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			Introduction

			As people who’ve never been there will tell you, Utah is a strange state. Tell coastal sophisticates you live in Utah, and if you’re not greeted by a blank stare of disinterest, then they’ll lift their eyebrows or crinkle their noses and ask, “What’s that like?” as if you just admitted to being from Mars.

			What these people usually mean is something like, “How can you stand living in such a backwards place, full of squares and sister-wives, where everyone looks like an Osmond, you can’t get a drink, and there’s nothing to do but ski, scrapbook, and go to church?”

			It’s an ignorant question, but in their own misinformed way, they have a point. There are a few states whose image and culture are so distinct from the rest of the nation that they could almost be separate colonies. Texas is one. Utah is another.

			When I moved to Salt Lake City in the mid-1990s from my native Washington, D.C., I noticed several things at once about the people of Utah. First, Utahns, as they like to be called, are remarkably friendly. Store clerks chirp, “Have a nice day!” and actually seem to mean it. Of course, as a big-city Easterner, I viewed this behavior with great suspicion. 

			Second, most Utahns are incredibly polite. You can stand at a crosswalk in Salt Lake City and just think about crossing the street, and motorists will brake for you. Freaky.

			So when I hear folks making fun of Utah or my fellow Utahns, I get a little defensive. And believe me, outsiders like to make fun of Utah. Sure, we can be a little nutty. And yes, our legislature sometimes does questionable things, like prohibiting state universities from banning guns on campus. This makes us a frequent target for liberal humorists such as Bill Maher, who jokes that if there was a reality television show called “America’s Stupidest State,” Utah would always finish in the top five.

			Most jokes, of course, revolve around Mormons, whose cultural influence is felt throughout the state. (In case you didn’t know, the Mormon Church’s official name is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, which nobody uses because it’s too long. So most folks say “LDS Church” instead.) Let’s be honest: It’s hard to talk about Utah without talking about the LDS Church. Mormons make up about 60 percent of our population and some three-quarters of our state legislature. And more than a few outsiders believe that they, above all else, are what make our state weird.

			Much of this ignorance stems from century-old prejudices toward Mormons as secretive polygamists. A 1922 anti-LDS propaganda film, Trapped By the Mormons, depicted a sinister Mormon missionary who seduced women to become plural wives. A persistent early-1900s myth held that Mormons had horns growing from their heads. Some confuse Mormons with the Amish, the religious sect whose members favor plain dress and horse-drawn buggies.

			Even today, some visitors still view Mormons as human oddities. Comedians laugh about the sacred undergarments worn by devout Mormons, calling them “magic underpants.” Tourists lean over visitor-information counters and whisper, “Point a Mormon out to me.” During the 1997 NBA Finals in Salt Lake City, Chicago Bulls coach Phil Jackson described the LDS Church as a “religious cult or sect or whatever it is.” The Simpsons have satirized the Mormon Church as “America’s most respected cult.”

			Of course, these presumptions are misguided and unfair. For starters, the LDS Church renounced its practice of plural marriage in 1890; and although Utah still contains a few shadowy polygamous enclaves—remember Big Love?—the practice is widely frowned upon today. And let’s face it, people, those polygamy jokes are pretty tired.

			In recent years Mormons have become more visible in mainstream America. In 2012, two of them, Jon Huntsman Jr. and Mitt Romney, ran for president, spawning headlines about a “Mormon moment.” And Broadway smash The Book of Mormon, while making many barbed jokes at the church’s expense, is largely sympathetic to its Mormon characters.

			This book is not the place for a discussion of Mormon doctrine or practices, so I’ll just say this: In my personal experience, Mormons have the same hopes and dreams and strengths and frailties as any group of people. In other words, they’re pretty much like everybody else—only tidier. Have you ever seen a messy building or lawn or anything owned by the LDS Church? No, you haven’t.

			Besides, trying to define Utah through Mormons alone is like trying to define America through those starchy Englishmen who first colonized our shores. The image doesn’t fit anymore. Recent Mormon converts are as likely to be African or Polynesian or South American as white. And as immigrants and transplants have been joining our fast-growing state, the Mormon populace has been dropping for years. If current population trends continue, Mormons will be a minority in Utah by 2030, their numbers diluted by waves of Latinos and refugees from Africa and Eastern Europe.

			Now, I’ll concede that Utah’s infamous liquor laws have long been a little silly. Until 2009, visitors to our fair state’s bars had to buy “memberships” and find another member to “sponsor” them before they could be served. “I like a place that has a touch of sobriety in the air,” said Garrison Keillor once, while broadcasting his radio program from Salt Lake City. Well, Mr. Keillor, you’d fit right in here. Contrary to perceptions, however, Utah isn’t dry. Although grocery stores cannot sell beer containing more than 3.2 percent alcohol, liquor laws have relaxed in recent years and you can get a drink almost anywhere in the state.

			Despite having the youngest population in the nation, Utah will probably never be hip. Cultural trends seem to arrive here a couple of years after hitting New York and San Francisco. But we’re no cultural backwater. We’ve got opera, sushi bars, abstract art, major-league soccer, craft cocktails, a thriving gay-pride festival, and movie theaters showing obscure French films. By golly, we’ve got the Mormon Tabernacle Choir—the oldest and largest Grammy-winning group of all time.

			As a matter of fact, our state is full of interesting contradictions. There’s the Utah Jazz, for starters. When the team moved here in 1979 from New Orleans, where jazz is part of the cultural fabric, nobody thought to change the name. The Beehive State is not considered especially progressive, yet in 1870 Utah became the second state or territory to grant voting rights to women, and in 1917 became the second state to elect a Jewish governor. Sure, much of Utah is so politically conservative that residents think gun control means a steady aim, yet former two-term Salt Lake City Mayor Rocky Anderson, who supports same-sex marriage and decriminalizing marijuana, is one of the most liberal politicians in the country.

			So be careful when you generalize about Utah. We’re more complicated than you might think.

			Because almost 90 percent of Utahns live in urban areas around Salt Lake City, vast expanses of the state are almost uninhabited. This makes it easier to appreciate our spectacular and surprisingly varied landscape, which ranges from snow-capped peaks to lush mountain valleys to sweeping desert plains to rugged canyons of red rock to the unique wetlands of the Great Salt Lake.

			I’d dare any state, with the possible exception of California, to beat the beauty and diversity of our natural scenery. (So bring it on, Oklahoma! Nah, just kidding.) From Landscape Arch near Moab to the Great Stone Face south of Delta, this scenery even supplies some of the curiosities in this book. 

			As I drove around the state doing research, I realized that when it comes to bizarre roadside attractions —Clem’s Gator Ranch, say, or Thimble World—Utah can’t hold a candle to tourist magnets like Florida. Maybe it’s because most parts of the state don’t see enough year-round tourists to support such places. Maybe it’s because Mormonism discourages eccentricity. Some of our curiosities aren’t immediately obvious.

			But don’t worry—they’re there.

			Most offbeat Utah attractions seem to fall into a handful of broad categories: natural wonders, such as 700-foot-high sand dunes; dinosaurs, for which our state is deservedly famous; pioneer history from the mid-to-late 1800s; quirky Mormon sites; colorful characters, past and present, such as Butch Cassidy; and unique businesses such as the Hole N” the Rock, which is . . . well, pretty much what it sounds like.

			Some of these people and places are so goofy that they may give you a chuckle. I hope so. Others are more unusual than funny. But they all have a story behind them. I hope you enjoy discovering them half as much as I did.

			When you’re through with this book you may agree with those folks I described in the first paragraphs of this introduction. You might think: Yeah, Utah is a strange state.

			But in a good way.

		

	
		
			Northern

			If not for Wyoming butting into its northeast corner, Utah would look like a vertical rectangle. Instead, it looks like . . . well . . . an upright La-Z-Boy recliner? A really stubby “L”? The head of some right-angled alien?

			Well, that head is what this chapter is about. Northern Utah, the head on the state’s blocky shoulders, is chock-full of quirky stuff. There’s the Great Salt Lake, for starters. Blessed with birds, brine shrimp, and, yes, boatloads of salt, it’s like no other place on the planet.

			Then there’s Ogden, one of the most colorful cities in the American West. Established by a trapper the year before Mormon pioneers reached Salt Lake, it became a major junction city for passenger trains. For decades the streets outside the railroad station buzzed with hotels, restaurants, jazz clubs, and hookers.

			The jazz clubs and hookers are mostly gone now, but don’t despair—there’s still plenty to see around these parts. We’ve got an escaped pink flamingo, an island full of semi-tamed buffalo, a spiral jetty, some sun tunnels, and a 200-foot slide fit for a devil.

			Here you can have a drink in Utah’s oldest saloon, gawk at the largest rocket motor ever flown, visit a museum devoted to the Browning family’s famous guns, gaze upon the mountain that inspired the Paramount Pictures logo, and ride a rickety roller coaster that predates Coney Island’s Cyclone.

			So time’s a wastin’! Let’s get started.

			Shouldn’t It Be Called Buffalo Island?

			Antelope Island

			The largest of the Great Salt Lake’s ten islands, Antelope Island is home to bighorn sheep, mule deer, bobcats, coyotes, elk, and, yes, some pronghorn antelope. Its most famous residents, however, are the free-roaming bison. How did the buffalo get there, you ask? Well, they didn’t swim.

			The massive herds of buffalo that roamed the American West were largely gone by 1893, when a man named John E. Dooley bought a small private herd and ordered the animals shipped to the island, most of which he owned at the time. But spooked by some horses, the 17 buffalo stampeded before they could be loaded onto the cattle boat.

			Two ranch hands spent 4 days rounding them up and herding them onto the small, flat sailboat. It was split down the middle by a deck rail that prevented the shaggy beasts from capsizing the boat by all crowding to one side. Even then, they almost tipped over during the crossing, which was done at night so that the sight of the water wouldn’t spook the boat’s skittish cargo.

			Unmolested on the island, the bison multiplied. By 1925 the original 17 buffalo had grown into a herd of almost 500. A bunch of finicky eaters, they would ignore the island’s range grass in favor of farm potatoes they’d dig up with their hooves.

			The state of Utah bought the north tip of the island in 1969 and the rest in 1981, turning it into a state park. The buffalo came with the deal. The herd, now maintained at a steady 600 or so, is culled each November during the Bison Range Ride and Roundup. Men and women on horseback herd the bison into a corral, where vets assess the health of each animal. Spectators are welcome. Several weeks later, the excess buffalo are sold at auction.

			Because buffalo are big and ornery animals, herding them is not as easy as it might seem.

			“When they want to stop, they stop,” one wrangler told the Salt Lake Tribune. “Call it a siesta or whatever, but right around the middle of the day they just lay down. We tried to get some moving during their nap time once, and that was a big mistake.” 

			Visitors can search for the buffalo year-round by taking exit 332 off I–15 near Syracuse and heading west across a causeway to the island. The park’s entrance fee is $10 per vehicle. Facilities include a beach picnic area, marina, primitive campground, and a seasonal restaurant that serves—I’m not kidding—buffalo burgers.

			In 2013, the herd celebrated its “bison”-tennial. For more information on the buffalo and the island, call the state park ranger station at (801) 773-2941 or (801) 725-9263.
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						A buffalo herd roams Antelope Island in the Great Salt Lake. Shaun Fisher/Flickr

					

				

			The World’s Biggest Jungle Gym?

			Bountiful
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							This “jungle gym” has been engaging neighborhood kids for 30-plus years. Brandon Griggs

						

					

			The residential streets and yards in this suburb north of Salt Lake are conventional enough—until you head over to 200 East, near the center of town. There you will find a wood-and-brick bungalow whose front yard is dominated by a massive, chaotic-looking metal tree house.

			The “tree house” is actually a scaffolding-like structure of pipes, platforms, swings, and ladders towering some fifty feet in the air. The structure contains a playground slide, a basketball hoop, a railroad-crossing sign, and other random objects—all built in and around a large cottonwood tree.

			“If you’re a child at heart, you love it,” says Cheryl Skelton, who owns the property and lives in the real house behind the tree house.

			The story behind the project dates back more than 30 years. You see, Cheryl and her husband David had five children, including four rambunctious boys. When their neighborhood school tore down its jungle gym, leaving the kids without a place to play, David Skelton decided to build his own, using scavenged pipes he welded together. And it just grew and grew.

			The tree house hasn’t always been popular with the neighbors, some of whom call it an eyesore. But over the years it’s been a magnet for neighborhood kids and has hosted parties, sleepovers, and even several marriage proposals. 

			David has since passed away, and the Skelton kids are grown now. But don’t talk to Cheryl about getting rid of the tree house.

			“I have sixteen grandchildren, and they will shoot me dead if I take it down,” she says. “When they’re here, they’re in the tree.”

			Visitors are welcome to climb the tree house if they get permission from Cheryl, who has a list of rules about behavior and safety. (And, let’s hope, liability insurance.) Just knock on her door first. She also requests that motorists pull over to snap photos so they don’t block traffic.

			You’ll find the tree house at 45 S. 200 East, on the east side of the street.

			That Devil Sure Knows How to Have Fun

			Devil’s Slide
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							This strange rock formation can be seen from I-84 near Ogden. Brandon Griggs

						

					

			Tell kids you’re taking them to the Devil’s Slide and you’re bound to get their attention. They might be disappointed upon arrival at this peculiar rock formation that they can’t ride the slide, however. Why does the devil get all the fun, anyway?

			The slide is visible from I–84 southeast of Ogden, where motorists gaze up in puzzlement at the mountainside above the freeway. There, two natural rock walls run parallel, some 25 feet apart, on a straight line down the hill. The walls are 40 feet high, extend for several hundred feet, and were created when erosion whittled away the surrounding softer rock, leaving the twin strips of stubborn limestone.

			With a little imagination the slide also looks like a rain gutter, or one of those tracks that guides balls back to you at the bowling alley. Nobody seems to know quite how the slide got named for the devil. Maybe it’s because angels, with their wings, don’t need to slide down a mountain for kicks.

			A nearby mining village was named Devil’s Slide after the rock formation, but its population dwindled and it became a ghost town by the 1990s. To see the Devil’s Slide, take I-84 from either I-15 near Ogden or I–80 northeast of Park City. There’s a scenic viewpoint near mile marker 111.

			Swooning over Lagoon

			Farmington 

			Lagoon, the largest amusement park between the Midwest and San Francisco, is not your typical attraction. For one, it’s got some serious history. Lagoon is the oldest operating park in the American West and its original roller coaster, nicknamed “Old Woodie,” is the fourth-oldest in the nation—older even than Coney Island’s fabled Cyclone.

			The park was named for a 9-acre body of water located on the site when it opened in 1896. It was more of a pond than a lagoon, but as an amusement-park name, “Pond” might not have packed in the crowds. 

			The original Lagoon offered such thrill-a-minute attractions as bowling, a dance pavilion, and a “shady bowery.” Roller-coaster designer John Miller, of Coney Island fame, built Old Woodie, also known as “the white coaster,” in 1921. Reaching a height of 60 feet and speeds of 45 miles per hour, the nearly 0.5-mile-long wooden coaster still produces its share of squeals today.

			Six years later the park added a 1.5-million-gallon swimming pool filled with “water fit to drink.” One of the first filtered swimming pools in the West, it became a popular alternative to bathing in the briny Great Salt Lake. Much of the park was rebuilt after a 1953 fire that produced flames so high they could be seen 17 miles south in Salt Lake City.

			Besides the usual rides, Ferris wheel, and carnival games, Lagoon at one time or another offered boating, horse racing, a miniature railroad, an opera house, hot-air balloon rides, rodeos, baseball games, boxing matches, a zoo, Wild West shows, blackface minstrel shows, and a roller coaster called Colossus the Fire Dragon.

			In the 1970s the park added a pioneer village filled with early Mormon artifacts, including extensive collections of antique guns, carriages, and model trains, plus a handful of historic buildings moved there from other locations.

			Although Lagoon no longer books concerts, the park over the decades has hosted a remarkable assortment of musical and comedy acts, from Duke Ellington and the Three Stooges to Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, the Doors, the Rolling Stones, and the Beach Boys. The California surfer band returned the favor by referencing Lagoon in their song, “Salt Lake City.”

			Accessed from exit 325 off I-15, Lagoon is open April through October. For more information, call (801) 451-8000 or visit lagoonpark.com.

			Move Over Nessie, It’s The Bear Lake Monster

			Garden City

			Bear Lake, a 22-mile-long expanse on the Utah-Idaho border, is famous for its crystalline blue sheen, water sports, and seasonal raspberries. Oh yeah, and the serpent-like creature dwelling in its 200-foot depths.

			The legend of the Bear Lake Monster dates to an 1868 published report in a Salt Lake City newspaper by Bear Lake store owner Joseph C. Rich, who cited accounts of people who saw a huge brown creature swimming through the water “faster than a horse could run.”

			Twenty years later, Rich admitted to making up the tale. But the mystique of the mysterious beast wouldn’t die. Brigham Young himself peered into the lake in search of a glimpse. Over the next century, occasional sightings kept the legend alive. One local newspaper even printed a tale of the creature devouring an entire Mormon family.

			Trouble was, nobody seemed to agree on exactly what the monster looked like: “A body half-seal, half-serpent, and a head somewhat like a sea lion.” “About 20 feet in length, with a mouth sufficiently large to swallow a man without any difficulty.” “Not less than 90 feet in length.” “Part dragon, part bear, and part fish.” Brown. Green. Cream-colored.

			Rumors and wild theories ran rampant. Some people speculated that an underground waterway connected Bear Lake to Loch Ness, Scotland, allowing the monster to go back and forth.

			An extensive sonar sounding of the lake in 2002 found no evidence of a large creature swimming in its waters. But that same summer, a watercraft-rental shop owner named Brian Hirschi reported seeing the monster. Hirschi said he was anchoring a boat alone at dusk when an “enormous slimy green creature with red eyes” shot out of the water nearby, “squealing and roaring like a bull.”

			Skeptics note the only people who seem to encounter the monster firsthand are local business owners who thrive on the tourism such a fish story provides. That includes Hirschi, who runs the Bear Lake Monster Boat, a 65-foot green pontoon vessel with a dragon’s head. The boat offers summertime tours of the lake, departing from Ideal Beach Marina south of town, that include stories about the monster’s legend. For information, call Performance Rental at (435) 946-8735.

			
				Some Really Shrimpy Shrimp

				What lives in the waters of the Great Salt Lake, which are five times saltier than the ocean? Almost nothing except millions of tiny critters called brine shrimp. Before you get visions of a tasty shrimp cocktail—a margarita version, perhaps—you should know these little invertebrates are about the size of a large ant. A key part of the lake’s food chain, they munch on algae and serve as a crucial snack for the many migrating birds that visit the lake each year. If you wade into the lake and peer closely into the water, you can spot them swimming around.

				Known also as artemia, or even “sea monkeys,” the brine shrimp are notable for several things. When they die, their little husks wash up in piles on the lake’s beaches, attracting swarms of brine flies in summer that can put a quick end to any picnic. They also are harvested each fall for their red eggs, or cysts, which are sold to feed farm-raised fish and prawns throughout the world.

				In 1976 a Utah filmmaker shot a 16-minute movie, Attack of the Giant Brine Shrimp, featuring a mutant lake creature that terrorized the people of downtown Salt Lake City. The shrimp scaled the towers of the city’s Mormon Temple until a giant seagull swooped in and gobbled it up.

			

			Spiral Jetty

			Great Salt Lake

			On the remote northern shore of the Great Salt Lake, some 40 miles from the nearest town, lies one of the world’s largest and most bizarre artworks. It’s called the Spiral Jetty, and was created by New Jersey sculptor Robert Smithson in 1970 during a time when experimental artists were treating nature like a blank canvas.
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						Robert Smithson’s famous but remote art installation is worth the drive. Poet Architecture/Flickr

					

				

			Most jetties extend straight into the water. This one curls counter-clockwise into a spiral, as if designed by a drunken engineer. It’s 15 feet wide, extends 1,500 feet from shore, and is large enough to be visible from space. The jetty’s meaning remains a mystery; 3 years after it was built, Smithson died in a plane crash.

			To rural Utah construction workers in April 1970, the long-haired Eastern artist with the black leather pants must have seemed like someone from another planet. The contractor thought Smithson’s idea was “dumber than a box of rocks;” but Smithson had a check for $6,000, and a job is a job. Using rocks from the nearby shoreline, workers built the jetty in a few weeks. 

			Its legend, however, has endured for more than 4 decades. Art scholars study it, and the New York Times calls the jetty “the most famous work of American art that almost nobody has ever seen in the flesh.”

			Two years after the jetty was built, the rising waters of the lake swallowed it completely. But in recent years the waters have receded, and the rocks once again protrude from the lake’s surface. Visitors can walk out onto the jetty or admire it from the hillside above.

			A steady trickle of art geeks brave a teeth-rattling dirt road to visit the jetty each month. Because there are few signs pointing the way, many stop for directions at nearby Promontory Point, the spot where workers in 1869 pounded a golden spike to connect the Intercontinental Railroad. 

			To reach the Spiral Jetty, take Highway 83 west from I-15 north of Brigham City. Shortly after you pass the Golden Spike National Historic Site, turn south on a dirt road marked by a small sign for the jetty. Follow the road to the lakeshore, where you’ll find a primitive parking area. On foot, follow the shoreline to the right to the jetty.

			
				The Other Pink Floyd

				If you’re bird-watching along the shores of the Great Salt Lake and spot a pink flamingo—a live one, not the kind you see on people’s lawns—don’t worry that you’ve spent too much time in the sun. That’s just Pink Floyd.

				The Chilean flamingo escaped from the Tracy Aviary in Salt Lake City in 1988, flew out to the lake, and has made himself comfortable there ever since. Nicknamed for a certain legendary rock band, he has become something of a cult figure. Bird-watchers spot him there every winter, gobbling brine shrimp and hanging out with a group of seagulls. (Nobody knows exactly where he goes in the summer, although he reportedly has been spotted at reservoirs near the Idaho-Montana border.)

				As far as anyone can tell, Floyd is perfectly happy. But some Utahns worry that he gets lonely being the only bird of his species that calls the lake home. In 2003 a group called Friends For Floyd launched a campaign to find Floyd some companions by introducing more tropical flamingos to the Great Salt Lake. The group even offered to pay almost $50,000 to import 25 flamingos from South America.

				So far, state officials, citing possible harmful effects to the lake’s fragile ecosystem, have refused the offer. So Pink Floyd will have to make do for now with gulls, grebes, plovers, and other native feathered friends.

				Look for him the next time you visit the lake. Considering that flamingos can live up to 50 years, Floyd may be around for a while. And we’re all grateful for that.

			

			Beer, Burgers, and a Stuffed St. Bernard

			Huntsville

			It’s hard to say what is the coolest thing about the Shooting Star Saloon. There’s its name, which conjures images of the Old West. There’s its history as Utah’s oldest continually operating bar. There are the hundreds of dollar bills stapled to its ceiling. 

			And then there’s the stuffed head of a giant St. Bernard mounted on the wall.

			The dog’s head, as you might imagine, comes with a story. Seems its Montana owner was so sad when his 300-pound dog died in the 1950s that he hired a taxidermist to mount its head. But the head was so large the taxidermist had to use a grizzly bear mount, giving the stuffed pooch a long-snouted, open-mouthed appearance. His wife refused to let it in the house, so he drove it around in his truck.

			One day the man was visiting the Shooting Star when he ran up a bar tab that he couldn’t pay. So he fetched the stuffed head from his truck and offered it to the owner instead. The dog has since become something of a saloon mascot.

			The dollar bills on the ceiling started decades ago when beer cost a quarter. A regular named Whiskey Joe pinned a faded 1901 greenback up there to make sure he always had an emergency cash supply. It’s still there, along with many others scribbled with their donors’ names and brief stories and covering almost every inch of the ceiling.

			The menu’s signature item is the Star Burger, which contains two beef patties and two slices of melted cheese sandwiched around a slab of grilled Polish sausage. USA Today once pronounced it
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