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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 Sophoclean1 about a man in exile, 
living life on his own terms but wanting scarcely anything to do 
with life. There is something nearly Oedipal2 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.3 

The sun in and around Death Valley,4 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,5 and whatever relations that had been 
formed, enacted, and dissolved in the tiny Gold Rush town of 
Ballarat,6 disappeared forever. Then the skeleton is scorched: 
Manson’s mind, eyes, and sockets melted together into an 
inhuman brew; Ballarat’s buildings weathered in the sun, leaving 
just a single store running in the summertime, where four-wheel 
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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 ATV7 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”.8 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 
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 
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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 BLM9 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,10 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 51.11 

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-
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, 2001.12 The forensic evidence suggested all of 
these, but the man himself suggested none. Even with his 
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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”.13 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.14 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 
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 
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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.15 

There he lay in the desert, as author Jason Kersten16 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.17 “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”.8 Had 
the bandit only in death found his match? Everyone involved in 
the entire ordeal, the bandit most of all, was desperate and 
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 picture18 of the dead man’s face—only after having spent 
countless hours trying to solve the mystery for the sake of the 
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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?”8 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.19 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 
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 
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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”,20 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 
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 
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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 daimone21 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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adamiani merkurize 
 

sakvanZo sityvebi: balarati, mansoni, kriminali, miTi, 
udabno, identoba, devna, izolacia 

 
aris raRac, TiTqmis, sofokleseuli iseTi ada-

mianis bedSi, romelic samSoblodanaa gadaxvewili, 
sakuTari wesebiT cxovrobs da, lamis, aRar surs 
sicocxle. TiTqmis, oidipos mefis bedi aqvs im kacs, 
romlis TiToeuli qmedeba gamocanaa da amoxsna ki 
morigi qaragma; am adamians ojaxisTvis Tvalis gas-
woreba aRar ZaluZs da isic ki gaurkvevelia, megob-
ris povnas isev Tu SeZlebs. balarateli banditis 
ambavi, garkveulwilad, tragikulia. 

kaliforniis StatSi gadaWimul sikvdilis vel-
ze, logikuria, mwveli mze rom ar indobs sicocx-
liT savse dedamiwas. upirveles yovlisa, aq suli 
aorTqldeba: adamianurobisa da simReris is mcire 
niSanwyalic ki ikargeba, odesRac rom Carlz men-
sonSi arsebobda da erTxel Seqmnili, dadgenili da 
Sewyvetili urTierTobebi samudamod gaqra oqros 
ciebcxelebis epoqaSi gaCenil patara daba balar-
tSi. meore etapze ki mzeze itruseba adamianuri yo-
fis karkasi: mensonis goneba, Tvalebi da Tvalis 
upeebi araadamianuri sisastikis erTian nazavad 
ixarSeba; daba balartis Senobebi mzeze ufunqciod 
xundeba, sanam erTaderTi maRazia agrZelebs funqci-
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onirebas zafxulis periodSi, rom trailerTa mZRo-
lebs piris gasvelebis saSualeba ar moespoT. amgva-
rad, landiRa rCeba: avadmyofuri da uformo Zalebi, 
vizitorebs Tan rom izidaven mensonis ranCos sana-
xavad da, amave dros, ukuaqceven iqidan; sruli ga-
ucxoebis aura mosdebia daba balarts, sadac, ro-
gorc amboben, Svidi bar-restorani, sami sastumro, 
erTi cixe da erTic morgi funqcionirebs, magram 
wamlad sul patara eklesiac ki ar aris. 2003 wels 
am patara dasaxlebas, romelic rukebze aRniSnulia 
rogorc `miyruebul-mitovebuli daba~, erTi codvi-
li SemoeCvia, romelic sul male iqca adgilobriv 
legendad. 

rodesac ramdenime losanjeleseli policieli, 
romlebic samsaxurebrivi movaleobis Sesrulebis 
mdgomareobaSi ar imyofebodnen, viRac kacs gadaeya-
ra udabnoSi, `balarateli banditi~ ukve sakmaod 
cnobili iyo sikvdilis velsa da mis midamoebSi. mi-
uxedavad imisa, rom kacma Tavi rigiT turistad gaa-
saRa, misi kamuflaJiani tansacmeli da aRWurviloba 
sul sxvaze metyvelebda. policiis oficrebs war-
modgena ar hqondaT ukanasknel periodSi momxdar 
Zarcvis faqtebze, magram sakmaod saeWvod moeCvenaT 
ucnobi da, yoveli SemTxvevisTvis, foto gadauRes. 
Tumca suraTze kargad ar Canda Tavad is kaci, mis 
xelT arsebuli nivTebi dafiqsirda. rodesac gamo-
Ziebam daadgina, rom isini balaratelebis qonebis 
nawils warmoadgenda, eWvis safuZveli gaCnda im kac-
Tan dakavSirebiT. igi ar unda yofiliyo arc `udab-
nos mZarcveli~ da arc `Cveulebrivi qurdi~. 

policiisa da sadesanto diversiuli nawilis 

(BLM) reinjerebis erToblivi ZalisxmeviT,  eWvmita-
nilis intensiuri samZebro operacia ganxorcielda 
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rogorc miwaze, ise – haeridan, magram uSedegod. ma-
leve maT nevadis Statis nais olqis samarTaldamca-
vebi SeuerTdnen, romlebic sul axal nakvalevs wa-
awydnen, patara mTis miuval wverze rom ikargeboda, 
TiTqos, `superadamianis~ msgavss gaevlo. gansakuT-
rebuli Relvis mizezi maSin gaCnda, rodesad aRmoa-
Cines samxedro obieqtebis rukebi da mcire nabanaka-
rebis kvali samxedro obieqtebis midamoebSi, maT 
Soris, saxelgatexili 51-e regionis maxloblad. 

ukve cxadi iyo, rom balarateli banditi Cveu-
lebrivi adamianis CarCoSi aranairad ar jdeboda. 
mis xelT arsebuli iaraRis maragisa da sabrZolo 
poziciebis aRmoCenis unaris miuxedavad, mas araso-
des usvria vinmesTvis. rodesac miuaxlovdebodnen, 
misi reaqcia imaze metyvelebda, rom Zaladobisken 
midrekili ar unda yofiliyo. ufro, SeSinebuls 
hgavda. verafriT daadgines – mtacebeli iyo, msxver-
pli, Tu orive erTad. 

kaliforniisa da nevadis Statebis administra-
ciaTa Zalisxmevas male aSS uSiSroebis saminis-
troc daemata da kidev erTi intensiuri samZebro 
RonisZieba ganxorcielda. banditi isev yvelas gaeq-
ca. nevadaSi Zarcvis mTeli seriis ganxorcielebis 
Semdeg, Zebnili kvlav gauCinarda. 

sadesanto diversiuli nawilis erT-erTma rein-
jerma sikvdilis velze gabneul banditis `Zvel bu-
nagTa~ Semowmeba ganizraxa. kvals miagno da igrZno, 
rom raRac rigze ar unda yofiliyo. amitom damxma-
re Zala gamoiZaxa. 1500 milis manZilze Catarebuli 
samZebro RonisZieba warumatebeli gamodga da sai-
dumlo amouxsneli darCa. imedgacruebuli reinjeri 
ar danebda. mTeli Ramis ganmavlobaSi misdevda ban-
ditis nakvalevs da sul ufro uZlierdeboda warma-
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tebis miRwevis imedi, radgan amjerad banditi ubra-
lod samxreTisken garboda da ar cdilobda simaR-
leze aZromas, rogorc Cveulebriv. 

meore diliT sxva oficermac mohkra Tvali vi-
Rac saeWvo kacs. sahaero-saxmeleTo danayofebma ba-
naki aRmoaCines im adgilidan moSorebiT, sadac uc-
nobi dainaxa maTma kolegam. informaciis Tanaxmad, 
banakSi viRac imyofeboda. policiam Cumad alya Se-
moartya mas. swored am dros dainaxes, rom cecx-
lsasroli iaraRi ekava. danebeba ubrZanes. gasro-
lis xma gaisma. Zebnilis devnis xangrZlivi perio-
dis ganmavlobaSi es iyo pirveli da ukanaskneli 
tyvia. banditma sicocxle moiswrafa. iwva mtvrian 
qviSaze da isev aravin icoda misi vinaoba. 

radgan gamomZiebel-eqspertma deiv van normanma 
mamakacis identificireba verafriT SeZlo, kolegebs 
eleqtronuli fostiT gadaugzavna gvamis foto da 
daxmareba iTxova. banditis istoriis msgavsad, kale-
idoskopur Tavsatexad rom rCeboda mravalTviani 
gamoZiebis merec, amerikelma koronerma Tavisi Se-
kiTxvis pasuxad axali SekiTxva miiRo: `vin lapara-
kobs da iqceva amerikeliviT, garegnobiTac ameri-
kels hgavs, magram amerikeli ar aris?~ cxadia, pasu-
xi unda yofiliyo `kanadeli~. amomwuravi da sruli 
pasuxi ramdenime TveSi miiRo gamomZiebel-eqspertma 
van normanma mas mere, rac kanadis samefo policias 
gardacvlilis TiTis anabeWdebi miawoda. banditi 
marTlac kanadeli aRmoCnda, saxelad jorj robert 
jonstoni, princ-eduardis kunZulidan. 

kaci mokvda. ufro sworad, sicocxle moiswra-
fa, rodesac daWeris safrTxe realuri gaxda. aseTi 
ra daaSava, ori Statis desanti rom miwasa da haer-
Si Tveebis ganmavlobaSi dasdevda? jonstons araso-
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des miuyenebia fizikuri ziani arcerTi adamianis-
Tvis, miuxedavad iaraRis mTeli arsenalisa, Tan 
rom daatarebda. marTalia, bevri turisti daafrTxo 
sikvdilis velis regionidan, rodesac maTi karvebi-
dan sasmeli wyali da sxva sayofacxovrebo nivTebi 
moipara. kanadeli ltolvili mxolod imitom qur-
dobda, rom udabnoSi martodmartos sakuTari si-
cocxle gadaerCina. gamouvali mdgomareobiT CixSi 
iyo mimwyvdeuli.  

mSobliur dedamiwaze ucxoplaneteliviT gairi-
ya jonstoni. dRisiT mzemde erTi xelis gawvdena 
iyo, TiTqos. varskvlavebi Tvals ukravdnen da Rame-
ul cas swydebodnen sxvadasxva mxares. kosmosis ho-
rizontamde milionobiT sinaTlis weli aSorebda 
kanadel martosuls, magram mainc, angelozebTan ga-
cilebiT axlos grZnobda Tavs, albaT, vidre kali-
forniis udidesi qalaqis – los-anjelesis CiraR-
dnebTan. aseTive warmatebiT planeta merkurize SeeZ-
lo yofiliyo. 

erT-erTma reinjerma, romelic jonstonis uka-
nasknel banakze alyis ganxorcielebaSi monawileob-
da, mogvianebiT sinanuliT aRniSna: neta, misi daxma-
reba mecada – TavSi arc ki momsvlia, rom problema 
hqonda, problemas ki ar qmnidao. 

amerikel deiv van normans kanadeli jonstoni 
adamianurad Seecoda. gardacvlilisTvis bevris ga-
keTeba aRar SeeZlo, magram bolojer mainc izruna 
misTvis ucnobsa da ucxoze: mxolod koronerma 
icoda balarateli banditis droebiTi saflavis ad-
gili da elodeboda, rodis gadaasvenebda misi col-
Svili tragikulad gardacvlil ojaxis Tavs kana-
daSi. 

 


