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Results of 08-09 September 2007 Search

Since Austin first disappeared, I have been taken back by the desire of others to help us in so many ways to deal with Austin’s disappearance and this past weekend was no different.     This weekend was truly amazing and a roller coaster ride all the way.  I am still in awe of the tremendous individual and collective efforts to find Austin on Saturday and Sunday and am grateful to all who participated in the searches.  

Upon learning from the JSO Detectives Cummings and Phillips that Austin had purchased a shotgun from a pawn shop on the day he disappeared, my heart sank.  I immediately reflected on the report that Austin had reportedly told a close friend that if he had a gun, he would take his own life.  The worst imaginable scenario haunted me and despite my attempts to speak faith, my spirit sunk to its lowest point since our search began over 11 weeks ago.  I lost faith that God would bring Austin home to us safely and felt that our search would be closely followed by a memorial service.  The hard work and personal sacrifices of many produced monumental efforts on Saturday and Sunday (08-09 Sep 07) and remarks from a JSO detective described our search as the largest he had every witnessed.   The fact that this comprehensive search did not locate Austin produced hope and renewed faith that Austin is still alive.  I feel strongly we will find him soon.  

Upon learning the news that Austin’s mysterious nine-mile taxi ride from his sister’s house ended at Jax Jewelry and Pawn on the Jacksonville Westside on 04 September 2007, we immediately began planning for a search.  Pawn Shop employees advised that Austin had attempted to purchase a handgun and upon learning of a three-day waiting period, he purchased a 12 Mossberg 12 gauge shotgun instead.  Taxi records indicate a taxi was dispatched to the pawn shop to pick up Austin and according to the taxi driver, he would not permit Austin to put a shotgun in his car.  Austin left the shotgun at the pawnshop and the taxi driver took him to a nearby Wal-Mart.  A record of the sale of a box of 12 gauge shotgun shells from Wal-Mart during the time of Austin’s visit was obtained by JSO.  Austin soon returned to the pawnshop with a duffel bag, purchased the gun, placed it in the duffel bag and left on foot.  The pawn shop clerk stated that the duffel bag was too small to conceal the shotgun and the barrel was clearly visible.  Based on this knowledge, we did not feel it was likely Austin would have been offered a ride and it was unlikely he had gone far on foot.  Austin has never owned a gun and does not hunt.  Austin internalizes his emotions and has never shown violent tendencies.  Accordingly, we deduced that Austin’s will and intent may have been to bring harm on himself and not others.  We also believe that Austin would seek concealment and cover for such an act.

Various friends and family members conducted surveillance and reconnaissance of areas within a two-mile radius of the pawnshop in order to identify locations that could provide cover and concealment and the possible location for an Incident Command Post (ICP).  Aerial photos were downloaded from Google Earth and closely reviewed for areas of probability.   The proposed search area included an urban environment, numerous housing developments and hundreds of acres of thick woods scattered throughout.  This search presented a challenge beyond our capabilities and we called upon all our friends and family to recruit help in developing a team that could adequately search this area.  

These efforts included posting flyers of the search, personal pleas for help and contact with numerous agencies and organizations requesting help.  Despite numerous legal and logistical obstacles, at 0730 on Saturday help poured in from all directions and by 0830 we had ten search dog teams, two horses, a mule and over 50 people receiving an operational brief at the Playtime Drive-In ICP.  Nine of the dog teams were provided by the Klaas for Kids Foundation and came from various parts of the state at their own expense.  Naval Air Station Jacksonville also provided a dog team that joined in the search and gave particular attention to urban areas.  A local horse club provided two horse teams and a single mule team that searched areas unapproachable by foot.  JSO missing persons detectives were also present and prepared to meet all law enforcement requirements.  Our volunteer foot searchers were divided into teams and provided aerial photos of assigned search areas.  The search continued for almost four hours and no indication of Austin’s presence was detected.  We concluded the search with a hot-wash and a debrief from each of the teams.  Various lessons learned were developed and areas still requiring additional search were identified.  Following our debrief, I returned home still uncertain if Austin’s body was in the woods but the tremendous efforts, prayers and love I felt from all those who participated gave me much needed comfort and hope.

We returned to the Playtime Drive-In the following morning and once again stood up the ICP and prepared to search the areas that were identified at the previous day’s hot-wash.  Four of the Klaas for Kids Foundation dog teams returned and searched areas of suspect.  They were joined by six members of the Columbia County Florida Horse Search and Rescue Team 267 and their horses.  Additionally, approximately twenty volunteer foot searchers scoured the woods, housing developments and urban areas.  Members of the foot search teams interviewed a homeless family in the woods who believed they may have seen Austin at a nearby blood bank.  This lead was later pursued and did not bear any evidence of Austin visiting the blood bank.  The search was nearing an end when the ICP received a call from the Columbia County Horse Team leader advising they had come upon an area with a deadly stench and buzzards overhead.  Immediately, we call 911 and advised of the possibility of a body located in the woods.  The horse team returned to the ICP and we all waited for the arrival of JSO Deputies and Jacksonville Fire and Rescue personnel.  Although the wait seemed hours long, they all arrived within ten minutes.  As the horse team led JSO and Fire and Rescue personnel to the area, we all waited in prayer and hope that it wasn’t Austin’s body.  We were all relieved to learn that it was not Austin’s body but the remains of a dog.

I can not begin to express my appreciation to all those who made Saturday’s and Sunday’s search possible and gave of themselves for such an unpleasant undertaking.  The search was conducted professionally and with care, concern and love from everyone involved.  

From the bottom of my heart and on behalf of Austin’s family, we thank each and every one of you for your kind and loving assistance.  

We will continue our efforts to find Austin and I believe we will find him soon.  

Keep the faith.

Jim Davis

904-375-1900 

Jim.davis7@comcast.net
