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UTAH
SAINTS

‘How high can we go?’ With a select band of like-minded souls Jochen 
Rink set off to hike and fly some of Utah’s biggest peaks



54 CROSS COUNTRY | EDITION 126 | UTAH 55UTAH | EDITION 126 | CROSS COUNTRY

O n the grand scale of things, Utah’s 
mountains are a rather modest buckling in 
the Earth’s crust. Yet there is magic to be 

found underneath that big blue sky of the American 
west. It radiates from red-rock landscapes aglow in 
the evening sun, blows along with the tumbleweeds 
that cross miles of wide-open desert and beckons 
from cloudbase beyond the 5,450 m legal limit. 

But, above all, it is there in the simple act of 
sweating your wing up the mountain and then 
floating out towards the horizon.

Long before I moved to the state, pioneering US 
pilot Stacy Whitmore had already heeded the call 
of the many wonderfully wild, high, and beautiful 
mountain chains in Utah. Pushing the record of 
Utah’s highest launch skywards, he established 
numerous new flying sites around his hometown, 
Richfield, and made it a contender for the title of the 
most versatile flying centre in the state. But when 
Stacy ran out of nearby virgin mountain sites, we 
joined forces to explore Utah’s rich menu of as-yet 
un-tasted flying delicacies. 

POWELL POINT
Like the bow of a giant ocean liner ploughing into 
the undulating redness of southern Utah, the cliffs of 
Powell Point command the torn badlands for many 
miles around. And as if afraid of being ploughed-

under by that titanic mass of rock, roads and other 
scarce signs of human civilisation keep a respectful 17 
km distance to the Point. Wild Utah at its best. 

For the modest price of a bone-wrenching dirt-trail 
ride and the engine cover of my Subaru, Stacy, Dave 
and I found ourselves poised on top of the 300 m 
cliffs. They fell away below us in a fantastic assembly 
of erosion sculptures, the reds, oranges and whites 
of the rock glowing in the light of the afternoon sun. 
The wild country beyond, thermal cycles rushing up 
the cliff face – it was a dream come true. Especially 
once we found a sandy spine cleared by a violent 
storm of the dense forest all along the rim. 

Hauling away the remaining tree trunks we were 
left with a respectable runway about the width of a 
glider. Bound by the cliff face to the right and by a 
jumbled mess of broken tree carcasses to the right, 
it protruded over the abyss like the plank of a pirate 
ship. 

I laid out first. I heard the sound of a thermal 
coming through on the cliff and… Go! My wing came 
up asymmetrically and a split-second later the right 
half was limply draped over a tree. An instinctive 
tug on the brake line lifted the flying half into the 
now fully developed cycle. The ensuing violent 
acceleration freed the wing from the tree and hurled 
me towards the wall of shattered tree carcasses 
beyond. Still in a desperate attempt to swing my 

legs forward in preparation for impact, I was lifted 
clean over the natural replica of a medieval torture 
device and my now fully inflated wing bit into the 
thermal. My vario screamed as the tree line fell away. 
I untwisted and started circling.

The incredible vista that unfurled all around 
slowly melted the terror out of my system. To the 
south, the desert-coloured badlands of the Escalante 
plateau rushed away towards the Grand Canyon at 
the horizon. To the west lay the postcard-familiarity 
of Bryce Canyon National Park while, stretching out 
from beneath my feet, the lush greens of the densely 
forested Aquarius plateau dominated the vista north. 

Dave and Stacy joined 
me in the air and the three 
of us floated serenely 
in the big blue sky of 
southern Utah, our gliders 
providing the only scale to the immensity of the 
landscape all around us. A dynamic westerly flow 
kept us suspended above the fantastic sandstone-
towers below. Dave swung a long way back over the 
ridge and, unable to come back out against the head 
wind, drifted south over the end of the cliff. But a 
nasty venturi-effect blocked his escape around the 
point back into the lift band. 

Stacy and I watched in worry from our lofty 
vantage point as he dropped rapidly. The terrain 
at the base of the cliffs looked rough at best: steep 
gullies led into deep canyons, there were big rocks 
and every other patch was covered by scrubby forest. 
Dave got on the radio, worried. Stacy told him to 
slope-land one of the erosion gullies – the only option 
apart from running downwind into the wilderness. I 

lost track of Dave as lengthening shadows swallowed 
his blue canopy. Tense seconds followed. Than a 
squeaky “I’m OK” over the radio. What a relief. Dave 
had managed to drop into a tiny forest clearing just as 
he was about to drop into the gully below. No major 
damage, luckily, because he had a long hike ahead of 
him through tiger country. 

Night creeping out of the canyons forced Stacy and 
me to leave the sun-bathed serenity above the cliffs. 
We had left the second car in a sandy canyon, 10 km 
away and nearly two below. Usually an easy glide, 
but not with a headwind. The hostile erosion maze 
approached uncomfortably quickly and I needed full 

control to keep my wing tips open in the turbulence. I 
found a dying thermal, but the climb wasn’t worth the 
drift. Hence back on full bar and into the wind. Tense 
seconds followed as I dropped between the sheer rock 
walls of a deep canyon. The air was quieter down 
here and I hugged the cliffs, using the gentle updrafts 
along the warm rock to inch closer to the car. A sandy 
stretch in the boulder-strewn riverbed came up; I 
flared and landed. What a flight! 

As the last rays of the setting sun played on the 
point, elevated above the encroaching darkness like 
a gothic cathedral, I radioed Stacy and Dave. No 
answer. An hour later in pitch-black darkness I lit a 
fire in the middle of the wash near where the car was 
parked and waited, preoccupied with nagging worries 
about my two buddies. 

Finally the glow of headlamps appeared and my 
convoluted guilt complexes evaporated in an instant. 
Stacy had a whiff of radio contact with Dave and had 
gone back up the canyon to meet him. We celebrated 
the pioneering of Powell Point under the vivid blaze 
of a desert night sky.

MOUNT NEBO
A couple of weeks later, Stacy and I had our first 
attempt at a ‘Utah’s highest launch’ record. The 
target: Mount Nebo, at 3,635 m the highest peak of 
the Wasatch front. We met at 6 am in the tiny town 
of Mona, right at the border between civilised and 

wild Utah. North lies 
the densely populated 
Salt Lake Valley, a 170 
km stretch of malls, gas 
stations, billboards and 

suburbia. South, however, is only sparsely innervated 
by the occasional vein of highway civilisation. 

Mona is a mile from the highway. We left one car 
at the city park and drove up the scenic loop behind 
the mountain. This little cheat saved us 1,000 m of 
ascent, but we still had to haul our gliders a further 
1,000 m to the summit. It was a bright, blue morning 
in early July and the alpine landscape sparkled green, 
dotted with a riot of wild flowers, but I was sceptical 
about our chances of launching from the sharp point 
of the summit, with its steep rock flanks dropping 
away on all sides.

Scrambling along the exposed summit ridge, we 
enjoyed spectacular views over the desert to the 
west and the mountains to the east. Hardly a breeze 
stirred, and even more incredibly, a broad scree slope 
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INTERSECTION IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE



56 CROSS COUNTRY | EDITION 126 | UTAH

just a few feet below the summit offered a decent 
launch. I took off first, using the gentle morning 
thermals along the ridges to maintain altitude. 
Stacy joined me a short while later and together 
we followed the summit ridge south. The air was 
too stable for cross country, but the beautiful hike 
and the alpine landscape was more than enough 
compensation for the sweat. We floated out over the 
valley floor a mile below, losing altitude in leisurely 
circles above town. Nothing much stirred down there 
– it was Saturday morning a 
mile from the highway. 

Two spectators watched 
our approach to the park: an 
old man and a girl with a little 
dog. The old man was more than excited about our 
appearance out of the sky, especially when he learnt 
from Stacy that ‘Utah’s highest launch’ record had just 
been broken. 

After packing our wings the old man wandered off 
and Stacy and I ordered a burger nearby. An elderly 
couple pulled up in a red Ford – 1960 or earlier – 
with polished hub cups the size of dinner-plates. 
We passed the time of day with them until our food 
arrived. Stacy and I were deeply satisfied with the 
burgers. And the morning’s flying, too. 

IBUPAH PEAK
Mt Nebo only kept the record for two weeks, then the 
highest launch honours passed to the grassy meadow 
of Edna peak and a short while later, to Alunite peak, 
both in the Tushar mountains of central Utah. Our 
last target for the season was Ibupah Peak in the Deep 
Creek Mountains, right on the border with Nevada. 

The peak stands 3,688 m tall, but getting on top 
means a trail-less ascent in one of the most remote 
corners of the state. I met Doug, another pilot signed 
up for the expedition, and together we drove through 
the vast desert west of Salt Lake. Geologists call this 
part of the country the Basin and Range; Doug calls 
it the Big Empty. His term does a much better job of 
describing the immensity of the landscape. 

Our car, bouncing down the wash-boarded dirt 
road, merged with the great herds of tumbleweed 

migrating south across the barren desert hills. Thus 
we entered the ruins of Gold Hill. During the gold 
rush this was a veritable desert metropolis, but now 
all that remains is the gutted general stores building, 
its only customers tumbleweeds and dust devils, but 
with proud lettering still faintly visible. We were the 
only things to disturb the high-noon silence of the 
ghost town. 

We met Stacy at a nameless intersection in the 
middle of nowhere. The Deep Creeks towered some 
2,500 m above us, their dark silhouettes already 
casting long shadows out over the desert plains. We 
piled into Doug’s sturdy Ford. A nerve-wracking 
ride up a sketchy trail got us to an elevation of 2,100 
m. Ibupah Peak was still out of sight, some 1,500 
m above and night had fallen. Not good: we were 
booked for a pre-dawn scramble up a mountain we’d 
never seen in daylight. 

A few hours later, I balanced along a fallen tree 

down the steep walls of a ravine in pitch-black forest 
darkness. The flickering of Doug’s headlamp and his 
heavy breathing were a few paces behind. Suddenly 
there was the crack of snapping wood, a scream and 
the sickening sound of Doug crashing through the 
dense undergrowth towards the river. Stopped dead 
in my tracks, I heard the grunted, “I’m OK,” from far 
below. Lucky indeed, although blood still oozed out of 
a small wound below Doug’s eye. 

Colours in the eastern sky meant sunrise wasn’t far 
off. For the first time 
we had a real view of 
the climb up Ibupah’s 
imposing silhouette. 
We decided on a 

spine that appeared to connect directly to the rocky 
pyramid of the summit. I looked at Stacy: it was going 
to be a tough climb, especially with our bulky 20 kg 
glider bags. 

The flanks of the mountain were densely forested, 
but my admiration for the myriad shades of orange 
and gold creeping down from the summit as dawn 
broke lasted only a few short minutes. Then I was 
cursing the dense Aspen thickets that gripped our 
packs and dealt vicious blows to our faces. Doug was 
badly shaken from his fall and we took turns carrying 
his glider. Even though the going became easier as 
the forest thinned, the path-finding up the steep and 
rocky spine was tedious and exhausting. We were 
already far behind schedule and the worryingly rapid 
development of the cumulus clouds above our heads 
made every short water-break a risky investment. 

We reached the summit shortly before noon, but 
any exaltation was suppressed by the dark, brooding 

cloud mass hanging directly above us. The sweat-
drenched faces around me made it blatantly obvious 
that hiking down was no longer seen as a serious 
option. Our fried minds latched on to the dazzling 
white of the sunlit salt flats beckoning from beyond 
the gloomy shadow all around us.

Anxiously we clambered down towards the first 
halfway-decent launch opportunity. Stacy took off 
and headed out towards the valley, a small piece 
of red fabric against whorling dark clouds. Doug’s 
launch shortly after left me alone on the mountain. 
The air had become eerily quiet, despite the cloud 
above. Good or bad sign? Could I at all justify 
launching under these conditions? Graupel started to 
fall, the whisper of the ice balls bouncing off my wing 
only deepening the silence. A slight breeze ruffled my 
wing and, without much further thinking, I embraced 
the opportunity to get airborne. 

I yanked my wing around and sped towards the 
light at the horizon. Gray curtains of hail veiled the 
gloomy summit landscape behind. I must have gotten 
off the very last second – or had the launch window 
already closed? 

I forced myself to concentrate on flying. Still 
on full bar I followed a ridge due east, away from 
the summit. There was no sign of Stacy or Doug 
against the dark cloud ahead, I could only hope they 
were already basking in the sun beyond. When my 
ridge made contact with a false summit below, my 
vario started screaming. The beeps had the metallic 
sharpness of rangefinder sonar pings, guiding cloud 
claws down towards a helpless prey. I battled through 
the strong updrafts and was grateful to find equally 
strong sink beyond, flushing me towards the light. 

The first glimpse of the sun and the voices of Doug and 
Stacy on the radio marked an almost surreal moment of 
delivery. Flying towards the sun-baked immensity of the 
desert ahead suddenly became a joy again. 

Maybe 10 km away, the surreal green of watered 
fields surrounded the hamlet of Caleo. The patch 
of life amidst the wasteland stirred something very 
deep in me. The mystical attraction of the oasis 
overpowered the rational imperative of landing close 
to the car. I turned towards the green fields. 

Despite desperate scratching in every bit of lift, I 
landed in scrubby desert a few hundred feet short of 
the green softness of the meadows. It was hot, and the 
menacing darkness above the peaks behind appeared 
to belong to a different world. Only 40 minutes before 
I had been up there. Such contrast, set amidst the 
incredible beauty and remoteness of the western 
desert, made this short hop one of the most intense 
flying experiences of my life. Which still left the issue 
of having to reach the car some 17 km away. 

I started to hike, hoping to be picked up before 
nightfall. But the day still had one more little miracle 
in store. I’d been hiking only an hour when a swirling 
dust cloud approached from the south and disgorged 
my two buddies. Instead of the anticipated 
broomsticks, Stacy and Doug were piloting a little 
four-wheeler. Stacy had had the good fortune of 
hitching a ride with Caleo natives Bill and Michelle, 
who’d been taking their 1930 vintage truck for a 
lonely drive along a lonely road. And out there in the 
desert a short drive together is all that’s needed to 
pass the keys of your car to a perfect stranger who has 
just dropped out of the sky on a paraglider. Utah – 
there’s magic in the air. 

STOPPED DEAD IN MY TRACKS, I HEARD THE
GRUNTED, ‘I'M OK’, FROM FAR BELOW
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