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Midday in the Utah desert. The one 
known as Doctor Doom swallows 
the last of his lukewarm beer, 

the air like a coin getting tossed 
before kickoff at a football game. 

edge of southern Utah’s Escalante 
River, surrounding by shrub 
brush, cottonwoods, and soaring 
sandstone walls, he’s far and a 
long way from everything but 
wild land and wild burros (beasts 
of burden that once were tame 

wayfaring artist named Jon Bailey, 

For what seems like ages, they’ve 

rivers with rafts that weigh four 

domes, sandstone walls as tall 
as the sky itself and slot canyons 
that become rivers and the erratic, 

utter, waterless desolation.

And now, a choice: Continue 

climbing out of the canyon, or 

and head downstream where, 

the Silver Falls Creek junction, the 

them, but the Escalante is heading 
south and therefore it must at 

would eventually bring them to 

can. They’ll go wherever it dictates: 
Heads, overland. Tails, downriver. 

This is what—seven, eight days 
since the beginning, the day they 
saw the Navajo man? The man 

when Doom and Jon told him 
they were crossing the Navajo 
Nation, not going around it, and 
that they’d do so on the largely 

Trail. The Navajo man lighted 

know about that?” he asked from 

How and why to get lost and not care, to battle the 
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storms and forgotten caves, a 
world hovering on the brink of 

and the wilderness is known 

one out there, just a bunch of wild 

Ass. Did it mean something? Just 
earlier that morning they’d arrived 
on the banks of the lower San Juan 
River—beginning their journey 
where the sane generally end—to 
a gaggle of naked boaters dancing 
and drinking in the shallows, 
their wild human asses hanging 
out. On the sand Doom and Jon 

nude revelers, and then, thinking 

Doom, who a writer once described 

got his nickname—and we’re 
glossing over the details here—

and craftsman, but lives (his 

in the winter months in the form of 

out and scribbled again, and the 

as guides to strictly adhere to but 
to serve merely as suggestions. 
The last known locations of 

entirely or were discovered on the 
verge of death, sunbaked, out of 

an ode to the late climber Charlie 

and climbing technical desert 

accents, along the way. Doom 
always consults friends who will 
be joining him, thinks about what 
he’s seeking, what he needs out of 

this time, but unlike the many 

He had an idea of where he wanted 

images obsessively, in fact—but the 
tour remained unnamed. 

Moments after leaving the Navajo 
man, Doom and Jon were riding 
through the dust and heat along 

wore on. At sunset, they found 

trickling out of the ground, and 

and strange. They slithered into 

down session, bone weary, and fell 

most shrill and heinous sound of 

at us from every angle around 

their water hole.” 

Doom and Jon saddled their bikes 

homesteaded in back in the day. 

and skeletal, the roof was caving 
in, it was uninhabitable, but in 
the closet there was a wardrobe of 

handlebars and rims, littered the 
ground outside the cabin. 

riding with no guarantee of water 

the same distance. So they changed 

them inside, but they had a saving 

burros. Each time, the trails took 
them around the obstacle. 

gear as they were carrying, 
culminating a day either at the 
beginning of a water section or 
at the end is crucial. Between 

loading them down with all the 

forever. That evening, they landed 
at a lower stretch of the San Juan 

waves, then waterfalls, then shallow 

you have to read the currents or 

through mud bogs,” says Doom. 

Vertical cliff walls framed both 
sides of the water; it seemed there 

the headwind was increasingly 

hats and sunglasses taken off 

instant—and looking at the cliff 

they were going backwards. 

now getting screwed.”

They did the only reasonable thing 
two adventurers who fear little 
would do: climb. 

canyons before seeing a cleft in the 

if they got creative, they could 

climbing, sketchy enough without 
carrying boats and bikes, which 

was doable. So they climbed down 
to their gear and began the hoist.

and tie it off just in case we lost 
everything. The reward was of 

bench in the sand, the most idyllic 

was early on, the days started to 
crash against each other. Sure, 

and sunsets. But in the same 
way that time has a tendency to 
fuck with your head, the days 
had no discernable beginning or 

giant domes of slick rock (which, 
they note, is a substance oddly 
named, because slick rock isn’t 

of nowhere, baring some warning 
about jail time if you messed with 
it. Not that anyone would; it’s 
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Mormon Trail. A nameless wash. 

literally blasted a hole in the rock 

thousand feet to get to the lake, 
which they somehow managed 

of life. And more: miles and 
miles ridden on the bikes before 
stashing them behind the rock by 
the bush off the trail over by the 

a day and a half, on foot and by 
boat, in search of Everett Ruess. 

Ruess was an artist, writer, and 

into Escalante Canyon country. 

at the head of Davis Canyon, and 

down and out beyond the slots and 
in another canyon. Ruess, in his 

travels, made friends with Mormon 
families and Navajos, learned how 

wilderness alone writing about his 

until Davis Canyon. His body was 
never recovered. He just vanished. 
The desert, like an invisible 

width slot and descended. They 

water. They funneled through 

layers of hundreds of years of 
intricate artwork crafted into the 
stone. Scenes from history made 

venture there for a glance. And 

emerged at the rim of a canyon 
and returned to their bikes still 

Mountain, its summit at 8,000 

to be used by cattle herders 
in the area. The switchbacks 

shines down unhindered. 

like this when something is not 

together with a similar second, 

to the end of the day without too 
much damage, carnage, or thirst,” 
Doom later wrote on his blog. 

contained no such seconds. 

because Jon’s a strong rider, the 
kind of guy who can get through 

considered required, with a smile 
on his face. Then Doom noticed 

meets the frame, and the whole 
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sand before they’d reach anything 

decided to stash the bikes again 

Mountain hiking. They found the 

good one, or a great one. There’s 

He’s a furious artist and seeks out 
aesthetic qualities in whatever 

he’s made it a fucking sweet art 

matter how many corners it takes. 

you see more and more terrain.”

But nothing, it seemed, could be 

miles without a seat? Or one 

they’d have to use one that 
would be four inches too short? 

But then came the morning, 

Ass luck,” if you will. They 

horseshoes, shit all over it, the 

there were all these abandoned 

handled things, a steak knife with 

The gears turned. Doom looked 

laying around here?” These are not 
good tools, but they can be used 

know, we could cut off one of these 
handles and whittle it down into 

could make that thing solid.”

They hacked at the handle of a 

anvil using a rock and an ancient 

the serrated steak knife with the 

broken handle, and back to the 

a half  and brought it down to 
the bikes. They whittled it down 

a bike, or just on foot, just with a 

But when you carry all of these 
items with you, you can go much, 

on your back, be uncomfortable, 

really incredible.” Doom says 

the bikes and go down. Miles of 

are endless when you have all the 

nirvana to me,” says Doom.

Jon are sitting on the banks of the 

of a beer can determine their route, 
they aren’t too concerned. This 

skill, chaos, tools, all coming 

of adventure, this one, after so 
many hints and saving graces, 

The beer can lands on tails, and 

two days they ride through what 

above the lake, bloody hands and 
a bushwhack out to the lake where 

clung to soaked skin. But reaching 

is like being reborn, some gift of 
warmth sent from the heavens, 

headwinds and constant rainfall 

sun bakes down. They take to the 

and a mile of raging fast downhill, 

they’d seen the beasts of burden, 
once tame now roaming, the cliff 

feet to the water, but thanks to the 

of wilderness framed by canyons, 

each seeming like its own world, 
each more beautiful than the last, 

quiet, but with a loud heartbeat 

harder than ever.” S


