Desert Essence
We did indeed have a mission, although no one ever needed one less. In fact we didn’t even need a moderately good reason to hit the road in search of atmospheric entertainment, let alone an official assignment. But the mission appealed to us and it suited us in the proud way that a mission will suit men who are eminently capable of it. 

The assignment, passed down by the viceroy of Ozone Gliders Ltd., was: ‘Capture appealing images of new wings that once published shall compel pilots to purchase said wings STOP Do so while squandering an absolute minimum of capital in an absolute minimum of time STOP Report back to France HQ by 18 November 2008 STOP’. 
Thus, armed with three professional still, and four HD video cameras, our team of five loaded into a truck and made tracks for the desert. Loren Cox, who after surviving a recent photo foray into the Swiss night had been promoted to the executer of my artistic direction with his Nikon D90, was our principle source of still images. John James, recently liberated from the bonds of matrimony and thus newly capable of last-minute man-trips into the desert, offered to provide logistical and video support and, not only alcohol-induced, hilarity. Cade Palmer, Carson Klein, and myself, would provide colors for the lens. 
Randolph, Utah
Only hours later, on a northerly detour, our mission is already under fire. We’re taking heat from a cowboy. A real one, an authentic Wrangler-wearing horseback riding mustachioed cattle herder, who is, in fact, actually cursing us from abreast his steed, 

“GET BACK IN YER GOTDAMND TRUCK!!!” 

He is a virulent, caustic cowboy. I am suddenly nervous, these people carry guns and all we’re shooting is pixels. And I can’t pretend to not hear him any longer. He is still behind a hundred head of cattle, but so close that his fury is no longer only audible. The spit that can make it past his push-broom sized mustache is landing on the head of his horse as he waves his arms at us for blocking his herd, which is in fact blocking the road.
“What’n th’hell are ya doin her?!” he demanded, three times, before we peel our gaze from the throng of moving meat. 
“Umm, taking pictures,” I hazarded. 

He looked at our cameras and then at us, with a look of contemptuous disgust, and said,

“I’ken see that, I mean, WHAT in th’hell are you DOIN here?!!” motioning to the mound of red and black glider bags in the back of the truck. 

“Oh, we’re FLYIN! You know, up there.” We point at Randolph Ridge, a 400m high soaring gallery that dominates the landscape, running north-south for several miles and facing directly into the prevailing wind – one of the best sites and best kept secrets in Utah territory. 

“A’right.” He replied, thus recognizing us as harmless city slickers and becoming more amicable by the second. 

“I shouldna hollered at ya. I knows it. I shouldna hollered at ya. I know y’all don’t savvy what we’re doin here, but when ya see cattle, DON’T get out yer damned truck, a’right?

Now I don know the first damd thing ‘bout kitin up thar, but if you see cattle, DON’T get out yer damd truck, all right??”

Five of us nodded our heads and were simultaneously sincerely sorry, and our new partner was won over by our naiveté. He wished us a heartfelt and friendly farewell, and we went flyin’. 
Randolph Ridge, that day, was awesome and windy with a 40kmh breeze on launch. We were plucked off the mountain as we speed-barred into the lift band to cruise the length of the ridge, fly out over the meadows, and gape at the winding river which was frozen over in the November cold. After an afternoon of sub-zero soaring we were grateful for some scenic airtime but fed-up with finger frost, so we sped south to the warmth of the desert. 

St George, Utah

At Snow’s Canyon we made a gorgeous flight from the rim to the bottom, which only took a few minutes. It also only took a few minutes to get busted. Not busted in the sense that you need to write a letter to the editor about another reckless and sport-ruining adventure by Mattt and his cronies, but busted in the sense that we got to shake hands with the State Park superintendent, and flirt with her, and make her day. Initially mistaken for pesky BASE jumpers, we gently explained that we were only paragliding, and absolutely in control of our low impact aircraft. Mollified, the superintendent tittered and smiled and recommended that we apply for a special use permit the next time we wanted to do anything that started with the four letters P-A-R-A. “No problem”, we said, and “have a lovely day”, thus spreading a little more para-love around the planet. Thus we were also booted from St George, so after a brief debate and a few margaritas (again, no need to hassle the editor, our driver only had three), we found ourselves safely on Navajo Nation land in Cameron, Arizona. 
Grand Canyon, Navajo Nation, USA

It is not the policy of the Navajo Nation to sign desert roads. After turning off the highway onto an unmarked dirt route, we continued west into the sagebrush, passing traditional earthen roundhouses of the Navajo People (bad spirits cannot hide in the corners of a round house). Carson and Cade had been to the edge of the canyon before, but without road signs and unique landmarks the correct sequence of turns eluded us for almost an hour. Over the next few days, after driving for miles and hours on a myriad of dirt roads and trails, we never saw another person or car anywhere near the canyon’s edge. 
Once onto the final path, we passed over the gentle undulations of the desert between towers of sandstone. The vast plain ahead seemed unbroken to the horizon. It was only when the truck stopped and we got out to walk the last 100 meters that we could see the opposite wall, on the other side of an abrupt and vertical gash in the earth almost 600 meters deep and a kilometer across. Cached at the end of a maze of roads that crisscrossed the Indian Reservation without logic or plan, this part of the Grand Canyon was almost secret, a rarely visited portion of one of Earth’s most famous natural landmarks, known only to the Navajo and a small clan of BASE jumpers (and to them only by the grace of Google Earth). The five of us turned silent as we arrived at the edge, sinking to our hands and knees and peering into the shadowy depths. Save the faint dirt trail that brought us here, no human trace was visible anywhere. The abundance of loose rock at the rim proved that not even local rednecks had found this severely overhanging cliff and so I (with a nod to the redneck within) dropped a stone into the canyon and counted 13 seconds to impact, which meant about 550 meters… plenty. 

In the bottom of the canyon a small sandy beach looked like a landing zone. It bordered a bend in the river, which was the milky red of sandstone sediment, digging the canyon deeper at a geological pace. 
We were rapturous, and nervous. Our goal was to launch speed flying wings into the canyon, swoop the featured walls, and land at the river. Gusts came from every direction, and a consistent rush of air rose from the canyon, turbulating at the rim. After deciding that a guinea pig should freefall into the canyon with a BASE parachute and a radio, I volunteered, and transmitted the wind conditions back up to Carson and Cade who then launched their speed wings simultaneously. A few meters from the edge, they pulled their wings overhead and dropped into the abyss. Their trip to the bottom was longer than mine, but not by much, and they had a few more seconds to take in the details of the canyon walls before swooping over and landing next to the river. Loren was last, and put his XT16 through a series of loops before setting down next to us with a look of pure amazement on his face. We were stunned by the immensity of the canyon. Only a small slice of sky was visible directly overhead – all else was red rock, trillions of tons of it. Enclosed in the coolness of a millions of years old desert vault, we packed our wings and hiked along the river in somber shade. Paths into and out of the canyon are rare, for lack of need and the near impossibility of foot access, but we found our way onto one that was built by native peoples hundreds of years before our arrival, which crossed ancient earth and log bridges along cliff edges following the most naturally efficient line on the canyon wall and out to the rim. When we emerged onto the plain again, our minds adjusted to the massive expansion of our peripheral view and although we were several miles from where we had jumped into the canyon, John James was waiting for us there with the truck, as planned.  
Corona Arch, Utah. 

There was only one thing left on our desert wish list: Corona Arch. When we were back in the city at the pre-mission briefing, John James had shown me a photo of an enormous sandstone arch. In the photo, it looked almost big enough to fly a paraglider through. “Has anyone ever done that?” I asked, incredulous. 
J.J. didn’t think so. 

“Right”, I said, “Put that on the list. We have to go there.” 

Later, while we were discussing whether or not to include Moab on the route home, I asked again, to no one in particular, “Why hasn’t anyone actually flown through Corona Arch before?” It seemed too radically awesome to have not been done. 

“Because we haven’t been there yet”, Cade replied simply. 
When we pulled up to the trailhead, the wind was plainly from the north which would be directly over the back of the launch site that we had seen on Google Earth. This crushed morale. Cade and Carson suggested Plan B, which was a flight from Mary’s Gash, a mountain pass on the other side of Moab. Loren looked tense, as if he didn’t want to photograph anyone smashing into a sandstone wall. John James was flexible, as usual. 
I was adamant. We’d come this far, hundreds of miles out of our way back to Salt Lake, and now Corona Arch was only a 30 minute hike up the valley. I declared as much to the group, shouldered my bag, and we walked. 
As we approached it on foot, it appeared big enough. Twenty-five meters high and about the same distance wide, there was even an access route to a possible launch above it. 

After a brief climb up steep sandstone with the glider bags, we stood on the cliff above the arch. The only issue was the wind, which was cycling gusts of heat through the canyon, up the wall and through the arch at 0 to 18kmh, meaning that our mission was switching from possible to stupid every few seconds, unpredictably. We milled around, waiting, and Carson recommended we look for a new launch. Cade appeared unmotivated. 
Kayakers know that sometimes staring at a whitewater rapid from the shore for too long only increases your chances of getting trashed in it, and so I couldn’t wait on top any longer. There were lulls, and I decided to take the next one. Confident that it was perfectly possible and aware that it might be stupid, I alternately imagined myself flying through safely or landing in the hospital. What kind of turbulence could there be inside and downwind of a giant stone arch? We could only guess. The next time John James called out that there was light wind below the arch, I launched. 

My wing came up gently and I glided out into the canyon, the arch below me and to the right. A couple of small S-turns and some braking lined me up perfectly. I glided through and touched down on the other side with nary a rustle of sailcloth. 
My relief, and the relief of everyone else, was palpable. By the time I climbed back up to do it again, Carson and Cade had their wings laid out and were anxious to launch. Carson went first, and just as he entered the zone where sandstone cliffs trapped him on two sides with the arch in front, a thermal gifted him with unplanned extra altitude. Too close to turn away, Carson banked his wing and slammed into the top of the arch. My heart stopped as his wing folded on the right side with a grinding noise I had never heard before. He dropped a few meters… then his wing re-inflated, on-heading, and he glided through unscathed. Four of us screamed in amazement as he touched down safely on the other side. The fifth, Cade, was too far back to see, but after hearing the gut wrenching sound of nylon on stone, he asked, “Did he just hit it?” 
“Err, yep!” I answered, looking back to see if he would still launch. 

Unfazed, Cade brought his wing up and cruised through the arch on a lull with no problems. With that, I officially declared “Mission Accomplished!” We called it a wrap and hiked back to the truck, victorious and relieved that we would return to base with positive results.
On the highway, bound for home and in a celebratory mood, John James congratulated Carson on his newly discovered acro maneuver, which he coined, ‘The Dirty Tip’. 

