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Lured by idealism or
demons unknown,
hiker Christopher
McCandless found a
lonely death in Alaska

In this self-portrait
retrieved from his

camera after his
death, the adven-
ture-secking
McCandless looks
= healthy, But after
S desperately forag-
! ing for food for
. three months, he
sof * diedinthe bus’s
5 interior (left).
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starvation sometime in August. The
bus, ronically, was only seven miles
from a ranger station stocked with
bedding and food,

Judging from the cryptic but
heart-wrenching entries, the victim
had done his best to hunt game and
forage for berries and other edible
vegetation before his strength gave
out, It took more than a week, but au-
thorities finally identified the body
as that of 24-year-old Chrnstopher
“*Alex™ MeCandless, a gifted, ear-
nest young man who had been
searching for simplicity and spiritual
fulillment in what he had hoped
would be the rapturous heart of
Mother Nature, He seemed also to be
strangely alienated from his lormer
lifee, ready to cast his fate 1o the
whims of the wilderness, On a board

in the bus he had scrawled, ™. . . No
phone, No pool, No pets. ’\nu g
rettes, Ultimate freedom. . . . No

longer to be poisoned by civilization,
he flees, and walks alone upon the
land 1o become Lost in the Wild,™

In his quest for self-sulliciency
and disdain for material comfort,
MeCandless was at odds with his
whole background. He was reared by
a prosperous family in Annandale,
Va., outside Washington, D.C. His
father, Walt, rans an acrospace-con-
sulting firm with the help of wile Bil-
lie and stepbrother Sam. At times,
Alex seemed to bridle at bourgeois
surroundings. “In college he could
have had a big apartment,” says sis-
ter Carine, one of seven siblings.
“But he: had this tiny room with a ta-
ble, a chair, his computer and a mal-
tress on the floor,” An outstanding
student, he graduated in 1990 from
Emory University in Atlanta, where
he worked on the school paper.

After graduation, MeCandless
packed his car and headed west 10
pursue the life of a wanderer, Eight
davs alter leaving, he abandoned his
car in the Anzona desent. Most tell-
ing, he also buned his valuables and
burned what remained of his money,
From there he set off on foot up the
Pacific Coust, living with hobaos, hop-
ping trains and hitching rides. That
autumn he wound up along a stretch
of highway in Montana, where he was
picked up by Wayne Westerberg, the
owner of grain elevators around
Madizon, 5.Dak. Always in need of
workers around harve=t time, Wes-
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A “I have had a
happy life and
thank the Lord,”
wrole McCandless
in & note found in
the bus, which was
recently covered by
a late-summer
snowfall,
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checking out life.”

terherg offered MeCandless a job.
The two hit it off, and MeCandless
started renting a room in Wester-
berg's house,

Far from being a dreamy loner,
McCandless was not only charming
and funny but also an exceptionally
hard worker, “We got 1o he like
one happy family,” says Westerberny,
“He even used 1o cook dinner with

me and my girlfriend. The more |
knew him. the more impressed |
was.” For Westerberg, the only
strange thing about McCandless was
his evident indiflerence—even hos-
tility—toward money. “Sometimes, |
got the impression that he resented
me when | paid him,” recalls Wes-
terbery. *He'd say, ‘Now, | have 1o
learn to live with money again.’



Within a few months, MeCandless
had gotten restless and decided 1o
push on. He headed hack to Arizona,
where he bought a canoe and began

ddling down the lower Colorado
r;;vct, with a vague plan 1o reach the
Gulf of California. In a journal entry,
McCandless recounted his adven-
tures during the trip. Afler sneaking
into Mexico by navigating the flood-
gates of a dam, he became hopelessly
lost ina swamp. **. . . must push ca-
noe through reeds and drag it
through mud,” he wrote. “All is de-
spair!” Rescued by some Mexican
duck-hunting guides, he was then
nearly drowned in a harmowing storm
that Jmealrnml to capsize his hoat.
[ the months that followed, he wan-
dered around the Mexican outhack,
drifted back north and wound up in
Las Vegas, where he buried his
knapsack outside town and lived on
the streets for a few weeks in the late
spring of 1991, For reasons that are
unclear, during that period and after,
he had not been in touch at all with
his lamily.

What for some might have been a
sobering dose of life on the road
seems only 1o have stoked McCand-
less” wanderdust, He had stayed in

contact with Westerberg during his
sojourn, so last Junuary he returned
to Madison for several months, Sit-
ting around the Cabaret, a tavern in
nearby Carthage, he held listeners
r:rl with his tales, “The stories he
told about his travels just blew my
mind,” says Sandy Forthman, a man-
ager of the Cabarel. “IU's your loss if
you never met him,”

Saon MeCandless announced that
his next destination would be Alas-
ka. At a going-away party thrown for
him in April, McCandless delighted
guests by sitting down at a piano,
which he had never mentioned he
could play, and rattling off inspired
renditions of everything from country
and westem to ragtime,

Reaching Fairbanks in late April,

he sent Westerberg a slightly dis-
turbing postcard, “Please retumn all
mail | receive to the sender,” he
wrote. "It might be a very long time
before | return south, If this adven-
ture proves fatal and you don't ever
hear from me again, | want you to
know you're a great man. | now walk
into the wild. Alex.” Despite the om-
inous tone, Westerberg dismisses the
notion that MeCandless had any sort
of death wish. “He was planning on
writing a book on all of his adven-
tures one day,” he says. “He sure
didn’t plan to die.™

For their part, authorities in Alas-
ka are not sure what he was planning,
As best they can make out, McCand-
less, who had only basic clothing and
equipment—even his rifle was too
small for such big game as bear and
moose—hitched a ride out of Fair-
banks to the head of what is known as
the Stampede Trail. The driver who

dmi;p:] him off gave him a pair of
old boots to wear instead of the ordi-
nary shoes he had on. McCandless
then apparently hiked about 30
miles until he stumbled on the bus,
which was just off the trail. Wha
happened next remains a mystery.
His diary speaks of falling into an icy
river, but an autopsy showed no inju-
ries. “I's pretty rich country out
there,” says Capt. John Myers of the
Alaska state police. “And he went at
a good time. There's lots of game,
lots of birds, lots of things 1o eat.™ As
locals point out, if MeCandless had
wanted to attract a search party, he
could have started a fire in the forest,
One possibility is that he became
weak or delirious from eating
hallucinogenic mushrooms or poi-
sonous plants,

Ultimately he could have simply
tried to march out rather than waiting
to die. Why he didn’t is a question
Wayne Westerberg has been tuming
over in his mind. “I'm puzzled and
I'm stumped.” he says=, “Knowing
him and how organized he was, he
must have known about the rang-
er station. But then again, he would
have probably seen that ranger sta-
tion as a crutch—and he hated
crutches. More than anything, he
wanted to be out in nature, [ think
what happened was that he pushed it
one step loo far.”
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