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note: because important websites are frequently "here today but gone tomorrow" the following was 

archived from  http://www.maximonline.com/maximwear/articles/article_2193.html  on 

November 25, 2002 .  This is NOT an attempt to divert readers from the aforementioned 

website.  Indeed, the reader should only read this back-up copy if it cannot be found at the 

original author's site. 

 

The Vanishing 
He was a rock star who became a computer genius.  So how did Philip Taylor Kramer wind up at 

the bottom of Decker Canyon? 

Maxim, October 1999 
 

If you ever need to dump a corpse, you could do worse than Decker Canyon.  Located a quick 40-

minute drive west of Los Angeles, the rugged chasm is all but uninhabited, its rocky bottom hundreds of 

vertical feet below the single meandering 2-lane blacktop.  The way down is protected by boulders, 

thorns, and poison oak.  Best of all, there‟s a thick screen of trees at the bottom.  All you have to do is 

prop up the body in the front seat, release the parking brake, and let ‟er rip. 

 

Walter Lockwood had heard the stories and wanted to take a closer look.  A 30-year-old fitness 

instructor, Lockwood photographed old abandoned cars as a hobby.  He hoped to find some picturesque 

wrecks at the canyon‟s bottom.  His pal Bryce Taten volunteered to come along.  And so on an overcast 

and sultry Saturday afternoon in May of last year, the two arrived in Decker canyon and began their 

descent. 

 

After half- an-hour of hard climbing, Lockwood began to have misgivings.  The deeper they 

descended, the thicker the vegetation grew until it felt like the canyon was closing in around them.  The 

heat was oppressive, and the car graveyard wasn't at all what he had expected.  He and Taten quickly 

discovered a year-old Nissan pickup truck pinned between a boulder and a tree.  A few yards farther, 

they came upon a rusted-out sedan, impaled upside down on a boulder.  These weren‟t the rustic old 

L.A. Confidential–era jalopies he‟d hoped for.  They were ugly, violently smashed, and smelled of fresh 

crime.  Lockwood was starting to get a serious case of the heebie-jeebies. 

 

He clambered over a pile of rocks … then stopped.  Just ahead he could make out the tailgate of a 

new-looking vehicle, partly overgrown with brush.  "It‟s a minivan," Lockwood thought, his skin 

crawling. "Jesus, there could be kids in there!" 

 

As he got closer, he noticed that the plates were missing -- a sign of "foul play", he presumed.  He 

made his way to the front of the van -- a Ford Aerostar.  It looked like a spent bullet.  The metal was 

mashed back in the driver‟s compartment and pancaked out on the sides.  The windshield -- pulverized 

white -- hung intact like a shroud.  The van must have come straight down from the road 300 feet above 

and landed dead on its nose.  He peered in through the shattered window on the driver‟s side.  Debris 

was scattered inside, and an ugly brown stain marred the fabric of the driver‟s seat.  Near the center of 

the crumpled dashboard, sticking up through a clump of leaves, something long and dark protruded.  An 

overpowering smell -- sweet and foul -- curled up out of the darkness. 

 

“Dude,” Lockwood whispered.  “I think I see a leg bone.” 
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Taten came around and peered in.  He jerked away, visibly shaken.  “It‟s a femur,” he said. 

 

They left to get help.  30 feet farther on, the gully widened.  Lockwood jumped up out of the stream 

bed to cut across an adjacent patch of grass.  He felt something pivot under his foot.  It felt strange --

round, but too light to be a stone.  He looked down.  Staring up at him through the leaves were the 

empty eye sockets of a fleshless human skull. 

 

Lockwood‟s scream echoed off the canyon walls. 

 

He didn‟t know it at the time, but Lockwood had just solved one of L.A.‟s most notorious missing-

person cases.  But as he and others would soon discover, the mysteries surrounding Philip Taylor 

Kramer were just beginning. 

 

A Rock’n’Roll Life Like No Other 

 

In a city of strange and conflicted lives, none was stranger or more conflicted than that of Taylor 

Kramer.  In his youth, he toured as bassist for the acid-rock megagroup Iron Butterfly.  A few years 

later, he was working on nuclear missiles for the Defense Department.  He was a brilliant scientist who 

played with mathematical formulas for fun.  Yet he also believed he was in telepathic communication 

with aliens.  To some he was the ultimate genius.  To others, he was the ultimate flake. 

 

In his last days, Kramer was obsessively working on perfecting a top-secret 30-year-old formula -- a 

Universal Equation that he and his father believed could change the very course of history.  A theory 

that linked faster-than-light travel with a strange kind of gravitational vibration wilder than anything 

seen on Star Trek.  It was, he believed, worth billions.  And then one day in February 1995, he 

disappeared without a trace, leaving behind a web of suspicion, intrigue, and conspiracy theories more 

elaborate than anything since Jimmy Hoffa or the grassy knoll. 

 

Philip Taylor Kramer (known to friends as "Taylor") first came into the public eye in 1974 when he 

was 22.  He had been bumming around on the West Coast, working as a ditchdigger and occasionally as 

a musician.  His break -- of sorts -- came when he landed a job as a bouncer at L.A.‟s Whiskey-A-Go-

Go -- the hottest rock club in existence and the launch pad for bands like the Doors.  There he met 

drummer Ron Bushy. 

 

By rights, Bushy should have been riding high.  He had been one of the original members of Iron 

Butterfly -- the first band in history to go platinum.  It was Bushy‟s drum solo that inspired a generation 

of stoned-out hippies to thrash around during “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida” -- the band‟s first and only hit 

song.  At 17 minutes, the song was one of the longest in rock history, a magnificently overwrought 

psychedelic ramble. To the flower children, the song was a mystical journey full of hidden meanings.  

To D.J.s, a 17-minute-long excuse for a leisurely bathroom break. 

 

“In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida” got its name when the band‟s singer and keyboardist, Doug Ingle, drank a 

gallon of red wine during the recording session and then barely managed to slur out the song‟s proper 

name “In the Garden of Eden.”  Thanks to such a hard-partying lifestyle -- and to Lava lamp fatigue 

among babyboomers -- Iron Butterfly gradually lost its grip.  Audiences dwindled and in 1971, they 

broke up. 

 

Like men awaking from a drug-induced haze -- which, in fact, they were -- Iron Butterfly‟s members 

found themselves in a new reality: broke and out of work.  Bushy was trying to make ends meet by 
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running a recording studio when his friendship with Kramer began.  “I was having some problems 

wiring some electrical stuff,” says Bushy, “and Taylor came over to help.  The guy was a genius.” 

 

6'5", handsome, and with an athletic build kept in shape by 1,000 sit-ups a day, Kramer exuded a 

powerful charisma.  Soon he and Bushy were hanging out regularly, partying and jamming.  For a while 

they even worked the same job, banging together props for cheesy movies like Back to the Planet of the 

Apes.  But fashioning breastplates for sexy chimps wasn‟t floating Bushy‟s boat.  In 1974, he decided to 

re-form Iron Butterfly and asked Kramer to come along. 

 

“Taylor was so excited,” Kramer‟s sister Kathy recalls.  “„In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida‟ had so much 

meaning.  It was a legend.” 

 

But the retooled Iron Butterfly had its share of problems.  The new keyboardist was just a music-

store employee who had talked his way into the band.  “He didn‟t even know which key was which,” 

Bushy laments.  The band did manage to get 2 albums out, but they both sank like rocks.  The record 

company cared so little about their fate that for a time it put another band‟s discs inside Iron Butterfly 

sleeves. 

 

For 6 months, the floundering Butterfly limped through a circuit of third-rate halls, enduring desert 

heat and blizzard cold in the back of a dilapidated touring truck.  Bushy and Kramer spent every waking 

moment together.  “We shared everything including women,” Bushy says.  But Kramer eschewed 

Butterfly‟s traditional drugged-out partying in favor of long nights spent scribbling lyrics and 

mathematical formulas. 

 

“We‟d go to Denny‟s and stay up all night and write music and talk about his theories,” says Bushy.  

“He was talking stuff that was science-fiction, about how you could not only communicate but also 

transport matter from point 'A' to point B anywhere in the Galaxy.  Real „Beam me up, Scotty‟ stuff!” 

 

From Groupies to Slide Rules  

 

Kramer‟s alter ego -- the nerdy mathematician inside the veneer of the flamboyant rock star -- was 

the strangest of his many bizarre contradictions.  It dated back to his childhood and a family obsession 

with proving that Einstein was wrong. 

 

Beginning in the early ‟60s, his father Ray -- an engineering professor at Ohio State University -- 

began an obsessive theoretical quest to help mankind conquer the boundaries of time and space.  “Using 

the formula I discovered,” he claims to this day, “you could reach the outer limits of the Universe in less 

than a second.” 

 

Now 80, Ray Kramer remains extremely secretive about his research.  A gruff-but-amiable man, he 

alternates in conversation between tight-lipped and expansive.  In passing he‟ll casually take credit for 

inventing weather radar, then hurriedly say that the information is classified.  At times his formidable 

intelligence seems dimmed by the confusion of age. 

 

His greatest achievement, he says, is his Universal Equation which promises to solve many of 

physics‟ most intractable mysteries -- a meta-theory that ties together black holes, quarks, and quantum 

mechanics into one all-encompassing package.  With it, he says, gravity waves can transmit info at 16 

times the speed -of-light -- a potentially earth-shattering achievement that conventional science 

declares strictly impossible. 
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After Iron Butterfly broke up for the second time in 1977, Taylor Kramer decided to follow in his 

father‟s footsteps and enroll in engineering school.  It was an unusual move for a mid-‟70s rock star for 

whom post-music choices typically swung between entering rehab and choking on your own vomit.  But 

those close to him understood his passion. 

 

“He really wanted to go back and get his degree so he could finish his dad‟s research into space and 

time,” says Bushy. 

 

The transformation was like something out of Invasion of the Body Snatchers.  Kramer cut his hair 

and traded his cape and bell-bottoms for slacks and a pocket protector.  Gone were the groupies and the 

all-night jams.  Now a hot weekend meant pouring over equations.  And while the rest of the hippie 

generation moved to Vermont to start patchouli farms, Kramer landed a job at Northrop working on the 

guidance system for the MX missile.  He was appointed “engineering specialist” and granted top-secret 

clearance.  His cubicle had no door.  So whenever he read classified documents, he closed off the 

entrance with adhesive tape that read "Do Not Enter -- secret documents". 

 

Among the Republican missile-mongers, the retired acid rocker was a chameleon, fitting in 

perfectly.  “Very few knew about his days with Iron Butterfly,” says Glen Navis, who worked alongside 

Kramer at Northrop.  “He was very conservative.  You‟d never imagine he had been a rock musician.” 

 

Just as his past life was a mystery to Northrop, his work on the MX missile remains to this day a 

puzzle to those outside the veil of government secrecy.  What exactly was the nature of his work?  What 

secret information did Kramer have access to? Only the Government knows.  And they isn‟t saying. 

 

A Vision of the Future, Kramer-style 

 

The monotony of a single role never seemed to satisfy Taylor Kramer.  His energy and silver tongue 

were languishing behind the curtain of secrecy.  In 1987 at 35, it was time for him to play a new part: 

entrepreneur.  His first start-up after leaving Northrop was a firm specializing in equipment for turning 

music into digital data.  A brilliant idea.  Too brilliant. 

 

“Taylor was the only pure entrepreneur I‟ve ever met,” says Judy Morgan, a one-time partner.  “But 

he didn‟t have the sense God gave a goose when it came to business.” 

 

The business went belly up.  But Taylor had something keeping up his spirits.  A new wife.  Kramer 

had met Jennifer Babich in the mid-‟70s when she was working as a cocktail waitress at his favorite 

tequila bar.  He kept asking her out.  But she had a serious boyfriend, and he gave up.  When they 

reestablished contact a decade later, she was newly divorced and taking care of a young son.  Taylor was 

still smitten.  They married in 1987 on a hill overlooking the Santa Monica mountains.  3 years later, 

they had a daughter, Hayley. 

 

Kramer‟s next big idea was even more ambitious.  A sort of grand, technological end run of the type 

that had made Bill Gates the richest man alive.  The company -- called Total Multimedia (TMM) -- 

would develop fractal data compression technology for CD-ROMs using unique new tech concepts. 

 

With his missionary zeal and technical fluency, Kramer had no problem selling investors his bright-

eyed vision of the future.  Among them was Randy Jackson, the kid brother of Michael Jackson -- a fact 

that gained the firm instant credibility.  But again, Kramer couldn‟t pull off the transition from dream to 

reality.  “It was a classic start-up,” says former TMM president Dan Shields.  “We continually worked 

hard for extended periods of time without being paid.” 
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By 1994, the fledgling company was in bankruptcy court.  And that‟s when things started to get 

really weird. 

 

The Strangest Company in America 

 

As TMM reorganized to pay off creditors, the board of directors brought in a new CEO to turn 

things around.  Peter Olson -- the executive they hired -- had superb credentials.  A former V.P. at MCI, 

he had the technical and the managerial skills to turn TMM into a true powerhouse.  (Olson turned down 

Maxim‟s requests for an interview.) 

 

If TMM was hoping for a white knight of unusual common sense and well-grounded insight, 

however, it was in for a rude shock.  Not until he was already signed -- with a $600,000 annual 

compensation that dwarfed what the 5 founders had collectively earned in the firm‟s entire history -- did 

Olson reveal himself to be a fanatical New Age mystic.  He made virtual required reading of The 

Celestine Prophecy -- a book that asserts that when enlightened people vibrate at such a high frequency, 

they disappear. 

 

Some employees even whispered that the new CEO claimed to be of a highly unusual parentage.  

Word quickly circulated that he proudly declared himself to be half-human, half-alien. 

 

Olson did have a long-term business strategy.  But it wasn‟t the kind you‟d find at the Harvard 

Business School.  He paid $30,000 to a Paraguayan shaman named Arbenre to cleanse the negative 

energy from TMM‟s office and give business advice based on his psychic powers. 

 

This being southern California, not everyone thought Olson was so off-the-wall.  Taylor took an 

instant shine to him, impressed by his spiritual gifts.  But not everyone was a convert.  “I pointed out to 

the board the flaky irresponsible manner in which the company was being run.  And I said Olson should 

be fired before it was too late,” says Dan Shields.  “I signed my death warrant that day.”  Soon after, 

Shields was dismissed. 

 

While many employees were worried about TMM‟s new direction, Kramer leapt in with both feet.  

He devoured The Celestine Prophecy and began applying Olson‟s oddball beliefs to his own thinking.  

“My son was wearing a black T-shirt,” his sister Kathy recalls, “and Taylor said, „Don‟t let him wear 

black anymore.  You have to wear only colors of the rainbow -- the colors of fruits and natural things.‟” 

He spoke frequently of communicating with aliens.  He also started repeating something shaman 

Arbenre had told him: that O.J. Simpson -- then on trial for murder -- was in fact innocent. 

 

Taylor seemed to be losing it.  But he was also working harder and more obsessively than ever, 

trying to transform some of his decade old physics concepts into market realities.  And then in February 

of 1995, according those closest to him, Philip Taylor Kramer hit upon the secret of the Universe. 

 

The Ultimate Secrets of Life, Revealed! 

 

The Eureka! moment came during a late, frustrating night at the TMM office.  For months he had 

been studying ways to combine data compression with his knowledge of gravity waves to create a 

revolutionary new communication system.  But he couldn‟t get the final pieces to fit.  When Ray 

Kramer found his son feverishly at work on his computer, Taylor seemed manic, possessed by 

something he couldn‟t control.  According to his dad, he looked like he hadn‟t slept in days. 

 

Ray says all he wanted to do that night was help his son forget his worries for a while.  So he threw 

out an idea.  “Taylor,” he said, “why don‟t you try plugging in 'The Equation'?” 
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His son, of course, was intimately familiar with his father‟s greatest achievement, but had never 

considered applying the theory to this project.  Taylor paused, working it out in his mind.  His face lit up 

with an expression of pure exhilaration. 

 

“Yes,” he said simply. 

 

“It was the highest, most ultimate insight he had ever seen in his life,” Ray recalled later.  But 

instead of giving his son rest, the insight had only pulled him up to a new level of obsession.  Over the 

days that followed, Taylor jubilantly phoned friends and colleagues, exulting that “something really 

great is happening with my work.”  He alluded to it being worth billions.  Despite his exuberance, those 

around him grew worried.  He was working into the night, often bypassing sleep altogether and babbling 

more incomprehensibly.  He warned his wife that he might be in danger. 

 

On February 11, he told longtime friend Lori Pietsch: “I have to be very, very careful, because 

people are going to want what I‟m working on.  I was really lucky because I was able to decipher the 

code, and it was heavily encrypted.”  Then he added quietly: “We have to get off the planet.” 

 

On the following morning of Sunday, February 12, 1995, Taylor Kramer got up, brought his wife 

coffee in bed, did his usual 2 hours on the Stairmaster, and then prepared to run some errands.  That 

morning he was scheduled to pick up Greg Martini (an important TMM investor) at the airport.  The 

company was once again losing money fast. 

 

The day began according to plan.  But once Kramer got to the airport, something snapped.  Airport 

parking records show he was there for 45 minutes, … then for some reason left without meeting Martini.  

Instead he got back on the freeway and headed North. He dialed his old friend Ron Bushy and left a 

message: “Bush, I love you more than Life itself.”  He called his wife and said, “I‟ve got the biggest 

surprise for you.”  Altogether he made 17 cell phone calls, the last to 911. 

 

“This is Philip Taylor Kramer.” 

 

“Uh-huh.  This is 911.  Can I help you, Sir?” 

 

“Yes, you can. I‟m going to kill myself.  And I want everyone to know O.J. Simpson is innocent.  

They did it.” 

 

And he hung up.  It was the last call he would ever make. 

 

The Disappearance 

 

Everyone who knew Kramer pitched in on the massive effort to help find him.  TMM hired a private 

investigator.  Kathy and Ray Kramer organized a 200-person search party to canvas the area.  Even 

Peter Olson and the shaman did their part, using their psychic powers to channel information. 

 

Taylor seemed to have vanished off the face of the Earth.  But what had happened to him?  Few 

could accept that this ebullient, well-loved man had taken his own life.  There were too many hints of 

conspiracy to let the matter rest.  Had he fallen prey to mental illness?  Been abducted?  Murdered?  

Anything was possible, since there was no evidence at all. 
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Ray Kramer quickly stepped forward to debunk the 911 call.  Years before, he revealed that Taylor 

had told him that if he were ever in trouble, he would call 911 and say that he was going to commit 

suicide.  It was -- Ray insisted -- a "coded message" that he was under the control of others. 

 

The weeks that followed gave ample time to pick over clues.  For starters, what happened in those 45 

minutes at the airport?  Had he seen something?  Met someone?  “That‟s the biggest question,” says Dan 

Shields.  “What-the-hell happened there?” 

 

Some were convinced that was he‟d been abducted, possibly by a foreign government.  

Representative James Traficant -- congressman from Kramer‟s home district in Ohio -- sent a letter to 

the FBI urging that they mount an investigation.  “The possibility that foreign elements could be 

involved in Mr. Kramer‟s unexplained disappearance should not be overlooked,” he wrote.  “If the 

information Mr. Kramer had access to fell into the hands of enemies… the international balance of 

power could be seriously threatened.” 

 

Traficant asked police to analyze the 911 tape to determine whether the call was ended voluntarily or 

someone yanked the power out of the phone.  But it was impossible to tell. 

 

“I think somebody had a gun to his head and said, „Make these calls, make it look like suicide,‟” 

says Bushy.  “After his breakthrough in this communication thing, the World would be a different place.  

We wouldn‟t need land lines, microwaves, or satellites.”  He concludes, softly: “It could have been one 

of the big phone companies that did it.” 

 

In the quest to find the truth, no one worked harder than Kathy Kramer.  She handed out some 

90,000 fliers.  She made the rounds of daytime talk shows, begging anyone with information to call her 

special 800 number.  The bizarre tips came flooding in.  An Austrian psychic wrote to report that 

Kathy‟s brother was alive and well and being worshiped as a god on an Indian reservation near San 

Diego. 

 

As the months became years, Kathy entered into therapy, started taking Prozac, and wondered where 

it all would end. 

 

The Discovery: The Mysteries Deepen 

 

After he stepped on the skull, Lockwood was so juiced on adrenaline that for a moment he 

considered continuing down the canyon.  Then he thought better of it, paused to take some pictures, and 

got the hell out of Dodge.  On the climb back out, every twig and every rock looked like a bone or a 

piece of skull. 

 

The next day, police detectives and forensics experts descended into Decker Canyon by helicopter.  

At first, the decapitation seemed to indicate foul play.  Rescue teams familiar with the canyons, 

however, reported that such finds are common.  With its core of tender brain tissue, the head is like a 

giant bon-bon for dogs and coyotes. 

 

The search team made another grisly find.  A family of rats had made a nest in the passenger-side 

front seat of the van.  Presumably the young had been raised on the plentiful flesh of Kramer‟s 220-

pound body. 

 

Strangely, police were unable to answer several seemingly simple but critical questions.  They 

couldn‟t tell how fast the van had been going when it left the road since its wheels may have been off 



 8 

the ground at moment of impact.  They couldn‟t say what had happened to the license plates.  Oddest of 

all, they couldn‟t even tell whether Kramer had been wearing his seat belt. 

 

The autopsy proved inconclusive.  Though the numerous broken bones in his chest were consistent 

with a head-on crash, the fleshless remains left so many questions unanswered that the coroner‟s office 

could only attribute the cause of death to “blunt trauma and other unknown causes” and declined to rule 

the death a homicide, suicide, or accident. 

 

For many who knew Kramer, the discovery created more mysteries than it solved.  Kramer knew 

Decker Canyon well.  He lived a dozen miles from the crash site.  It had, in fact, been one of the first 

places searched after his disappearance.  At the time, nothing was found. 

 

Some stepped forward with new theories.  While most of those close to Taylor still believe he didn‟t 

kill himself, Kathy Kramer concedes that her brother had on occasion discussed suicide.  An 

investigation indicated he was in serious debt.  “His wife was on his ass about money,” says Chuck 

Carter, the private investigator hired by TMM.  “He owed ten thousand, a hundred thousand.  He had 

exhausted all possibilities in borrowing more.” 

 

Still, Kathy Kramer wonders whether secrets inside her brother‟s head could have made him a target 

-- possibly even from someone lurking within his own company.  “Peter Olson wasn‟t interested in 

money,” she says.  “He was interested in learning about faster-than-light travel so he could escape the 

supernova that he said would destroy planet Earth.” 

 

Adds Lori Pietsch: “I‟m convinced that Taylor was under mind-control or psychic attack.  The great 

mystery: Who has that formula?  And what did they do with it?” 

 

Perhaps the truth does lie somewhere in the labyrinth of Taylor Kramer‟s breakthrough theory.  But 

according to most physicists, there was no plausible basis for Ray and Taylor‟s hugely ambitious work.  

The formula -- they say -- is worthless. 

 

Don‟t try telling that to Kathy Kramer.  “I don‟t like being in denial,” she says.  “But I‟m not 100 

percent convinced the body that they took from the canyon is Taylor‟s.” 

 

Kramer‟s Ford Aerostar still rests on the floor of Decker Canyon, its wheels straddling a babbling 

brook.  Officially the police investigation into his death is still open and will remain so until definitive 

answers can be found.  That may be never. 

 

For her part, Kathy Kramer keeps searching, listening to anyone who can bring her closer to the truth 

about her brother.  For her, nothing is over.  “We know he didn‟t kill himself,” she says flatly.  It‟s 2 

months after Taylor‟s van was found, and she sits at a table piled high with old photos. 

 

“Everyone kept talking about closure,” she says.  Her eyes narrow with distaste.  “Closure is a 

bullshit word.” 
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