Wasn’t us, but here’s how easy it is even for seasoned hikers to find themselves in grave danger on the Royal Arch Loop and how long it can take for anyone else including rescuers to find them.

Grand Canyon, AZ.—On Sunday, May 25, 2008, Grand Canyon National Park’s Emergency Dispatch Center received a report of overdue travelers, identified as Alan and Iris Humphrey of Salt Lake City. They had been expected in Prescott on Friday, May 24, after spending a week at the Grand Canyon, but had never arrived.

At the time of the report, an Attempt to Locate (ATL) had already been issued by the Salt Lake City police. Rangers checked hotel and campground registrations. When they found no record of the couple, an ATL was issued in the park and Arizona DPS was notified, resulting in a statewide ATL. Efforts to find the couple continued with searches of the backcountry permits issued in the park and of registration records at North Rim lodges and campgrounds. No record of the couple’s visit could be found.

Late in the afternoon on Monday, May 26, rangers made contact with a friend of the couple who was familiar with their itinerary. Through this contact, they learned that the couple, experienced backpackers, had planned to backpack the Royal Arch route—a difficult, 45 mile loop in the far western portion of Grand Canyon National Park. At the same time, rangers learned that Iris had maintained her maiden name, Faraklas, and may have obtained a permit under that name. Searchers immediately rechecked backcountry permits for this second name and found a permit issued for May 17 – 23 in the name of Iris Faraklas for two people to travel the Royal Arch route. With knowledge of the couple’s itinerary, at approximately 7:00 p.m., rangers were able to locate the couple’s vehicle at the South Bass trailhead.

Early Tuesday morning, May 27, search and rescue rangers flew the southern portion of the Royal Arch route focusing along the rim and on areas known to be more technically challenging. During this initial hasty search, the couple was not found, but hikers along the trail were contacted and interviewed to determine if any hikers in the area had seen or made contact with the pair. After refueling, search and rescue rangers flew the remainder of the Royal Arch route, as well as other high probability areas, without locating the couple. Two teams of rescuers are now searching the Royal Arch route on foot.

The pair have been identified as:

  Alan P. Humphrey – 39 years old, 6'1" tall and 190 pounds with blonde hair and blue eyes.

  Iris Faraklas – 35 years old, 5'10" tall and 150 pounds with brown hair and blue eyes. 

Anyone with information about Alan Humphrey or Iris Faraklas should contact Grand Canyon’s Emergency Dispatch Center at 928-638-7805.

================= UPDATE =================

Grand Canyon, AZ. – At approximately 5:00 p.m. on Wednesday, May 28, a National Park Service (NPS) search team found a pair of backpackers later confirmed to be Alan Humphrey and Iris Faraklas—the focus of an extensive search effort in an area 25 miles west of Grand Canyon Village in Grand Canyon National Park. The couple was found, tired but otherwise in good condition, in the Royal Arch route area. They were evacuated to the South Rim Helibase where they refused any medical treatment and were reunited with family members. They were reported to be extremely happy to be back on the South Rim.

NPS rangers and search teams had been attempting to locate the couple since a family member reported them as overdue on Sunday, May 25. During the investigation, it was determined that the pair had a permit to backpack the Royal Arch route from May 17 – 23, and that their vehicle was parked at the South Bass Trailhead—the entry point for the Royal Arch route. A search of the Royal Arch route and surrounding area was initiated. Search efforts included aerial searches, three teams of ground searchers and one technical rope team. A follow up interview with the couple will be conducted by the National Park Service tomorrow.

The Royal Arch route, while popular with more experienced Grand Canyon travelers, is a difficult route. Like many of the routes in the Grand Canyon, completing this loop requires route finding, canyoneering skills and traveling through areas with limited water. Park rangers recommend that people planning to travel in remote areas leave a detailed itinerary with family or friends and that they include an equipment list that includes descriptions of footwear and gear which can aide emergency personnel during a search effort.

============== UPDATE II ==============

Good Decisions Led To Fortunate Outcome For Backpackers 

Following the happy conclusion of last week’s search for Alan Humphrey and his spouse, Irene Faraklas, rangers were able to learn what happened to them during their hike on the Royal Arch route. The couple was reported overdue from their backpacking trip on Sunday, May 25th, and a search began for them the next day. By May 28th, five days after they were expected to complete their trip, a number of ground crews were searching high-probability areas on foot, helicopter flight crews were searching drainages and rim areas increasingly distant from the couple’s anticipated route, and a technical team from Zion National Park was searching the lower Royal Arch Drainage using canyoneering techniques. Around 5 p.m. that day, a ground search team found the couple – tired, hungry, but otherwise in good condition – near the South Bass trail in the Royal Arch route area. Personnel working on the incident, and the couple themselves, attribute the fortunate outcome to being prepared and making good decisions. Humphrey and Faraklas had backpacked at the Grand Canyon before and were familiar with the rugged nature of the terrain and the changeable weather conditions (conditions during their 11 days in the canyon ranged from “temperatures in the 90s to hail and freezing,” according to Faraklas). While they had never hiked the Royal Arch route, they had done research on the route and had sought the advice of others who had previously hiked it. They set specific dates when they would be meeting people after their hike, and they made sure that at least one person knew what they planned to do while they were at the Grand Canyon. In spite of all of their preparations, on the last leg of their trip, they overshot their exit route and attempted to reach the rim via the wrong side canyon. Eventually, they realized they were lost – and to a degree stuck – but they didn’t panic. Instead, they assessed their situation, developed a plan, and made a commitment to stick with that plan no matter what. They first decided to be prepared for up to a week on their own and rationed their one day of remaining food accordingly. Then they found water and a source of shade and decided to stay put until help arrived or their meager supplies started to run out. Above all they made a decision to stick together. These decisions, it is believed, are a big part of why they here today. They shared the burden of decision making, they kept track of each other’s condition (physically, mentally and emotionally), they kept each other on track, and they stuck to the plan. Finally, as their rations began to run out, forcing a last ditch attempt to seek aid at the river, searchers and this resourceful pair of lost backpackers found each other.
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