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“According to medieval and Renaissance alchemists and philosophers,
Mercury is the god who reveals insight in the colours of a thing, in the surprise
visages that appear when a thing is turned around and over and upside down”

— Thomas Moore

“Use daily to scrub the slate clean”
— Advice on the back label of “Axe Snake Peel shower scrub
with desert minerals + cactus oil”

There is something almost Sophoclean' about a man in exile,
living life on his own terms but wanting scarcely anything to do
with life. There is something nearly Oedipal® about a man whose
every move is but a riddle, answered only by another riddle; about
a man unable to face his family and uncertain if he can ever find
another friend. There is something rather tragic, it seems, about
the Ballarat Bandit.’

The sun in and around Death Valley,* California, bakes the
living Earth in a predictable order. The first thing to evaporate is
the soul: whatever glimmer of humanity and song that had once
dwelt in Charles Manson,’ and whatever relations that had been
formed, enacted, and dissolved in the tiny Gold Rush town of
Ballarat,® disappeared forever. Then the skeleton is scorched:
Manson’s mind, eyes, and sockets melted together into an
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inhuman brew; Ballarat’s buildings weathered in the sun, leaving
just a single store running in the summertime, where four-wheel
riders can refresh themselves. So only the ghost remains: the
morbid and amorphous forces that attract and repel visitors to and
from the Manson ranch, the aura of utter alienation hanging over
Ballarat, a town said to have had seven saloons, three hotels, a
jail, and a morgue — but not a single church. In 2003, this town,
labelled “remote ghost town” on maps, became haunted by a
sinner who was soon to become a legend.

It was late that year when minor robberies were first
reported to the police more than three hours away. In 2004,
someone kept stealing food and cash from Ballarat’s store. The
theft of an ATV’ was enough to move a Bureau of Land
Management ranger to start tracking the bandit’s footprints. It
soon became apparent that the thief watched as tourists drove up,
as they set up camp, and as they wandered away, before creeping
up to take their clothing, supplies, food, and — most important for
survival in Death Valley — water. A few months of tracking
proved utterly unsuccessful.

The area’s few residents had already talked openly about
arming themselves, and the “Ballarat Bandit” had already become
something of a folk legend, by the time some off-duty Los
Angeles policemen stumbled across a man in the desert. Although
he claimed to be an ordinary camper, his camouflage clothing and
his arsenal of weaponry suggested that, in the words of one
observer, he was “just not acting right, even for the desert”.® The
off-duty officers were unaware of the recent burglaries, but they
felt suspicious enough to take a photograph. Although the picture
did not clearly show the man, it showed enough of his supplies to
confirm that he possessed things that were not rightfully his, of
things that belonged in Ballarat, and that he was much more than
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the usual “desert burglar” or a “common thief”.

Law enforcement quickly stepped up its efforts to capture
the culprit. A couple of officers tracked him well enough to sneak
up behind him. But, although practically within arm’s reach, he
grabbed some supplies and sprinted for at least a quarter of a mile
across the flat, leaving the bewildered officers empty-handed. Not
only had they lost their suspect. In addition, they had been outrun
by someone carrying a fair amount of booty. They then looked
through their binoculars and saw that he kept on running, never
stopping, while he was in their sight. Not only was this no
ordinary thief — this was no ordinary human being.

Police and BLM”’ rangers joined forces to mount a massive
air-and-ground search for the suspect, but to no avail. But the
bandit seemed to have been spooked enough that he moved out of
Death Valley, out of his comfort zone. California police and BLM
rangers were soon joined by law enforcement in Nevada’s Nye
County,'” the second-largest county in the United States, after
local authorities had responded to reports of theft and found a
campsite with a stolen Subaru that was traced back to Death
Valley. Near one site, they discovered fresh footprints leading, in
a “super-human” manner, right over the top of a small mountain.
They saw that he had used rocks to mark escape routes and that he
had found secondary fighting positions — small “scratches in the
earth” in which he could hide and overlook his campsites. Most
alarmingly, they discovered maps of military installations, as well
as campsites around military facilities, including the infamous
Area 51."

By now, it was clear that the Ballarat Bandit did not fit the
profile of any ordinary person. He fit himself into whatever size
clothing and shoes he stole. No two police-artist sketches of him
were alike. Perhaps he had an accomplice. Perhaps he was ex-
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military. Perhaps he was an escaped convict. Perhaps he was even
a terrorist — a guess many were willing to venture in the aftermath
of September 11th, 2001.'> The forensic evidence suggested all of
these, but the man himself suggested none. Even with his
stockpile of guns and his knack for discovering fighting positions,
he had never shot at anyone. The way he reacted when
approached suggested that he was not violent, but afraid. Was he
predator or prey — or both?

The items he stole were often quite bizarre, even
entertaining: spices of all kinds, a red wagon, and a set of old
detective story tapes. Psychologists tell us that sunlight can be as
effective as pills in treating depression. Yet they also say that
aggression rises with the temperature. So it is that the lion, as
Wallace Stevens (1879-1955) said, “roars at the enraging
desert”.!* Perhaps the bandit had a laugh or two at his own
misery. In any event, people were not about to take any chances.
The California and Nevada authorities were soon joined by the
Department of Homeland Security.'"* Once again, a massive
search was mounted. Once again, the bandit eluded everyone.
And once again, after committing a string of robberies throughout
Nevada, he disappeared. No one reported another robbery, and no
one had any idea where he had gone.

Then, a BLM ranger decided to check out the bandit’s “old
haunts” around Death Valley. After smelling some smoke, he
entered a cabin and found a burning joint of marijuana on the
table. The bandit had never been associated with any drugs, but
the ranger sensed that something wasn’t right, and he left to call
for backup. A nearby ranger noticed some fresh ATV tracks in the
sand. Near a truck by the cabin were some pots of marijuana
seedlings, and on the truck was a fresh footprint. The bandit,
realizing that he had been spotted, had evidently kicked the door
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in frustration. He had “literally left a mark™ on the site. A 1,500-
mile manhunt had produced only an unsolved mystery and an
unaccomplished mission. The frustrated ranger who saw the
tracks chased the bandit through the night, feeling more confident
than ever because the bandit, who had usually headed for high
ground, was now simply running south.

The next morning, another officer saw a man lying beside
the road and holding a presumably empty gas can. After a short
while, the officer realized whom he had likely found, and turned
his vehicle around, but the man had disappeared. Soon, ground
and air units located a camp not far from where the man had been
spotted. And there was someone in the camp. Police converged
upon him. When they saw that he was carrying a gun, they
announced their presence and ordered him to surrender. Then a
gun fired. It was the only gunshot of the entire manhunt. The
Ballarat Bandit had taken his own life."’

There he lay in the desert, as author Jason Kersten'® has
observed, stripped bare of all the layers of identity he had
acquired on his journey. No longer the “changeling” who fit
himself into anyone’s clothing and into everyone’s profile, he was
at last laid bare in elemental form, flesh and blood that finally
succumbed to the desert sun.

After an agonizing attempt to identify the man, the coroner,
Dave Van Norman, sent out an email with the corpse’s face and
pleaded for help. With this unusual move, the desperate and
determined coroner may have emulated the bandit. “I'm pretty
arrogant,” Van Norman confessed to TruTV.!” “I’'m never going
to fail. These individuals are in my care, and it’s my personal
responsibility to identify them so that they can go home”.® Had
the bandit only in death found his match? Everyone involved in
the entire ordeal, the bandit most of all, was desperate and
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determined. But only now was such a person clearly willing to
respond to the situation, rather than react to it impulsively.
Everyone else, again the bandit most of all, was spooked or
angered quickly. But Van Norman made his bold move — emailed
the picture'® of the dead man’s face — only after having spent
countless hours trying to solve the mystery for the sake of the
bandit’s honour and his family’s peace, as well as for the sake of
his own pride.

It is fitting that Van Norman received a riddle in response to
his plea. “Who talks like an American, looks like an American,
acts like an American — but isn’t American?”® In the first act of
generosity in the entire case, the responder provided the answer: a
Canadian. The full answer came months after Van Norman
submitted the man’s fingerprints to the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police."” The man was indeed a Canadian, one George Robert
Johnston of Prince Edward Island. Rob Johnston had worked as a
drywall installer for a while and had moved from place to place
with his wife, Tommi, and their four daughters. When Tommi
came down with leukemia, Johnston settled on Prince Edward
Island and began selling marijuana to support his family. He was
caught, though, and sentenced to several years in prison, but was
released on parole after just a couple of years. Yet Johnston felt
that he had failed his family, that he was polluted by his sins and
had incurred God’s wrath. He refused to see his children for
months and finally declared that he was going to travel for a while
to purify himself. He said he would someday return.

It is as though the messenger Mercury — his counterpart in
Greece was sometimes called chthonic Hermes due to his
connection with the Underworld — informed Johnston that he must
atone for his mistakes, and led him to the aptly-named Death
Valley. Paradoxically, Johnston had to cleanse the slate of his
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own soul, while not letting the sun entirely erase him from the
clean slate of the desert. He eased into near-invisibility in a land
where there was no one around to catch him, but had to struggle
to retain his invisibility in that same land, where there was
nothing around to hide him.

If people could be granted any superpower, many would
choose to be invisible — powerful yet private, devious and
discreet. Yet people hate nothing more than to be made invisible
against their will, ignored and unheard. It seems that he fled
everything that could possibly close him in, all the vertical
structures — prison bars, trees, walls, people — that obscured his
frame. So, he laid himself bare upon a horizontal plane, a valley
into which he could not blend without his consent. And when you
have blended in, when you are invisible enough, you can commit
the most abominable deeds and still be literally spotless, clean.
Even so, with his arsenal of guns, he never harmed a single person
physically — although he did put an early end to a few camping
trips by taking tourists’ water — and he kept his crimes to what he
needed to do in order to survive.

If only thunderbolts had struck the ground on Rob
Johnston’s last day alive, he might have heard Zeus say to him, as
he had said to Oedipus on his last day, “Why are you hesitating /
to go our way? You have been too slow, too long”,** before
guiding him to a secret, sacred place in that Valley of Death. Then
again, as only the Athenian king Theseus was both powerful
enough and sensitive enough to welcome Oedipus into his land
and to be the sole mortal aware of Oedipus’s resting place, so did
Dave Van Norman, the proud but caring coroner, become the only
one to know where Johnston was buried until his family could
afford to bring him home.

Johnston had become an alien on his own planet. With the
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sun an arm’s length away, as stars winked and shot in all
directions, down to the horizon millions of light-years away, he
probably felt closer to the angels than to Los Angeles. He might
as well have been on the planet Mercury. And what can you do on
a place like Mercury, except sweat away your sins and pray for a
cooling breeze, or for a steadfast comet or the apparition of a bird
to suggest a new direction? One of the rangers who approached
Johnston on his last day later said that he wished he had tried to
help him — to recognize, perhaps, that Johnston might have been
more troubled than troubling. How beautiful, and yet how
improbable! — that some irked and ambitious daimone*' would be
moved to pounce, like a lion chasing a gazelle haphazardly across
a savanna — and that the lion, now close enough to attack, would
stop in his tracks with a glance that says, “My friend, what ails
you?” The gazelle continues running, and the lion, in full
understanding, turns around, walks away, and goes to sleep.
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