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Lost and 
How technology, tips, and
plain old luck help police solve
most missing-person cases

U . S . N E W S • C O V E R STO RY

12 U.S.News & World Report, August 13, 2001

By Chitra Ragavan

When cultural anthropologists finally begin sifting
through the sands of the summer of 2001, they may easi-
ly conclude that this was a nation riven by a plague of
missing persons. They will note the nonstop attention de-

voted to the disappearance of
Washington intern Chandra
Levy. They will find that her
plight heightened the urgency
in other fresh cases and even
renewed interest in those de-
tectives had long considered
dormant.

Eventually, however, they
will stumble onto the larger
truth: Thanks to some amazing
advances in forensics, technol-
ogy, and communications,
along with greater police and
corporate commitment, the un-
solved case of the missing per-

son remains a dramatic exception. Most cases are re-
solved routinely, easily, and quickly. Most are the product
of a family dispute. Most do not generate semipermanent
panels of pundits for the cable tv talk shows.

Since the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby in the
1930s, a subtle fear and durable mythology about miss-
ing persons have pervaded the American pysche. It is a

MISSING. A child (right) darts
past a yellow ribbon marking
the disappearance of two girls. 
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Sandmeyer are trying to find their daugh-
ter Christina, 22, a Stanford University
student and avid bicyclist. She disap-
peared July 13 after a bike trek through
the mountains near Santa Cruz, Calif. “We
have gotten tremendous coverage as the
media tried to find similar cases,” says
Ellen Sandmeyer. “That’s lucky for us.” 

The attention on Levy enabled Tracey
Bradley to get word out on national tele-
vision about her two daughters, Tionda, 10,
and Diamond, 3. The girls have been miss-
ing since July 6, when they vanished from
their home on Chicago’s South Side. “Word
would not get out as quick or as far,” says
Al Kindle, chief of staff to Chicago Alder-
man Toni Preckwinkle, who represents the
ward where the girls live. “Levy has
brought the case of the missing person to
the forefront and made it possible in this
case to get media attention.” As of late last
week, the girls had not been located.

Agonizing as these stories are, they are
the notable exception. Last year, 876,213
persons were reported missing by police
to the fbi’s National Crime Information
Center. But 882,163 persons were re-
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fear reinvigorated periodically by heart-
breaking cases like the abduction and mur-
der of children like Etan Patz, Adam Walsh,
and Polly Klaas. But consider: Last year
there was more than one person found for
every person who was reported missing.

“Twenty years ago,” says Ernie Allen,
who heads the National Center for Miss-
ing and Exploited Children (ncmec), “if
you were the parent of a missing child, you
were on your own.” Now the fbi, the Cus-
toms Service, and even the Secret Service
are aiding in the hunt (box, Page 17). Col-
lectively, missing-person cases are being
resolved in record numbers. Indeed, it’s
rare that a missing person ends up the vic-
tim of foul play.

Plaintive vigils. Those successes, of
course, do little to cheer families whose
plaintive vigils for missing relatives are on-
going, largely private, and not the subject
of Larry King Live. Dail Dinwiddie walked
out of her home in Columbia, S.C., on the
evening of Sept. 24, 1992, and never came
back. After attending a U2 concert, she par-
tied with friends into the early morning
hours at a nightclub. As she was leaving, she
told a bouncer that two men had been has-
sling her in the parking lot. The 23-year-old
waited a bit, then left through the front
door. Ever since, Jean and Dan Dinwiddie
have been without their daughter. “You
don’t sleep; the phone rings, your blood
pressure goes up,” says Jean Dinwiddie.
“For nine years, we’ve never gone to my
mailbox without my stomach feeling sick
and nervous, ‘Yes, today is the day.’ ”

But probably, it won’t be. As time pass-
es, the odds of finding someone dwindle.
Too soon, such cases fade from view. Po-
lice cannot search forever. Friends move
on. And families, though tips and tidbits
of gossip cruelly renew hope, eventually
become resigned to the loss. Harold
Chambers, a Columbia, S.C., police inves-
tigator, is still assigned to the Dinwiddie
case. The family calls him occasionally
with tips, and he dutifully sends out track-
ing dogs and patrol officers. “They need
somebody they can call on,” says Cham-
bers, “and I guess I’m it.” Most families,
like the Dinwiddies, nurse their grief
largely in silence.

The Levy family is suffering publicly,
under the seeming 24-hour gaze of televi-
sion cameras. In fact, the family’s strategy
of seeking attention is probably one reason
that police have devoted so much time to
tracking their daughter down. “This is not
going to go away,” Susan Levy, Chandra’s
mother, told U.S. News late last week. 

Levy’s case also has helped other fam-
ilies faced with recent disappearances to
confront police with a potent question:
“What about our missing person?” Chica-
go bookstore owners Ellen and Ulrich
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Missing and action
High-profile cases of missing
children and adults have often
spurred congressional action.

Charles Lindbergh Jr.
ABDUCTED: March 1, 1932,
from home in New Jersey 
LEGISLATION: Congress
moved to establish federal ju-
risdiction over interstate kid-
napping cases. The Lind-
bergh baby was found dead near the
family’s home. The case was solved in
1935 but endured as perhaps the nation’s
best-known kidnapping case. 

Etan Patz
ABDUCTED: May 25, 1979, in
SoHo, New York 
ACTION: The public outcry
over Etan’s disappearance
became a catalyst for a
missing children’s move-
ment. Etan’s case prompted the ap-
pearance of photos of missing children
on milk cartons. He was declared legal-
ly dead in late June. 

Adam Walsh
ABDUCTED: 1981 from a Holly-
wood, Fla., shopping mall and
later murdered. 
LEGISLATION: Congress or-
dered law enforcement agen-
cies to enter missing children
in the FBI’s National Crime Information
Center database. In 1984, Congress
launched the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children. 

Polly Klaas
ABDUCTED: 1993 and then
murdered 
ACTION: Two months after
Polly’s abduction, Congress
passed the International
Parental Kidnapping Crime
Act, which made international child ab-
duction by a parent a federal offense.
Klaas’s killer, Richard Allen Davis, was
sentenced to death.

Kristen Modafferi
DISAPPEARED: The 18-year-
old disappeared in San Fran-
cisco in June 1997.
LEGISLATION: In a bill known
as Kristen’s law, Congress
created a national center for
missing adults. It also authorized the at-
torney general to make $1 million grants
for four years to public and private agen-
cies to find missing persons over 18. 
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ported found, a number that includes
cases cleared from previous years. As of
July 1, there were 98,697 active files of
missing persons in the ncic. Who are all
these missing people? Nearly 60 percent
are juveniles, and overall, 55 percent are
female. Ultimately, 99 percent of missing
people return on their own or are found.
“It’s not all gloom and doom,” says the
ncmec’s Allen.

Police departments cite a 75 percent to
99 percent success rate for finding missing
persons—far exceeding that of solving
thefts and burglaries. But in some respects,
the data are misleading. Because so many
missing persons return voluntarily, says
Robert Keppel, a homicide consultant and
former veteran cop, the cases are really “re-
solved without police investigation.”

Many cases, however, are solved—even
when the missing person doesn’t want to be
found. Joel Cuaresma, a 31-year-old phar-
macist from Corona, Calif., vanished after
his lunch hour in March of 2000. His wife,
Elaine, enlisted help from police, a private
detective, and psychics. Weeks later, a se-
curity camera showed Cuaresma making
a purchase with his American Express card
at a store in Mexico City.

Gut instinct. And for all the high-tech
wizardry available to police, gut instinct
often carries the day. Donald “Rob”
Wood’s mother reported her 27-year-old
son missing in July 1998 after he failed
to pick her up at the Seattle airport. De-
tective Ray Holm ran the routine checks.
Wood didn’t seem like the typical miss-
ing person. He had a full-time job, close
relationships, and no criminal back-
ground. “I was perplexed,” says Holm.
After five days, Holm rechecked a freight
elevator shaft near Dutch Ned’s bar,
where Wood had been drinking. Horri-
fied, he saw body parts splayed on the el-
evator floor, but then a finger moved.
“Rob,” he called. “Yeah, man,” came the
somewhat stupefied reply from Wood,
who had fallen 80 feet. Wood’s mother
was so happy to have him safely returned
that she donated $15,000 to the Seattle
police. “If you work hard enough, you get
lucky,” says Holm.

Cracking a missing-person case can 
be a life-changing event. In 1985, Bill
Thomas, a social worker with the Los An-
geles County Department of Children and
Family Services, was assigned the case of 9-
year-old Inez Jean McCarney. The girl’s fos-
ter mother told Thomas that Inez had de-
scribed vivid dreams of her mother in
Florida. Most important, the little girl re-
called a night when a strange woman woke
her up and took her away. After three
months of interviewing Inez, Thomas took
a long shot and contacted the ncmec. He
was stunned. The agency had an Inez Jean
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CIRCLE OF FAITH. Neighbors surround Tracey Bradley (center) near her home on
Chicago’s South Side, part of a prayer vigil for her two young daughters, Tionda,
10, and Diamond, 3. The girls have been missing since July 6. Companies like Wal-
Mart (below) place posters of missing children in their stores.
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