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  preface to the second edition




  Having the opportunity to revise this book was like pulling a winter coat out of the closet and finding a forgotten $100 bill stuffed in the pocket. By the time an author turns in a manuscript, the last thing he or she wants to do is reread it. Not for a while. After sitting down at a typewriter and opening a vein, as sportswriter Red Smith so famously described the act of writing, an author needs time to breathe, to walk, to think about other things. So to go back to a book four years later and find a $100 bill, well, that’s a treat. It could have been a five-spot.




  Even more exciting is that the great state of Colorado is every bit as eccentric and quirky today as it was four years ago. In fact, the hardest part about revising this book was deciding which attractions to leave in and which to replace. When you’re as attached to Headless Mike and flying fruitcakes as I am, updating a book becomes a regular “Sophie’s Choice.” I mean, how could anyone entertain the idea of being disloyal to Bishop’s Castle or Frozen Dead Guy Days?




  All I can say is, “Enjoy!” And look for the sequel.




  introduction




  I am not eccentric. I’m just more alive than most people. I am an electric eel in a pond of goldfish.




  —Edith Sitwell




  When you’re raised in Kansas like I was, you can’t wait to grow up and move to Colorado. It’s an indisputable fact, same as pi = 3.1459265, just like “thank you” notes need to be sent after baby showers.




  In fact, when you grow up in Kansas, grown-ups don’t ask, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” They ask, “Where do you want to be?”




  And the answer, for those of us who spent our formative years in the Sunflower State, is pretty much universal: “Colorado.” We want to live where we spent our summer vacations—in Estes Park, where we fed peanuts to chipmunks; at the Garden of the Gods, where our dads snapped Polaroids of us pretending to hold up Balanced Rock; at Cripple Creek, where we “booed” the villains at the yearly melodrama.




  Of course, back then, we thought we wanted to move west for the mountains, for the air that smelled like something from an aerosol can, for the ski instructors that put Billy Deewater, the wheat farmer’s son we all had crushes on, to shame.




  But when I finally did move to Colorado, I realized that while the views, the air, and the cute ski instructors are certainly perks, the real beauty of Colorado is in the mindset of the people, in the willingness of Coloradoans to try new things, to step out of the box, to see the world differently than CNN says it is.




  While the rest of the country obsesses about unemployment rates, Coloradoans create jobs building horses out of car bumpers, squeezing themselves into 20-inch Plexiglas cubes, and memorizing zip codes. While other states “tsk-tsk” Janet Jackson’s breast, Coloradoans skate-board nude, host tele-a-thongs, and throw parties where everyone comes naked except for raincoats. While the politicos fret about high oil prices, Coloradoans build solar ovens, greenhouses, and lawn mowers. I even found a guy in Crawford who built a solar bubble machine.
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  Checks and balances are what Colorado is all about.




  Some blame it on the altitude, say a person’s brain goes fuzzy when it resides at 9,800 feet, claim it’s not natural to make dragons out of hubcaps, to give awards for beer drinker of the year. All I know is that the people of Colorado know things the rest of the world seems to have forgotten: that having a good time is a good thing, and that viewing life as a grand and glorious adventure is a valuable endeavor.
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  Being eastern Colorado is like being Julia Roberts’ sister.




  Julia Roberts has a sister?




  See what I mean?




  You know that Bette Midler ditty, “Wind Beneath My Wings,” the one about being “cold there in my shadow”? Well, that could be the theme song for eastern Colorado. Just look at any Colorado map. Your eye is immediately drawn to all that dramatic green and brown and purple on the western side of the state. It isn’t fair. Why should Aspen, Vail, and Telluride get all the glory when Punkin Center, Swink, and Haxton go uncelebrated?




  If Comanche Grasslands, Bent’s Old Fort, and Junkrassic Park were in any other state, they’d be household names. Tourists would flock. But instead, they pulled the unlucky straw of sitting next door to fifty-four 14,000-foot mountains.




  That’s the mission of this chapter. To rectify a gross injustice. Eastern Colorado has exotic luxury carousels, the world’s longest mural, dinosaur tracks, and prairie chickens who jump in the air, turn circles, and put Jim Carrey’s antics to shame.




  There also happen to be dozens of jaw-dropping, every-bit-as-stunning hikes in eastern Colorado, only instead of going up, you go down—into canyons with prehistoric petroglyphs and mammoth calabaza plants that dip beneath the prairie. Suffice it to say, Julia Roberts’ sister is one heck of a gal.




  




  Coulrophobiacs, Enter at Your Own Risk




  Arriba




  There’s a very sound reason why Johnny Depp, Diddy, and Bart Simpson have not yet visited this small town of 224. Namely, because the town’s major tourist attraction, one of the world’s preeminent clown museums, would make their knees knock, their palms sweat, and their throats swell up with lumps. Diddy includes a “no clown” clause in his concert contracts, Depp suffered clown nightmares as a kid, and as for Simpson, you have to conclude that anyone whose mantra is “Can’t sleep, clown will eat me” suffers from a severe case of coulrophobia.




  For the 92 percent of Americans who aren’t afflicted with clinical clown phobia, there’s Grampa Jerry’s Clown Museum, a three thousand-plus collection of everything Bozo. Jerry Eder, who started his panic-inducing collection with a pair of porcelain clowns purchased at Circus Circus in Vegas, has clown cookie jars, clown banks, and clown whiskey decanters along with the more unusual glow-inthe-dark clown tattoos, clowns fashioned from neckties, and a hand-painted clown made from a hairball found in a cow’s stomach. Eder even has the world’s smallest clown, a 1940-something figure that measures in at ⅜-inch. Let’s just say Ronald McDonald would feel right at home.




  You can’t really miss the place. The south-facing side of the small pinkish museum has a big red nose, a smile, and windows with eyeballs. If you call ahead, Grampa Jerry will even provide ice tea or lemonade. Grampa Jerry’s Clown Museum is located at 22 Lincoln Avenue; (719) 768-3257.




  Life after Death after Death after Death . . .




  Burlington




  If you go to the Goodland, Kansas, cemetery, you’ll find a mausoleum for a man named James Nelson Gernhart. Even though the mausoleum is impressive—one of the biggest memorials in the whole cemetery—nobody in Goodland has ever heard of him.




  That’s because the retired farmer who bought the plot in the Goodland Cemetery is from Burlington, Colorado, 32 miles away. He liked to say he “wouldn’t be caught dead” in his hometown of Burlington, so he moved his memorial to the other side of the state line.




  While he may be an unknown in Goodland, he was quite popular in Burlington, even taking part in the annual high school homecoming parade. But instead of a float, he rode his own casket. You see, Gernhart had a thing about funerals. In 1951, when he was well into his seventies, he decided to throw his own, to ensure it was done right. At the time, he was fit to be tied that his relatives had skimped on his sister’s funeral, so he planned his own ceremony complete with expensive casket, brass band, and prefuneral lunch.




  At first, the folks of Burlington wanted nothing to do with Gern-hart’s harebrained scheme, but when he offered to pay good money to anyone willing to mourn, folks began lining up. That first funeral drew 1,000 bereaved citizens, more than half the population of the town at that time. Gernhart had so much fun that he decided to do it again the next year. And the next.




  Eventually, Life magazine even ran a two-page spread about the thirty-some funerals that Garner threw for himself before finally dying in 1980 for real at the ripe old age of 105. By then, he’d worn out his casket, which prompted him to upgrade to the mausoleum.




  Lions and Tigers and Zebras, Oh My!




  Burlington




  If you think a Bentley or a Lamborghini is an expensive ride, try out the Kit Carson County Carousel in Burlington. Each of the forty-six elaborately carved animals is worth a quarter million dollars. Add them together and you’ve got what may be the world’s most costly form of transportation. It’s certainly one of the most artistic.




  Built in 1905, the antique carousel, one of Colorado’s thirteen National Historic Landmarks, was the sixth of seventy-four carousels made by the Philadelphia Toboggan Company. It has forty-five Victorian oil paintings and forty-six exquisitely detailed creatures, including a giraffe with a snake twined around its neck, a zebra with a gnome under its saddle blanket, deer with real antlers, and horses with real horses’ tails and saddle trappings patterned after those used on cavalry mounts in the eighteenth-century Napoleonic Wars. A fully restored 1912 Wurlitzer Monster Military Band Organ with 255 pipes, drums, and cymbals accompanies the animals with the sound of a fifteen-piece band.
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  Round and round on a genuine “quarter” horse.


  Kit Carson County Carousel Association
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    Watering


    Hole




    With Dasani and Aquafina costing more than a gallon of gas, water connoisseurs may want to think about heading to Brush, Colorado, with empty jugs. This little town of just over 5,000 has its own well and water supply that is so pure it requires no chlorine. The H2O coming out of Brush faucets is also naturally softened by the surrounding sand hills.


  




  Even though transportation like this is priceless, if you show up in Burlington between Memorial Day and Labor Day, you can catch a ride on the Kit Carson County Carousel for a mere 25 cents. It’s located at the Carson Fairgrounds in Burlington. Call (800) 825-0208, or visit www.kitcarsoncountycarousel.com for more information.




  Junkrassic Park




  Cheraw




  I’ll spin you a tale about Junkrassic Park,




  And how on this quest I became embarked.




  For five or six years I’ve been at this game,




  My biggest endeavor, my claim to fame.




  —Johnnie Allen, “The Legacy”




  In the early 1990s Johnnie Allen’s wife asked him to duplicate a scrap metal rooster the couple had seen on a peach-picking excursion to the Western Slope. It was a moment that can be compared only to Georgia O’Keeffe’s meeting Alfred Stieglitz.
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  The “Duke”—Jon Way-In.


  Junkrassic Park




  As destiny tends to happen, Allen’s rooster, a whimsical bird that he fashioned out of a saw blade and a mower cart, started him on what can only be described as a rampage of artistic achievement. He has since created eighty different sculptures, all made from farm implements, telephone poles, and other items plucked out of the junk heap.




  There’s a 15-foot Statue of Liberty, for example, with a head-dress made from an Oldsmobile hubcap and shoes that once were planter shields. Along with the Lady of Liberty, there’s John L. Weigh (pun intended), Infidel Castro, Adolf Hitler, a P-38 airplane, the Eiffel Tower, and a 25- to 30-foot dinosaur that started life as a truck frame.




  “All farmers have junk,” explains Allen as to where he gets his art supplies. As for ideas: “They just come to me when I’m lying in bed.”




  The retired farmer’s favorite sculpture is a 12-foot giraffe that he made out of a 50-gallon barrel and a grain auger. Each of the eighty sculptures has a clever name that Allen paints on a sign made of sheet metal, tin, or angle iron. When he’s not sculpting, Allen writes books, draws cartoons, and plays guitar and piano in a western band called Jamboree.




  Junkrassic Park can be viewed at 35574 CR JJ, Cheraw; if you want to call the father of eight and grandfather of some twenty grandkids, he can be reached at (719) 853-6519.




  What a Long, Conventional Trip It’s Been




  Fort Morgan




  Although you won’t see tie-dye, madras skirts, and wiggle dances, there’s a fan base that worships Glenn Miller much like Dead-heads venerate Jerry Garcia, but it’s doubtful they’d appreciate the comparison.




  Glenn Miller groupies congregate in Clarinda, Iowa (that’s where their leader was born); at Twinwood Airfield in Bedfordshire, England (that’s where his plane took off before he crash-dove into the Atlantic Ocean on December 15, 1944); and in Colorado’s own Fort Morgan, where the popular big band leader graduated from Fort Morgan High.




  Not only did the guy who received the music industry’s first gold record play trombone for the Marching Maroons and start his first band at Fort Morgan High (it was called the Mick-Miller Melody Five), but he also played left end for the school’s conference-winning football team and landed a football scholarship to the University of Colorado. The fact that he skipped his own graduation (his mother picked up his diploma) for a gig in Wyoming should have been the first clue that music, not football, was going to provide his destiny. In retrospect, playing graduation hooky was a wise choice.




  At the time Johnnie Pumphandle (his classmates’ nickname for him) attended high school in Fort Morgan, his constant trombone practicing was a tad bit annoying to teachers, students, and neighbors. Once, to find a secluded place to play, he and his brother climbed onto the roof of the school, where they were later arrested.




  Now, however, Fort Morgan is proud of their favorite son, celebrating each summer with the Glenn Miller Swingfest, which draws Glenn Millerheads to Colorado for big band picnics, museum tours, champagne brunches, historical presentations, a dinner dance, and the Little Brown Jug Race. Tours are also given of Miller’s old haunts, such as his three Fort Morgan homes, his parents’ tombstones, and Western Sugar, where he once worked.




  The Fort Morgan Museum at 414 Main Street (970-542-4010; www.ftmorganmus.org) has a Glenn Miller exhibit featuring old family photos, a copy of his 1941 recording “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” a ticket he signed at his last civilian concert, and the flag that flew over the U.S. Capitol on the fiftieth anniversary of his 1944 disappearance over the English Channel.




  Wonder Tower, Builds Bodies Six Ways




  Genoa




  P. T. Barnum had nothing on Charles W. Gregory, the railroad engineer and entrepreneur who in 1926 built the 60-foot Wonder Tower, a giant wooden sightseeing tower from which you supposedly can view six states. Standing at the top of the tower that looks an awful lot like a red-and-white lighthouse, Gregory would yell through a megaphone at passing cars. “How are things in the Sunflower State?” he’d boom out to cars with Kansas tags, or “You’re a long way from home, Buckeyes” to cars with plates from Ohio.
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  The tallest point between New York and Denver???


  Jerry Chubbuck




  Inside the Wonder Tower were imitation caverns, and since it stood next to a gas station, motel, and restaurant, it became an official Greyhound bus station and a popular truck stop. When Gregory died in 1942, the property fell into disrepair, and when I-70 found a better route in 1952, the motel, gas station, and restaurant disappeared.




  The good news is the tower is still there, and, yes, old Charles W. Gregory would be proud. Not only has it been turned into a museum with a large collection of Native American artifacts and a weird variety of bottles, baseball mitts, and farm implements, most of which are hanging from the ceiling, but it also features an animal monstrosities exhibit complete with a two-headed calf, an eight-legged pig embryo, and an albino rattlesnake.




  Outside the vintage roadside attraction are swarms of cars, but don’t be fooled. They’re just rusted-out automobiles that make the place look like it’s a popular destination. And all those people hanging out the windows at the top of the tower? Upon closer inspection, you’ll discover they’re really just water-warped two-by-fours wrapped in red fabric, stuffed with rags, and wearing straw hats.




  Admission to the Wonder Tower is a mere $1, a veritable steal when you figure vintage postcards of the place sell on eBay for as high as $24.99. And if you’re able to identify six items that Jerry Chubbuck, the current owner, calls his “Guess What?” quiz, he’ll gladly refund your dollar. But don’t get too eager, as items can range from rooster eyeglasses and camel nose bells to a walrus penis.




  While the “see six states” claim is a bit of an exaggeration, the tower—which you can still climb—does provide westbound visitors with their very first sight of the Rocky Mountains.




  To see the two-headed calf, the dummies, the rusted-out cars, or the six states, take exit 371 off I-70 onto CO 109, go 2 miles, and turn left on Frontage Road. The phone number is (719) 763-2309; the official address, 30121 Frontage Road, Genoa.




  Rocky Mountain Low




  Holly




  In a state that claims fifty-four 14,000-footers, the country’s highest municipal airport, and the country’s highest incorporated town, it’s no wonder that Holly often gets overlooked. Holly, which is located in the southeast corner of the state near the Kansas border, is Colorado’s answer to that burning question: How low can you go?




  Holly sits at the mouth of Wild Horse Creek and the Arkansas River, was once a stop on the Santa Fe Trail, and is the state’s lowest point. But even with an elevation of only 3,387 feet, it’s still the highest low point of any of the fifty states.




  Holly is located on US 50, just minutes from Coolidge, Kansas.




  

    Trivia




    In 1885 Trail City, aka “Hellhole on the Arkansas,” straddled the Colorado/Kansas state line. Each of the town’s forty-two rollicking saloons had a front door facing the Centennial State but a back door opening to Kansas. Fugitives when confronted with Colorado or Kansas lawmen had an easy escape hatch to a different state.


  




  Tale of Four Cities




  Julesburg




  Julesburg, the county seat of Sedgwick County, is a moving company’s worse nightmare. Here’s the conversation I’m thinking of:




  New home owner to the movers carrying in that weighty armoire: “Just set it over there by the window.”




  New home owner: “No, wait, I think it would probably look better in the west corner.”




  New home owner: “Except maybe we should try it over here by the couch.”




  Since Julesburg was established in 1859 as a French trading post, it has been moved a grand total of four times. When half-French, half-Indian Jules Beni modestly named his new trading post after himself, it was located about 1.5 miles southeast of Ovid. But on February 2, 1865, after a heated battle between the U.S. Army and a coalition of Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Sioux Indians, the town, with its telegraph office, blacksmith shop, stables, and billiards saloon, all made of rough-hewn logs, was burnt to the ground.




  A year later, in 1866, Julesburg #2 was slapped together a couple miles east. Used mostly as a stagecoach stop, it was abandoned the next year when the Union Pacific laid railroad tracks several miles north. The folks of Julesburg picked up stakes and set up shop (Jules-burg #3) close to the nearest station.




  [image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]




  The Pony Express Station at Julesburg #1 claimed Buffalo Bill as one of its riders.


  Colorado Welcome Center at Julesburg




  But then that dang indecisive Union Pacific decided to branch off to Denver and move the tracks again. Once more, Julesburg resurrected itself, moving several miles eastward, only this time residents decided to rename themselves Denver Junction. But that impostor name was short-lived: By 1881 it reverted to Julesburg (#4).




  I’m happy to report Julesburg #4 has been there ever since. The schizophrenic town is located at the intersection of I-76 and US 385. Julesburg #1, a former Pony Express station, has an official marker on CR 28, a gravel road 1.5 miles southeast of Ovid.




  Also at Julesburg #4: a statue of a Pony Express rider, even though the Julesburg Pony Express station, where Buffalo Bill was recruited to join the short-lived mail route, was located at Julesburg #1.




  Heil, Kit Carson




  Kit Carson




  It’s not news to anybody that J. Edgar Hoover was a suspicious man. But eleven years of probing into the possibility that Adolf Hitler might have faked his 1945 suicide and was living in the United States could possibly be termed extreme. Leads the former FBI director followed included a report of Hitler dining in a Washington restaurant in 1946, diving out of a New Orleans train in 1948, and being treated by a doctor in St. Louis for an intestinal disorder. Although Hitler’s medical records did show intestinal problems, none of Hoover’s leads panned out.




  But the one connection that was 100 percent legit is the 8,960-acre ranch that the evil despot owned outside the Colorado town of Kit Carson. Of course, by the time of Hitler’s “alleged fake suicide,” the land had already reverted to the federal government.




  Hitler, like many Europeans, had a huge fascination with cowboys and the U.S. West. While growing up, he read stories by Karl May, a German who penned riveting tales about America’s cowboys and Indians. He even learned to throw a lasso.




  When Hitler became the chancellor of Germany, he confiscated a $20,000 mortgage note from a German family, most likely Jewish, who had inherited the Colorado ranch from a relative in the United States. After the United States declared war on Germany, the government reclaimed his Kit Carson ranch and eventually sold it to a man from New Mexico. But if you look in the abstract listings in Cheyenne County, you’ll see the German führer’s name.




  Adolf Hitler’s former ranch is located 4 miles outside Kit Carson.




  I’ve Been through the Desert to a Fort with No Name




  La Junta




  Okay, so the 180-foot adobe fort that sat in the middle of nowhere during the 1830s and 1840s did have a name. But the name seemed to change every month or so. The fort that’s now a National Historic Site and officially called Bent’s Old Fort (not to be confused with Bent’s New Fort, which was smaller and built 30 miles down the road) was also called Fort William, Fort Fauntleroy, Fort Wise, and “the castle in the desert” at one time or another. And it did seem like a castle to travelers along the Santa Fe Trail who hadn’t seen anything but wide-open spaces for hundreds of miles. The Indian trading post, the only white settlement since Dodge City, had all the supplies a pioneer could ever need. You could even get Kit Carson’s autograph if you happened to be there at the right time. The famous hunter called Bent’s Fort home for a spell in the 1840s.
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  Last I heard, it was called Bent’s Old Fort, but that was two days ago.


  National Park Service




  The multinamed fort was built in 1833 by William Bent, his brother Charles, and Ceran St. Vrain, who together started one of the most successful Indian trading operations in the West. The private trading post had walls that were 4 feet thick and had cactus planted on top to discourage climbers.




  According to one story, William Bent, after trying to sell the fort to federal government officials (they did rent it for a staging area during the Mexican War), got pissed when they wouldn’t offer a fair price and blew the place up in 1859. It was completely rebuilt (as close to the original as possible) in 1976 and today offers tours and living history programs.




  Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site is located on CO 194, 6 miles east of La Junta. Take US 50 out of La Junta and follow the signs. The phone number is (719) 383-5010; or visit www.nps.gov/beol/.




  Dance Fever




  La Junta




  Ask any junior high girl: It’s next to impossible to get a junior high boy to dance. But not in La Junta, where junior high and high school boys have been dancing, gliding, leaping, and whirling for going on seventy-five years.




  Granted, there aren’t exactly girls involved, and their dancing is not your typical gymnasium variety. Rather, the Koshare Indian Dancers belong to Boy Scout Troop 232, and their dances are historic reenactments of the war dances and ceremonial rituals of the Plains and Pueblo Indians who once lived in the area. The world-famous troupe performs between fifty and sixty shows a year.




  Started in 1933 by scoutmaster James Francis “Buck” Burshears, the Koshare Indian Dancers have also built a world-class museum that not only features the world’s largest self-supporting log roof, but also has one of the country’s best collections of Native American art.
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  Great uniform, but where do you put the badges?


  Koshare Indian Museum




  The dancers, with bodies emblazoned in bold black-and-white stripes, give a show every summer Saturday at the museum. They make their own regalia and drums and claim to have more Eagle Scouts than any troop in the United States.




  To see the dancing Boy Scouts, visit the Koshare Indian Museum off US 50 on the campus of Otero Junior College. The phone number is (719) 384-4411 or (800) 693-5482; street address is 115 West Eighteenth Street; and Web site is www.koshare.org.




  Grauman’s Chinese Theatre for Dinosaurs




  South of La Junta, Picketwire Canyonlands (Comanche National Grassland)




  Unlike Tom Cruise and Susan Sarandon and everyone else who left their foot- and handprints at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, the dinosaurs who left their prints in Purgatoire Valley weren’t celebrities. Or at least the archaeologists who first reported them in Life magazine in 1935 didn’t ask for autographs.




  All we do know is there are 1,300 dinosaur prints in a ¼-mile swath on the west end of Picketwire Canyonlands. It’s the longest mapped site of dinosaur tracks in North America. Forty percent of the footprints were left by brontosaurs who were trolling the shores of a lake for algae, clams, snails, and fish. The other 60 percent were left by packs of allosaurus—ferocious three-toed, meat-eating scavengers. The site is the largest of the thirty known Morrison (150 million-year-old) dinosaur formations, containing more footprints than all the others combined.




  The footprints are located roughly 35 miles south of La Junta in the Picketwire Canyonlands, which were added to the Comanche National Grassland in 1991. Call (719) 384-2181 for more information; www.vipgrafx.com/misc/cng1.htm.




  That’s One Way to Sell a Used Car




  Lamar




  I’ve heard of some pretty outrageous gimmicks for selling used cars, but Stagner Inc. in Lamar might just win the prize. Potential customers may think they’re coming to see a 175 million-year-old gas station, but they end up falling in love with the 1988 Ford Fairlane that’s sitting on the adjacent lot.




  The gas station is no longer in operation; in fact, it isn’t really 175 million years old. But the wood that it’s made of is at least that old—it has been petrified for millions of years. When it was constructed in 1932 out of petrified trees, some of which are 4 feet in diameter and weigh 3,200 pounds, lumber dealer W. G. Brown figured a gas station made out of wood that can’t burn and can’t deteriorate ought to bring in a tourist or two. One of those tourists was Robert Ripley, whose “Believe It or Not” column made him the first cartoon millionaire. Sure enough, Ripley wrote about the unusual gas station and put it on the map.
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  I’ve heard of hardwood floors, but hardwood walls?


  Territorial Magazine




  In 1962 the Petrified Service Station was sold to Lamar Tire Service, which used it to sell tires (and the occasional used car) until it grew right out of the building with the world’s oldest hardwood floors. It’s currently owned by Stagner Inc. (the 20,000-square-foot operation is right next door), and you’ll still see camera-toting tourists who snap pictures of themselves in front of the old building with the wood that turned to stone.




  Stagner Inc., which technically conducts business out of the old building at 501 Main Street, is right off the intersection of US 50 and US 287. Phone (719) 336-3462.




  Redder than a Navajo Blanket




  Lamar




  Tom Mix, the star of more than 300 Westerns, liked to embellish the truth. His boss at the famous 101 Wild West Show used to say, “Tom could color a story redder than a Navajo blanket.” He used to tell the ladies (this was in between his three wives) and anybody else who’d listen that he’d ridden with Teddy Roosevelt in the charge up San Juan Hill, that he served in the Boxer Rebellion in China, and that he was a decorated Texas Ranger.




  Once when being interviewed in Denver, Mix told the reporter that before heading to Hollywood, he served as high sheriff of Two Buttes, a small town near Lamar. When the reporter, apparently more interested in veracity than the fancy stunt rider was, pointed out that there was no such thing as a “high sheriff” in this country, Mix changed his story. “Well, I was the ‘undersheriff of Prowers County’ then,” he revised.




  Truth is, Tom Mix was a bartender in Lamar. He mixed drinks for George Yowell’s saloon in 1906.




  Twice Is Not Enough




  Springfield




  If you think MOMA has limited hours, you should try the art gallery at Crack Cave. Well, to call it a gallery is a bit of a stretch. It’s more like a . . . well, it’s a cave, but a cave etched with hundreds of ancient pictographs at least a thousand years old. The reason the hours are so scanty is because the drawings are illuminated only at sunrise, and only two sunrises a year at that. The clever artists who left the etchings designed them so they are viewable only on the vernal and autumnal equinoxes. That means the gallery is “open” for biz only on March 21 or 22 and on September 21 or 22.




  On both those days, the sun seeps onto the cave wall, making a shadow that points like a sundial to the Celtic-style markings. It points to them one at a time, moving across the north wall of the cave until all the markings are aglow. The solar show lasts all of eight to twelve minutes. Some researchers insist the writings on Crack Cave are in Ogham, an ancient Celtic language. Others claim early Indians left them.




  Nobody is in disagreement that those two days are good ones to throw a festival, which Springfield, the nearest town, does each spring and fall equinox. For more info, call the Springfield Chamber of Commerce at (719) 523-4061, or visit their Web site at www.springfieldco.info.




  Crack Cave is located in Picture Canyon, which is in the Comanche National Grassland. Other rock art in Picture Canyon are individual figures such as the “Spotted Woman,” “Black Buffalo,” “Blue Horse,” “Warrior with Two Spears,” and a stone that scholars have linked to ancient birthing ceremonies.




  Raising the Dead




  Sterling




  Twenty years ago Bradford Rhea didn’t have enough money to pursue his real dream: sculpting in marble. So he settled for the only thing he could afford—dead trees that the town of Sterling had earmarked for removal.




  At the time, he was working as a lab technician at the local hospital. He approached city big cheese with the following offer: “Not only can I save you the cost of removing those old trees, but I’ll bring them back to life.” Now that’s an offer a city can’t afford to refuse. Before long, Rhea had turned eleven dead trees into living tree sculptures. A dying elm in Columbine Park, for example, became a herd of giraffes gazing at the stars. Another diseased elm in front of Burger King became a whimsical depiction of the hamburger chain’s characters. A farmer’s hundred-year-old cottonwood tree turned into Seraphim, an intricate depiction of a lion, a bull, an eagle, and other creatures from Revelations 4:6.




  And Sterling, a town that tends to get dwarfed next to Colorado’s famous mountain towns, was suddenly thrust into the national spotlight.




  [image: chpt_fig_011.jpg]




  This herd of giraffes used to be an elm tree.


  Northeast Colorado Travel Region
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