























NIGHT RANGERS

(Continued from page 107)

Mountain biking at night scems risky My
Night Sky Team education, however, has been
emboldening. “The limits of your perception
are expanded at night because they have to
be,” Duriscoe said earlier. “You fine-tune your
senses, adapt your eves, listen for sounds.”
Moore says that if you don't go exploring at
night, you're seriously missing out. “Most peo-
ple do all of their outdoor activities during the
summer, during the day. That’s only one-eighth
of the year,”

Tonight we're going to tackle the Thunder
Mountain Trail, an eight-mile, 1,200-vertical-
foot singletrack descent into Red Canyon.
Mountain biking is illegal in Bryce but not in
Red Canyon, which is situated on national for-
est land adjacent to the national park with
nearly identical scenery. After fueling up on
grilled cheese sandwiches and coffee, we depart
at 10 p.m., leaving one car at the bottom of the
trail and taking the second to the top.

The trail snakes between dark columns of
ponderosa pine, and the forest floor is dap-
pled with moonlight. T focus on the white
stripe of the trail, which stands out from the
darker manzanita around it. When a shadow
falls on a curve, I'm forced to guess the exact
arc, steering by feel rather than by sight.
Expanded perception indeed: Our headlamps
are off. Riding at night is far more thrilling
than it ever could be during the day.

A few miles of steady climbing carries us out
of the forest and into open red-rock terrain, The
towering hoodoos that are the visual signature
of Bryce look especially phantasmagorical, with
some surfaces bright in the lunar light and oth-
ers deep in shadow. They look like blobs of clay
that have been squeezed by the fists of giants.
The sky is dark, but like at Great Sand Dunes
and Chaco, it's not light-pollution free. From a
high saddle Moore points out a local inn whose
unshielded light fixtures cast a small but annoy-
ing glare for miles across the landscape.

From the apex of the trail, we begin the
descent. Along a high, rolling ridgeline. Between
rock towers. Down a set of steep switchbacks,
with my hands gripping the brakes so tightly that
the tires are virtually motionless, Then the arade

“You should be going to sleep!” says his
mother-in-law.

“Don’t hit any coyotes!” says his wife.

An hour later we've left the asphalt and
are charging up a dirt road through creosote,
brittle brush, and yucca, The rented jeep
bucks and slides; water explodes upward as
we lurch through massive puddles left by a
recent rainstorm.

Later, after golf, we head a couple of
miles farther down the valley. This part of the
playa is called the Racetrack, and Duriscoe
wanted to come here even if it took all day
and half of the night. Which, of course, it
did. The Racetrack is perhaps his favorite
place in the entire world, Monitoring has
shown that it has one of the darkest skies in
the lower 48. Not at this very moment,
though, While the moon has set, its glow will
still brighten much of the sky for another
hour or so, “It’s starting to get dark,” Dur-
iscoe says as we walk without headlamps out
onto the Racetrack.

The place is named for its curious collec-
tion of rocks that do something rocks simply
shouldn’t do: move. Several hundred vards
out, I find & track gouged into the playa. It
continues straight for dozens of yards, cuts
right, and then left, At the end I find a large,
Loaster oven—size rock. Death Valley's geolo-
gists theorize that after rainstorms, when the
playa is slick, winds blow the racks around like
hockey pucks on ice, but the explanation
scems suspect. To me, alone under starlight,
these animate rocks may as well be UFQs.

“Almost dark,” Duriscoe says, looking up-
ward. He stretches out on the plava for a more
restive view of the heavens. Easlier Duriscoe
explained that the night sky isn’t just nice to
have. He is convinced that humanity needs it.
“Against the background of the universe, your
whole earthly existence is put into perspec-
tive,” he said. “Seeing the stars forces cultures
to think about grander issues than just what's
in front of their faces.”

While Duriscoe relaxes, I take a lew pic-
tures. The sky is jet-black from horizon to
horizon—not a single sian of artificial light—
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stake out a “cleaning station” Bestler knows of
near some purple soft corals and orange vase
sponges, a place where mantas swoop in 10 have
parasites removed by fastidious butterfly fish.
We don’t wait long. From the murky blue
beyond our visibility an enormous manta
emerges suddenly, a slow-flapping creature with
a 12-foot wingspan, straight out of science fic-
tion. The thing is headed right for us, but at the
last second it peels away, revealing a snowy
white underside and evenly spaced gills, its long
tail carving a graceful arc behind it, Another
manta follows, and still more aflter that.

As I ponder the sight, Bestler, without
warning, swims straight into the ¢leaning sta-
tion, something she'd warmed us not to do.
There, she struggles to free a knotted mass of
[ishing line that's tangled in the coral. Later,
she explains: “I wanted o get the line, as much
a3 possible, but 1 didn’t want to scare the man-
tas. So I finally just cut it. This fishing, it's a
problem.” A huge problem,

As the economy of Tofo Beach shifts to
tourism, relations between fishermen and the
mostly expat-owned dive-related businesses are
tense. Fishermen continue to snag groupers,
turtles—all the stuffl divers want to see, “They're
catching mantas,” fumes Pears. “They're
finning whale sharks.” Compounding the prob-
lem, about 200 Taiwanese long-lining and
shark-finning boats are ravaging the territorial
waters off southeastern Africa, according to a
2003 Indian Ocean Tuna Comimission report,
Long-liners have been known to shoot at divers
who are spotted cutting fishing lines. The
Mozambiean nawy, a mighty two boats, remains
ton feeble to stop them.

In response, the diving community is organ-
izing an association to negotiate with fisher-
men and educate locals. Success will probably
depend on people like Carlos Macuaua, who is
training to become the first Mozambican div-
ing instructor in the country. Macuaua grew up
in a village near Tofo. “When I first saw a dive
hoat here, T went to see how many fish they
had caught,” he tells me. “But there were no
fish, There were no lines, no spearguns. I
didn’t understand. Why were they going out?”
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