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‘‘i thought  
  i would   
   never
 be found!’’Everyone needs time alone. But  
when India, 16, went hiking solo, her 

getaway quickly turned terrifying.  
as told to ashley mateo

life

Each yEar  
in thE US, 

more than  
2,000 people  

get lost 
on wildErnESS  

hikES.
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L ast March, I was hiking 
through the dense 
Wisconsin forest and 

should have been enjoying the sunset, 
but the lower the sun dropped, the 
colder the temperature got . . . and the 
more panicked I became. I had left my 
dorm a full day earlier for a little hike, 
but after a few hours, I had gotten 
totally lost. Now there was snow on the 
ground and my sweat-soaked clothes 
were freezing in the wind. I was tired 
and terrified—and I had no way to reach 
anyone for help. 

into the woods
Earlier my sophomore year, I’d felt 
anything but lost—I’d finally found my 
niche! I’d enrolled in a science program 
at the Conserve School in Land O’ Lakes, 
Wisconsin, for a semester, and it 
was so much more fun than regular 
high school! Classes involved animal 
tracking and survival skills—things 
I loved! I was so happy to be there, I 
ignored the warning stories teachers 
told us about students who’d gotten 
lost in the woods. I thought, That could 
never happen to me.

Our teachers encouraged us to hike 
to test the skills we learned in class—
as long as we came back by our 8 p.m. 
curfew. One night, I left dinner with a girl 
in my dorm who I spent tons of time with. 
That’s the thing with boarding school—
you’re constantly surrounded by people. 
I wanted to be alone, so I decided to go 
for a hike. Not thinking I’d be gone long, 
I headed out wearing leggings and a 
fleece and carrying a small water bottle.  

I hiked off the trail, over hills and 
around bogs, even though there was 
snow on the ground. I had no map, no 
plan—I just wanted to enjoy the scenery. 
But after an hour, I looked at my watch 
and saw it was almost curfew—so I 
started toward campus. Then after 
another hour of walking, I realized I had 
no idea where I was! The sun had set, 
so I couldn’t see any paths. My stomach 
dropped. How do I find my way without a 
compass?!? I’d learned how in class, but 
I was so nervous, my mind was blank.

a long, cold night
I was sure people would come looking for 
me once they’d discovered I was missing, 
so I decided to stay put. I made a bed 
out of pine needles under a tree to block 
the freezing wind, telling myself it was 
part of the adventure! The tips I’d learned 
in class started to come back to me, so 
every few minutes, I’d do jumping jacks—
my teachers had told us that helps get 
blood flowing. Eventually, I dozed off. 

Around 4 a.m., I woke up, realized 
no one had found me, and freaked out! 
Were they even looking for me? It had 
snowed overnight, so my clothes were 

wet and my footprints had been covered. 
Blindly, I started walking and screaming 
“Help!” until I was hoarse. I was running 
on adrenaline and fear. I stuffed my water 
bottle with snow and took a sip to help 
relieve the pit in my stomach. All I wanted 
was to be back in the dorm with my 
friends. Was it really just last night that I 
wanted to be by myself?

Hours later, I stumbled upon an old 
trail sign and realized I had walked to 
Michigan, 13 miles from school! That 
gave me hope—a trail meant shelter 
nearby! But after another mile, I hadn’t 
found anything. I knew I’d be cold in my 
wet clothes, even if I walked all night. I 
also knew that if I lay down, I’d freeze to 
death. I started to sob, knowing nobody 
could hear my cries.

rescue, at last
Around 7 p.m., I started walking along a 
frozen lake—I was hopeless that I’d find 
my way back, so I decided to stay out in 

the open and just pray that someone 
would rescue me. Then suddenly, I 
heard snowmobiles! I ran toward the 
sound and saw two Department of 
Natural Resources officials emerge from 
the woods. They asked if I was India—
they were searching for me!—and I 
shouted, “Yes!” As they helped me onto 
a snowmobile, I was so relieved.

We went to a fire station where they 
gave me dry clothes and cookies to get 
my blood sugar up before taking me 
to the hospital. I was so happy to be 
inside! After being treated for exposure, I 
was taken back to campus. I choked up 
seeing familiar ground, knowing things 
could have ended very differently. 

I still hike, but without the know-it-all 
attitude I once had—I’ll never assume “It 
can’t happen to me” again! These days, I 
tell people where I’m going before hitting 
the trails, and I always bring a compass 
and cell phone. Lesson learned . . . the 
hard way! 

SEVENTEEN.COM Share your wild story at 
seventeen.com/mylife.

         i knew 
if i lay down, 
i’d freeze to 
death.

map it out  
India used to love roaming 
the woods at random; now 
she stays on the trail.

17 EXPERT: Robert Koester, the author of Lost Person Behavior.
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take a hike
•pack smart! Carry your ID, 

a water bottle, and a map—even for 
short trail runs or bike rides. 

•stay put! If you do get lost, 
don’t panic—or wander. The less 
you move, the easier it is for people 
to find you. 

•plan ahead! Going far? 
Bring a whistle, matches, and a 
garbage bag (for  
an emergency  
cover),  just  
in case.

Don’t let your next walk, run, or bike ride turn into  
a segment on the nightly news! Follow these tips:

safe


