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current state of affairs looks and sounds like failure. But on a night like
this, as I lie on my boat floating in an eddy at the bottom of the canyon,
with Jupiter’s lantern swinging in the sky, it doesn’t quite feel like failure. 

Granted, I have spent some truly miserable moments on the river. But
those ordeals have also been leavened by moments of simple, unvarnished
perfection. I have seen summer thunderstorms send dozens of waterfalls
simultaneously plummeting from the rimrock to the river. I’ve rowed
past bighorn rams battling each other on the cliffs, the sound of their
head-knocks echoing off the stone. I’ve napped on beds of columbine
and hellebore orchids, and gazed at the turquoise waters bubbling from
the subterranean pool that the Hopi believe to be the wellspring of life.

Those are wondrous things, to be sure. But the real reason I don’t feel
like a complete loser has less to do with the gifts that I’ve been given and
more to do with what’s been taken away. By stripping most of my pride,
my apprenticeship has laid bare one of the more intriguing paradoxes of
the Grand Canyon: the fact that this place has the power to render a per-
son not only profoundly diminished but also radically expanded, often in
the same breath. Of the many things that the canyon and the river sup-
posedly offer, this may be the purest of them all. 

So, yes, it’s true: If I keep at this baggage-boat gig for a few more
years, I may someday enjoy the privilege of rowing actual passengers
down the Grand Canyon. In the meantime, the Jackass needs a cap-
tain—a role that commands, in my experience, an unexpected dimen-
sion of dignity and even a measure of grace. It’s a job whose principal
dividend, I suppose, is a subdued and somewhat battered frame of
mind that, as the moon prepares to rise over the rim and the night cups
the river in its hands, feels almost like happiness. o
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of their heroes fall—Basso, Pantani, Heras, Hamilton, Landis, Ullrich,
Vinokourov, Rasmussen. The fans want to believe that that was then
and this is now—that cycling is cleaning up. But after a particularly
bad doping year in 2007, one could be forgiven for maintaining a cer-
tain amount of skepticism about the newest fix. Even Catlin, while
praising Slipstream’s efforts, sees room for improvement in any
system in which only the UCI or the teams control who sees the test
results and who gets sanctioned. 

“What kind of tests are they using?” he said when I asked him to as-
sess the biological-passport programs. “Some markers are better than
others. Also, who is monitoring the data and making the decisions?” 

Indeed, aside from ACE, Vaughters and team doctor Prentice Stef-
fen are the only people who see the results and make decisions for
Slipstream. To be fair, though, Steffen, the former team doctor for
U.S. Postal, has been such an outspoken critic of cycling’s doping
culture that, for a period, he had difficulty finding work in the sport. 

As for the UCI program, keep two things in mind: (1) This is the
same organization that has already done a less than fabulous job of
keeping the sport clean for the past century, and (2) the new pro-
gram—involving more than 800 cyclists getting tested 16 times each
in 2008, eight times before July alone—was only announced in Octo-
ber and launched in January. It would be understandable if a few
bugs remained. 

Still, by the end of April, the UCI claimed to have conducted 2,172
tests, of which 23 warranted further analysis. In early May, the UCI
announced that one of those would likely lead to a suspension, the
first rider to be snagged under the new program.

Catlin still has concerns. “The testing program looks at levels at
random points in time,” he said. “There are drugs that are here and
gone in a few hours. Still, what Slipstream is doing is definitely an im-
provement. What I like about these programs is that they have the
ability to help change the culture.”

No system is foolproof, of course, especially in a world where the
dopers are always a couple of steps ahead of the testers, and where the
financial rewards of successful cheating are huge. Cycling’s recent
history doesn’t inspire confidence in any system that asks fans to
trust that team managers and the UCI are telling the truth. 

But my time with Slipstream suggested that this team and its ex-
ample may actually be changing a culture that has accepted and
even encouraged doping. Of course, I had no prior knowledge of
what professional cyclists act like during their off-hours—the Slip-
stream guys could have been donning robes and sacrificing rabbits
when I wasn’t around. But I can report that their hotel-room doors
were open more often than not and that the only things the
soigneurs delivered were laundered uniforms for the next day. The
eight riders at the Tour of California (all Americans, except for Mil-
lar) look like an indie rock band after sound check—wool hats
pulled over their ears, backward ball caps, long hair. They talk about
girls, music, and notable bowel movements. They are typical young
American men from places like Salt Lake City, Lemont, Illinois, and
North Bend, Washington. 

Vaughters has made community and connectedness a big part of
his attempt to eliminate secrecy. At a November training camp in
Boulder, Colorado, he brought in a corporate consultant who made
riders split into groups and talk about effective communication tech-
niques. They took psychological surveys, helped each other up and
down the walls at a rock-climbing gym, and partied together in Boul-
der clubs. “We were a new team,” Vaughters said, “so before we did
the serious work, we needed to understand everyone, what their per-
sonalities were about, how to function as a group.” 

While cyclists on most teams live apart, training on their own or
with the help of private doctors and advisers, most of the 25 Slip-
stream riders live and train in Girona, Spain, which makes it easier to 
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