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	Dogs, GPS aid in search 





David Fife and Sandy Trip-Fife and their dogs Techka, Chase, Kyra and Gabriel (left to right) assisted in the recovery of the body of Ken Leopold Jr., a Woodinville man who disappeared on Feb. 28, 2002, while walking to his parents' home. Chase and Kyra wore GPS devices that helped investigators find Leopold's remains. 
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By Katherine Schiffner 
Herald Writer 
Somewhere in the 250 square miles of dense forest near Paradise Lake lay the body of Ken Leopold, and only Chase and Kyra knew where. 

But they were unable to tell police. 

Seven months after Leopold, 39, was reported missing after setting off on a walk to his parents' Woodinville home through the woods near the Snohomish-King County line, the two German shepherd mixes brought back the first clue in his disappearance -- a leg bone. 
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The grisly discovery was a critical break in the case. The Snohomish County Sheriff's Office then tried an innovative idea that ultimately led to the recovery of Leopold's remains four months later -- outfitting the dogs with a harness and a global positioning system. 

It had never been tried before here, but no trace of Leopold had been found during more than a dozen extensive searches by hundreds of search and rescue volunteers from Snohomish and King counties. 

In the meantime, the dogs, owned by David Fife and Sandy Trip-Fife, kept bringing bones to the Fifes' home near Paradise Lake. 

Under investigation 

Anyone with information about Ken Leopold's death is asked to call the King County Sheriff's Office Major Crimes Unit at 206-296-7530. 

"It was very frustrating to everybody. We knew the dogs knew, but we weren't able to unlock the information," said sheriff's office Sgt. Danny Wikstrom, who coordinates search and rescue operations. 

Leopold was reported missing on Feb. 28, 2002. He was last seen walking from a friend's home in the 22700 block of 133rd Avenue SE at around 11:30 p.m., heading through the woods to his parents' Woodinville-area home. 

Leopold had made the half-hour trek many times before. When he didn't come home, his family knew something was wrong. 

He'd planned to spend time with his nieces that weekend, and his son, Kenneth Leopold III, was leaving in a few days for basic training in the Army. 

"He was the glue for the whole family," said Leopold's younger sister, Tanya Jennings of Bothell. "He always had a smile, always had a good thing to say about somebody." 

Leopold had been living with his parents after being laid off from a welding job, his sister said. 

The wait for news was agonizing for Leopold's family. They knew from the first bone, found in October, that Leopold wasn't coming home alive, but they were still desperate to find him. 

How GPS works 

The global positioning system is a technology developed by the Defense Department. A network of 24 satellites broadcasts signals received by GPS devices. Using triangulation, the satellites help the devices gain a fix on their location virtually anywhere on Earth. GPS technology has a range of uses, from guiding cruise missiles to directing travelers on foot and in cars, boats and planes. 

"We were out there all of our spare time, the weekends, just searching and putting up fliers and asking people questions," Jennings said. "We just couldn't be at ease because we knew he was out there somewhere." 

Investigators were able to identify the leg bone as Leopold's by comparing it with X-rays he'd had on that leg for surgery, said Dr. Kathy Taylor, an investigator for the King County Medical Examiner's Office. 

"It is quite unusual to be able to identify somebody from a single bone that is not the skull. We got the one bone that would have done that," she said. 

That bone was also a lucky find because the Fifes doubt they would have recognized it as human if it hadn't had surgical pins in it. Initially, they thought it was a deer bone. 

"If they'd brought anything else home, we might have missed it, because there are a lot of predators in the area," Trip-Fife said. 

In an effort to find his body, searchers tried getting the dogs to lead them to the site, but that didn't work. Neither did a woman who said she could communicate with dogs. 

Then Snohomish County deputy Glen Bergstrom suggested the dogs wear harnesses with GPS units attached. 

"The GPS has a capability of working like a breadcrumb trail to record where the dogs traveled," Bergstrom explained. 

The Fifes agreed to let the dogs wear the harnesses, and sheriff's detective Scot Fenter came to their home every day to get the data the GPS collected. He used the data to create maps showing where the dogs had been. "That detective Fenter, he was like a bulldog," said Leopold's father, Kenneth Leopold Sr. "He never gave up. It's nice to know there are still people like that out there." 

But the GPS units didn't provide an immediate answer. The dogs chewed the harnesses off. The GPS got turned off when the dogs rolled over. And the GPS got lost, though deputies figured out how to get it back. 

Then, on Feb. 7, Kyra brought back the 14th bone, and Fenter was able to get a track from the GPS data. The map narrowed the search site, leading searchers to Leopold's body two days later southeast of Paradise Lake. 

The area was swampy and heavily wooded, making it difficult to spot anything. Even though the data from the dogs put them in the right area, searchers did not see Leopold's body until they were standing right by it, Wikstrom said. 

Hundreds of volunteers were poised to look for Leopold on Feb. 23 and 24, but had not planned to concentrate on that area. 

"(Kyra) was really the one who ended up solving the case for us," Fenter said. "I don't know if we would have ever found him without the GPS." 

He plans to nominate the dogs for a sheriff's award this fall. 

Investigators aren't sure why Leopold was in that area. 

"If he got confused, he might have heard the cars on Paradise Lake Road, but couldn't get there," Leopold's father said. "He might have laid down and frozen to death. Anything could have happened." 

Investigators from Snohomish and King counties still don't know what caused his death, and the medical examiner said she was unable to determine how Leopold died. The King County Sheriff's Office is still investigating. Leopold's sister said she hopes the GPS tracking system is used to help other families searching for lost loved ones. 

"It gave us such relief to know where he was," Jennings said. "It's an incredible thing to do, and I'd like to see it done a lot more to find people." 

Ken Leopold Sr. said he and his wife, Rosemarie, are waiting to hold a memorial service for their son until their grandson returns from the war in Iraq. 

"There's no such thing as closure, because you never put it out of your mind," Leopold Sr. said. "We put it to rest the best we can. He will be in our hearts forever." 


