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G ary “the Spirit” Edwards, beloved guest of St. Francis Catholic Worker House,

died July 26, 2020 after collapsing from an abdominal aneurism out walking.
He was 65. He is survived by his mother Carole, sister Linda Cockefair, three brothers

Reed, Evan and Roger and Aunt Marilyn Lee. He graduated from high school,

worked several jobs, had a car and lived in Kentucky, Florida, California and Illinois.
Diagnosed with schizophrenia in his 20’s, he eventually lost his apartment, his car

and roamed over Illinois before crossing the Mississippi, mysteriously arriving in
Columbia to walk our streets nearly 30 years. Some knew him as the “Walking Man.”

He often performed compulsive rituals and retraced his steps before crossing

intersections in every type of weather. Very shy; his reasons for walking daily he kept
to himself. It seems he needed to mull things over while he walked. Several years

passed before we learned his name. No one knew where he stayed overnight in those
early years, but we knew he ate at Loaves and Fishes Soup Kitchen. He fell asleep on a

couch one evening at St. Francis House and spent the next 20 years resting from his

daily journeys. He wore out a dozen couches or more. During bad weather, we asked
him to stay in, but something compelled him to walk even then. He saw more bad

weather than a postal worker but unlike them, he had no truck and received neither
pay nor pension. He wore hand-me down clothing donations and wore out countless

pairs of shoes. His shy nature evoked sympathy and compassion from others. But he
kept his sorrows and joys to himself and we could only imagine what these were.

The Greeks used to say that people in need were the ambassadors of the Gods, sent to test our
compassion and understanding. That is who Gary was to us and the volunteers who fed him at

Loaves and Fishes Soup Kitchen, and Columbian’s who passed him on the MKT Trail or drove
past him with his determined, anxious demeanor. He must have encountered thousands of

people over the years. On St. Francis House’s Facebook page, dozens who encountered Gary on
the street or trails, wondered what it might be like to walk in his shoes. A member of the MU track
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team wrote that team members on training runs would see him regularly on the trail. They called
him “Pre” because of his resemblance to Steve Prefontaine, a famous Olympic long-distance

runner from Oregon.

His family found him on the internet about 6 years ago and sent him letters and money.

Gary was hospitalized and given meds in his early years but didn’t like the side-effects. We offered
to make psych appointments for him and help renew Social Security benefits he used to receive
before coming to Missouri. He preferred to rely on the kindness of others. He mastered “social

distancing” before it was cool.

There will be a memorial at the MLK shelter off the MKT trail August 29th at 1 pm to share stories

and celebrate his life.
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Memorial Service

Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Shelter

800 E. Stadium Blvd, Columbia MO 65201
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MA Marzena posted:

I moved to Columbia in 1999 and ever since I can remember I saw Gary hundreds of times, often on

the trail I frequent a lot. I always wondered where is he going, does he have family, friends? I always

felt inspired by his perseverance, he was there in spite of rain, snow or extreme temperatures, so

resilient and determined. He seemed shy and avoided eye contact. I said hi many times, but sensed

he wanted to be left alone. Gary, I will miss your quiet presence all over town. Rest In Peace. -MJT

August 3 at 10:54 AM

MA Matt posted:

I have seen gary walking almost daily for as long as I can remember. Never bothered anyone. I never

spoke to him. I will miss seeing him.

August 3 at 8:07 AM

ME Megan posted:

I would see Gary almost everyday when I worked downtown. Though I never had the opportunity to

speak with him, I was always amazed, at the amount of fortitude it took, to walk as many miles as

Gary walked in life. Rest in peace Gary.

August 2 at 5:17 PM

ST Stephanie Thompson posted:

Gary came into the library where I work. He seemed painfully shy or skittish, so I always gave him his

space. I felt like he must have a gentle soul. I never heard him say a word over the years. Rest well,

Gary Edwards.

August 1 at 11:27 AM
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Memories only last if you share them
Join us in honoring Gary by contributing to a collection of shared memories.
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