Sherlock Holmes would be proud of the efforts
made by today’ searchers to find footpring clues

Constructing a
Footprint

by Harch and Judy Graham

small, missing four-year-old boy
in a scout carnp fall of kids?

“Zearch is a classic mystery, and
searchers often need the patience, de-
ductive regsoning, and mgenuity of a
gleyth to find the chies and follow where
they lead — to the missing person.

When four-year-obd Eli Fordham dis-
appeared from Marin-Skerra Boy Scout
Camp on an afternoon in August 1984
(see Response! Fall 1984), Mevada
County Sheriff's Department geared up
immediately for the search. It initiated &
hasty search and called out its mounted
posse, California Rescue (CARDA)
feams, the California Youth Authority
{CYA), and the California Highway
Patrol helicopier.

By early the next momning, dozens of
campers, camp  staft, and other
searchers had crossed and recrossed the
campground, looking for Eli. The camp
was @ jumble of footprints, but no one
could tell which might be Elis. CARDA
doglmﬂlnrﬁlm Srillwell wis assigned
to find Eli's small print among {or under-
neath) that jumble of tracks,

Steve was a skilled mantracker with
Tehama County Search and Rescue
when, in 1982, he first saw search and
rescue (SAR) dogs in action. Recogniz-
ing a good research tool, Steve promptly
got a german shepherd and went into
training with CARDA, Now a qualified
dog handler, he's seen the two skills —
dog wﬂ and mantracking — ¢0am-

lerment other on many occasions.
sometimes he finds that his first
assignment on a search ks with his track-
ing stick. When he was assigned to find
out what Eli Fordham's track looked
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Hatch and Ju.dE Graham are editors
of the SAR Alert Wewsletter and
participated in the search for Eli.

like, he had his work cut out.

He asked Elis father, Mike Fordham,
to show him all the places the family had
been the day prios to the little %
disappearance. “I checked the PLS
(point last seen) and found nothing, 1
chiecked the washroom where they had
cleaned the first fish Eli had ever caught.
I found nothing.”™

A good interrogator, Steve inter-
viewed the parents separately. “Some-
times their stories would be different.”
He tried to reconstruct the circum-
stances at the time Eli disappeared -
who was where, walking in what
direction.

Eli was last scen at a podnt where five
trails converge, not far from a group
campground where the litthe boy and his
family were camped. Two parallel trails
come from the . Two trails
come Trom the opposite direction, and
the fifth trail comes from the lake.

Steve bearned that Eli and his mother,
Pat Fordham, had been walking along
trail one. Two girls came down trail five,
from the lake, shortly after Eli disap-

. Mike Fordham said he was com-
ing down trail four. This left trails two
and three open; since they ran in

ite directions, the possible search
area radiated out 360 degrees from the
PLE.

questioning Pat Fordham sepa-
rately, and then the teo parents together,
Seeve was able 1o establish that Mike had
uc;ma.!IH;mm: down trail two, not trail
fiour, This cut the search area in half for a

hasty search.
Steve then red a nomber of chil-
dren and lined them up according (o the

size of their shoes, He asked Pal 1w
estimate which child had a shoe slightly
smaller than her son's, and which had a
slightly larger shoe. Taking the &if-
ference between the sizes, he judged that
Eli's shoe must be a childs size eight-
and-a-half, He used the same method to
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Coanstructing a Foorfprint continted

determune the width at two-and-a-half
inches.

Steve then asked Par if she knew what
kind of tread Elis shoe had. All too
often, searchers find that a missing
childs parents have no idea what the
bottom of his shoes look like. But when
asked the right questions, Pat Fordham
cume up with some pood answers. “Yery
worn obd tennis shoes” she remembered,
“with mall wavy lines on the bottom.”

“What size lines — as wide as a pencil,
or atoothpick? Large ocean-Type waves,
small gentle waves or sharp mountain-
top waves?” Pat thought they were
small, gentle waves the width of
toothpicks.

Amy worn spots? A worn spol on the
heel, and the toe was worn smooth,

Steve again started looking for tracks
= first around the PLS, then the trail o
and around the lake. He found three
different  prints  that  somewhat
resembled Eli%s, as described by his
mother: one with pointed waves, one
with large waves, and one (1o small for
Eli's) with small waves. He cir-
cled the tracks and asked Pan Fordharn io
look at them. She confirmed the picture
that Steve was forming of Eli’s footprint.

When he was relatively sure of the
size and tread of Elis shoe, he drew a
print on & piece of paper, labeling it

“Tentative Track — Mot Confirmed ™

“Mever say it's the victim's track
unless you can positively wentify it as
the victims,” Seve warns. A wrong
track can cost the victim's life, A proba-
ble track can pet a search started in the
right direction — but with caution.”

He sent his drawing o the command
post and then continued checkin
arpund the PLS, rying o locate Ehg
track and establish a direction of travel.

With his drawing posted ar search
hase, crews coming back in from their
first shift checked to see if theyd seen
that print in their assigned areas, The
track description was also radioed o
searchers still in the field,

A CYA ground crew reported & track
resemibling Elis on a knoll to the west.
Soon after, mounted searchers found
anodher print in a drainage farther (o (he
west, and reported that i looked just
like the drawing at search base.

By this time a CARDA bloodhound
team had irailed west, past the CYA
crew and into the drainage, confirming
that Eli was in the area, While the blood-
hound worked with the little bov's scent,
pos=e members continued down the
drainage, looking for signs. One of them
heard a small voice — and found Eli.

“This was a search where many skills
came iogether 1o find the victim,” Steve

This illustration shows tracks marked to indicate right or leff prints. Tracks are
circled when they revea! grough fdeniifying marks to constinute o “positive
make. ' Reprinted with peemission from the book Tracking: A Blugprint for
I&ﬁr;dug Heve: by Jack Kearney, Pothways Press, 525 Jeffree Sireet, El Cajon,
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notes. Constructing Eli's footprint by

investigation and deduction was just one

of those skills,

Mevada County’s immediate responss
in calling out professionally trained vol-
untecr searchers also contributed to a
rappy ending. Mounted posses covered
long distances and helped confine the
search area, The primary search ares
was broken down info smaller sepments
for methodical coverage by foot crews
and search dogs,

The search for EN Fordham wasn't the
first time — or the last — that Steve has
been called on to construct a missing
peraon’s fsolprin,

) was a search for a forester in
Humboldt County, He was wearing cork
boots, amd there were five or six other
foresters running around with cork
boos on. [ started writing down the
sizes and the number of spikes on their
boots, Even cork logging boots are indi-
vidual = not only different in size, but
also the spikes may be missing on some
of the boots, of one may be worn down
miore than others.”

Steve summarizes the elements in
constructing a track:

*Check the PLS.

* Find oun where the missing person was
before he was missing, and what he
was doing there,

* (Jyestion parents or others who may
know what the subjects footprint
lowoks like, or have r information
that could help in constructing a print.

* Use deductive reasoning based on all
the tracks in the area, as well as shoes
the missing person may have left ot
hoamie, in camip or m his car.
Constructing a footprint out of this

kind of evidence can take time, Steve

urges searchers — and deputics who
may be first on the scene of & missing
person s2arch = io take maniracking
classes such as Ab Taylor's "Step by Step

Mantracking,” to make them more irack-

awiare,

“The fewer people who've walked
over the PLS since the victim disap-
peared, the better our chances of being
able to identify the victim's foodprint,” he
reminds. “But if the first-on-scene dep-
uty can identify and preserve the pring,
that's & tremendous help, IT you can
establish & direction of travel from the
track, you can cut the initial search in
half, When we get there, we know what
we're looking for, and we can head right
out in the field and start searching.”

When Eli was found, he was missing
one tennis shoe; the other was given 1o
Steve as a momento. He keeps it on his
mantle to remind him of a search that

started out as a real mystery, Good strat-
ey and skilled searchers solved it — in
time to find Eli, alive, O



