “hippie commune,” where, as he remembers, he did a lot of peyote, acid, and pot. “It was definitely a heavily spiritual experience,” he says. In 1972, at the age of nineteen, he was drafted into the air force during the Vietnam War and repaired radio and radar equipment and air-data computers for fighter planes. Two years later, just before picking up his discharge papers, he drove out to Red Rocks Park near the base in Colorado at which he was stationed, climbed up the giant boulders, and watched the sunrise. “Sitting on top of that rock, it looked like you could see to Omaha,” he recalls. “The whole great plain stretched out in front of me. And as the sun came up, I just had this vision.” He realized that he had been living behind a veil, that he could live in awe all the time if only he could remove the filters.

Terry moved to Sarasota, stopped using drugs, and began a path toward a black belt in the martial art aikido. He also became a vegetarian, moved into an ashram, and started taking yoga classes at a center of the Light of Yoga Society, an organization founded in 1971 that is now the American Yoga Association. For years he practiced yoga for three hours every day. In the summer of 1977, the society organized a trip to India, in which Terry and around forty other Americans flew to Delhi before traveling to Kashmir, where they stayed on houseboats floating on Dal Lake in the capital of Srinagar and toured Hindu sites. “It was eye opening for me in a lot more ways than one,” Terry says. The group spent a month in Kashmir, in India’s north, where Terry visited Shankaracharya Temple, a hilltop shrine outside Srinigar dedicated to Shiva, and made offerings before a five-foot-tall, glossy black stone lingam, a phallic object that represents the god’s generative energy. He performed the rituals and then took a seat within the sanctum of the temple. What happened next shaped the rest of his life. “It was the strongest experience I’ve ever had,” he says. “It just hit me. It was an overwhelming experience that came from being in the presence of that rock.” It was both physical and cerebral. “Instead of seeing what I thought was there, it said, ‘Well, why don’t you look to see what’s really there? See what’s here, don’t know what’s here and try to confirm it.’” He walked down the steps from the temple a believer and looks back on that trip as the pivotal moment in his life. In Justin’s family home in Florida, before his parents divorced, the Indian influences remained: on the walls his father had pinned posters of Hindu gods, including Saraswati, the goddess of music and knowledge, and Rama, the principal figure in the Hindu epic the Ramayana, who symbolized individual duty, honor, and responsibility—dharma, the cosmic order of life, the right way to live. There was also a small altar covered in a silk scarf on which Terry had placed a copper vase filled with water, an incense burner, and an idol of Ganesha, the adored elephant-headed god, in front of which he continued to practice meditation, yoga, and read Hindu texts.

The spiritual influence from Justin’s mother came largely through Eckankar, a faith that Suzie had belonged to for much of her life. The religion was established in 1965 by an American, Paul Twitchell, based on the belief that every person’s soul is eternal, born again and again into a new body. Twitchell gathered seeds from faiths and spiritual teachers around the world, including the notions of karma and reincarnation from Hinduism, creating a religion in which each person can manifest his or her own destiny, through spiritual experiences, to become closer to God. Suzie raised her son under the principles of Eckankar, and of the teachers upon which the faith drew Justin took a keen interest in Laozi, who, as the story was recounted, lived in a mountain cave in the Himalayas, where he meditated for years. Visions and dreams were considered a guiding force to be listened to, respected, and written down immediately upon waking. When Justin was young, he kept a dream journal, replaced by nature journals in his later teenage years.

Suzie never pressured her son to follow her particular path. “Go find your own truth,” she would tell him, “because you have to walk in this world yourself.” And he did. During his two years at the Wilderness Awareness School, Native American spirituality and philosophy were a constant presence through visiting elders. Gilbert Walking Bull, a Lakota man and the great-grandson of the legendary Sitting Bull, established ceremonial grounds near the school and provided experiences with sweat lodges and spirit quests to the students. “We were studying nature during the week, and on the weekends we were studying spirituality with Gilbert Walking Bull,” recalls Doniga Markegard. At the Tracker School, Justin consumed the worldview of Tom Brown, Jr., and Stalking Wolf firsthand rather than in the pages of books. The story of Stalking Wolf—an archetypal wise master who takes up a student and passes on the wisdom of the world—resonated strongly with Justin, as did the notion of a vision quest.

Like Stalking Wolf before him, Brown had embarked on his own quest, as he wrote in The Vision: The Dramatic True Story of One Man’s Search for Enlightenment. “With each passing event, things became clearer, questions about myself were answered, and I felt a deep connection to that self,” Brown wrote. “I suddenly knew who I was, where I was going, and what I really wanted to do in life. There was no more pain or discomfort, my mind no longer fought the imprisonment of the quest, but rather it expanded to become that quest, that wilderness.” Brown walked out of the Pine Barrens on the fourth day of his vision quest a changed man. He had seen his way forward: “I needed to choose a pure reality filled with excitement, adventure, and intensity—a life of rapture rather than a life of comfort, security, and boredom like everyone else was choosing.” Stalking Wolf and Tom Brown, Jr., had lives of parable and fable, of great deeds seeking greater understanding. Their stories were not only mythic but cosmic. And they were passed on to thousands of young readers such as Justin who had open and insatiable appetites to understand what lies beneath the surface of life.

What he learned at the wilderness schools crystallized into a new worldview in which nature is more than the sum of its individual parts, more than any tree or creature or being, a connectivity that, as Brown wrote, “can be seen best in the flow of its interactions.” The goal—through sit spots, awareness training, and study—is to be able to see those connections. “Trying to live a spiritual life in modern society is the most difficult path one can walk,” Stalking Wolf once said, as quoted by Brown. “It is a path of pain, of isolation and of shaken faith, but that is the only way that our Vision can become reality. Thus the true Quest in life is to live the philosophy of the Earth within the confines of man. There is no church or temple we need to seek peace, for ours are the temples of the wilderness.”

For years, Justin lived and breathed these philosophical and spiritual perspectives. Both his mother in Oregon and his father in Florida fully supported his path. Nature, Terry felt, was the best teacher. Still, even from across the country, Terry noticed that his son was pushing himself into increasingly risky situations to see what he could find at the extremes. “It was spirituality that you get from the near-death experience. Justin realized at a very early age that he could get that kind of experience from doing things that were dangerous,” Terry says. “Every time you face death and you win, you’re more alive.”

During Justin’s first summer at the Tracker School, he was brought on to help teach in a new program, the first one geared toward kids, called Coyote Tracks. Tracy Frey led the youth program. “I wasn’t going to spend hours and hours studying a single track or sitting for that long,” she says. “It was never going to be me, but it was Justin.” Justin inhabited every role: mentor, instructor, survivalist. “He was perfectly comfortable in all of his skins,” says fellow instructor Brittany Ceres, “so it was very easy for him to put on one of these skins and see it to the absolute fullest.” One of Justin’s young students at the time was Liam Purvis, who recalls Justin often emphasizing that “pushing the edge” of ability and comfort would spark greater understanding of the world.

“Safety, security, and comfort are euphemisms for death,” Tom Brown, Jr., often said during classes, former instructor Tom McElroy remembers, and it was a maxim Justin didn’t just hear but put into action. “When my greater fear told me no, Justin would just go for something,” he says. Justin grew close to McElroy, a twenty-one-year-old instructor at the Tracker School who had a few years of taking and teaching classes under his belt when Justin arrived. They bonded fast and often embarked on multiday animal-tracking expeditions in the Pine Barrens. He remembers that Justin was starry-eyed about Brown’s philosophy, holding a well-formed idealism about living off the land as well as what pushing yourself to extremes might reveal. Many friends from that time remember that the instructors lodged in a large cottage, an old Boy Scout camp, and that one winter Justin sought a test. “We all have these nice rooms in the lodge but Justin, just outside the front door, built a little leaf hut that he would sleep in, even in the middle of snowstorms,” McElroy recalls.

When not based in New Jersey, Justin traveled with Jon Young and a group of students to assist in wilderness awareness classes around the United States. In Idaho, they taught a class on wolf tracking and were hired to collect data on wolves that had been released in the state. Justin used every day, every opportunity, to test himself and glean as much as he could from the instructors, his pupils, and the land around him. He just wanted to learn, and if he felt someone could offer him something, he would open himself to it. It was a side of him that Frey felt protective of, like an older sibling; in an end-of-class note scribbled in one of Frey’s Tracker School notebooks, Justin called her “the big sister I never had.” “People got him to do all kinds of stuff, because he would do it,” she says. “I always wanted to make sure he was safe.”

In August 2000, Young, along with Markegard, Knight, and Justin, were scheduled to return to Idaho to continue the wolf census. Justin was driving Knight’s pickup truck along Interstate 80 in Nebraska with one of Young’s daughters in the passenger seat and Knight sleeping in the bed of the truck under a canopy. Knight remembers being jolted awake. “It felt like being in a blender,” he recalls. The truck was flipping and rolling. “I don’t remember how I ended up on the side of the highway,” he says. Knight ran to the vehicle, which lay on the driver’s side, and as he began assisting the young woman from the cab they spotted a semitruck barreling down the highway toward them. They jumped from the wreck to safety seconds before the semi hit the overturned truck with Justin still inside, carrying it hundreds of feet down the highway. They ran down to the wreck. After seeing Justin pinned inside the pancaked cab, “We thought he was dead,” Knight recalls. The state trooper who had arrived on the scene said that over his career he had never seen someone survive a car wreck that bad. Knight remembers Justin writhing and screaming with pain at the hospital. He had fractured vertebrae in his back and sustained a head wound that required fifteen staples. His body was covered in cuts from the shattered windshield glass.

When he returned to Oregon to recover, he confided in his mother that as the driver of the truck, he felt guilty that he had put his friends in danger. He didn’t remember what had happened in the seconds leading up to the crash. That particular stretch of highway had a history of deer collisions, the state trooper had told Knight, but Justin agonized over the possibility that he had momentarily fallen asleep. He told his mother that he had thought he had died and was being brought back—that in that moment of purgatory someone or something had told him that this wasn’t his time to die. It shook him. As he recuperated from his injuries, he became more brooding and reflective.

Justin spent only a few weeks convalescing at home before joining the tail end of the wolf-tracking trip in Idaho and then returning to the Tracker School. His long hair had been buzzed, revealing the staples in his skull, but Frey could see that the accident had left more than just physical scars. She remembers holding him for an hour the day he returned, reassuring him that it was okay to take time to heal as he cried. He barely talked for days. “This was the first time that he realized he wasn’t invincible,” in McElroy’s estimation.

The accident also marked a dramatic turning point in Justin’s spirituality. “He was constantly given the message that he had a higher calling, and a higher purpose,” says Frey. “And then he almost dies.” In the wake of the crash, he began to abandon everything he had believed in. “There was an emptiness inside of him that he couldn’t fill, and he kept searching further and further and further,” Aidan Young believes. “He was so skilled and so brilliant that he could do anything, but I think he was looking for something on Earth that ultimately was missing inside—and trying to fix it from the outside in. It was after that accident that it started, that he felt totally lost.” The incident might have brought him closer to the divine and turned him into more of a believer, but instead Justin lost faith, becoming cynical about the existence of any form of higher power, which he long felt had been looking out for him. It marked a final push away from Eckankar, his mother recalls, and fully onto his own path to spiritual fulfillment. One day, when he had laid at home recovering, he had said, “God is too big for me.” The concept was too overwhelming, too enormous for him to get his head around. “He wasn’t able to embrace it,” Suzie says. “He couldn’t frame it. He didn’t have a context.”

The accident stayed with him in other ways. Every so often, a piece of windshield glass that had been embedded under his skin rose to the surface. The first few times it happened, he visited a doctor to have the shards excised. Eventually, he would hand a friend a piece of obsidian that had been knapped razor sharp to cut it out. The trauma from the accident lingered. “It’s like he couldn’t escape this thing that called everything into question for him,” Frey recalls. Aidan Young observed that Justin had never shed his role as a mentor and positive influence. “But the thing for me that changed,” he says, “and I never saw it again, was that twinkle in his eye. His default had been always happy. After that accident, I never saw that person again.”

Justin trained his focus on finding a new kind of freedom. He could go anywhere with the skills he had learned. While working in New Jersey, he lived out of his car or in a primitive camp in the woods and would take the train to New York City to visit museums, where he would study Native American artifacts and history and scribble observations and notes into his journals. He sometimes slept the night in Central Park. He began searching to find the small, tangible pieces of knowledge that he could understand and digest and feel, pieces that would make up something bigger than himself. “In some ways, before that,” Frey says, “he may not have ever really questioned his place in his life or on the Earth—or however you want to describe it.” She believes Justin would have led an adventurous life without such a forced reckoning but that the accident amplified the intensity. “It gave it all more meaning. Maybe there was also some added seeking: ‘What is it that kept me on this Earth?’”
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