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				For Shannon, who has the humor and patience to spend her life with a curious man.
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			Introduction

			When the US government plopped down $15 million in 1803 for the Louisiana Purchase, they were mainly interested in the port of New Orleans on the Mississippi River. But what the heck, said France, for a few extra bucks and two states to be named later, we’ll throw in a ton of uncharted territory. So with the stroke of a quill, the size of our country immediately doubled. But what about all that unseen real estate? We got the pink slip without ever kicking the tires or looking under the hood.

			Enter Lewis and Clark. Thomas Jefferson sent the Corps of Discovery out West, to see if there was a reasonable Northwest Passage to the Pacific and maybe a good place for Jefferson to park his trailer and aboveground pool when he retired. On April 29, 1805, the intrepid explorers entered what is now Montana. They were amazed at the beauty of the landscape, the unusual variety of plants and trees, and the sheer volume of wildlife, from bison and antelope to grizzly bears and the odd two-headed calf.

			Now, more than 200 years later, Montanans still tread the Lewis and Clark trail, still enthralled by the stunning beauty and breathtaking wildlife of the nation’s fourth-biggest state. We’ve got a larger variety of mammals than any other state, to the point where roadkill is a significant part of our car insurance coverage. From Flathead Lake, the largest natural freshwater lake west of the Mississippi River, to Fort Peck Dam, the largest earthen dam in the world, Montana likes it large.

			And fortunately for us fans of the strange and interesting, Montana also likes it weird. From the Barstool Races in February to the Pancake Races in May, from the Running of the Sheep in Reed Point to the Floating Flotilla in Twin Bridges, Montanans are no slackers when it comes to celebrating the absurd. You’ll also find enough interesting, wacked-out characters here to fill a caravan of clown cars.

			The spirit of the Wild West still flows in our blood, and we aren’t afraid to wear our weirdness on our rolled-up sleeves. So join me on this twisted trip through the Big Sky state, and take a tour of the freaky, the funny, and the downright curious people, places, and things that Montana has to offer.
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			Glacier Country
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					“You should invite me to your party—I’m a fungi!”

				

			

			The northwestern chunk of Montana, with the Mission Range, the Seeley-Swans, and Glacier Park itself, is the most rugged, mountainous part of the state. From the giant cement penguin in Cut Bank, the coldest spot in the nation, to Hot Springs, where the tub in your hotel room fills with slimy, sulphurous hot spring water, Glacier Country has some of the wildest and weirdest curiosities.

			If you’re willing to dig deeper than the mainstream attractions of Glacier Park and Flathead Lake, you’ll encounter some of Montana’s biggest oddballs, from Missoula’s Mushroom Guy to Polson’s Flathead Monster. A heavy concentration of ski areas in Glacier Country attracts skiers and snowboarders, a segment of the population that tends toward unbalanced behavior. Witness the gelande competition at Missoula’s Snowbowl, where the skier who jumps the farthest wins the privilege of taking one last jump—naked.

			Glacier Park itself is surrounded by a ring of curiosities, from Columbia Falls to Browning. If you’re visiting the park, by all means take the time to explore these smaller towns and check out some of the oddities listed here. It’ll round out your trip to one of the most breathtaking national parks in the country.

			Warriors of the Wrecking Yard

			Blackfeet Nation

			When entering the Blackfeet reservation from any of the four directions, you’ll drive under the proud, watchful gaze of two Indian warriors on horseback. You’ll have to pull over, though, and get up close to see that these sculptures are cleverly crafted from scraps of rusted vehicles, bits of barbed wire, and the stones of an old mission school.

			The statues are the work of Blackfeet tribal member Jay Laber. But this is a far cry from junkyard artistry. Laber has chosen materials that have significance to events in Blackfeet tribal history. The bases were made using recycled sandstone blocks from the Holy Family Mission, built in the late 1800s on the Two Medicine River. The warriors themselves are constructed of parts gleaned from cars and trucks destroyed in the massive flood of June 8, 1964.

			Laber doesn’t sketch his projects in advance. He says, “If I don’t sketch it, it’s what it wants to be when it’s done.”

			Located in scenic turnouts off either US 2 or US 89, each pair of warriors can be appreciated year-round.

			Cowboys and Indians for Grown-Ups

			Browning

			Most folks will blow right through the Blackfeet reservation town of Browning on their way to Glacier Park, but if they do they’re missing a great opportunity to witness some fascinating examples of frontier days history from the area. And I’m not talking about the concrete espresso tipi.

			Right across the street from that cultural icon is the Diamond R Brown Cowboy Museum. You can’t miss it, really, with its covered wagons and carts and random western paraphernalia piled up around the building. Ed Anderson started the museum in 2000, and named it after his great-great-grandfather, a bullwhacker who shipped freight from Great Falls and Helena in the late 1800s. Diamond R, as he was known, also served as a model for renowned western painter Charles M. Russell in several of his works.

			Another well-known western artist, sculptor Bob Scriver from right here in Browning, is represented with several pieces in the museum. It’s an eclectic collection that’s constantly changing, as Ed spends the winters going to auctions and estate sales, always on the lookout for vintage cowboy gear. “Collecting cowboy stuff,” he says, “you just get a fever for it. Like rodeo.”

			Ed was an outfitter in the area for 20 years, all the while feeding his jones for collecting cowboy (and Indian) stuff. And he knows rodeo—his grandmother’s ranch produced Descent, widely considered to be the greatest bucking horse of all time.

			A walk through his museum provides one surprising discovery after another, not all of them having to do with cowpokes and range riders. A huge moose rack (with an $800 price tag) greets you when you walk through the front doors. There are display cases full of spurs, stirrups, bits, and other ancient tack. You’ll see authentic Indian moccasins and breastplates, and lots of handcrafted jewelry.

			One of his most recent acquisitions is a stunning ammonite fossil, a 50-pound specimen from Canada. It’s 2 feet across, and even under a thick layer of dust this flattened Nautilus shell displays all the colors of the northern lights. It’s just another little surprise you can uncover in the Diamond R Brown Cowboy Museum. Giddyup.

			The Diamond R Brown Cowboy Museum is located at 215 1st Avenue SE, along US 2 in Browning. They’re open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. during the summer months. Call (406) 338-7413 for information.

			You Sure This Isn’t the Pony Espresso?

			Browning

			One of the coolest roadside attractions in Montana is also one of the oldest. For pure, old-school highway kitsch, you can’t beat the concrete tipi espresso stand in Browning.

			At 50-feet tall, this iconic cone is quite a bit larger than your regulation tipi. Built in 1934 by Robert Kramer, the tipi was originally a gas station where travelers could fill up their Hudsons, and hungry workers and tourists heading for Glacier Park could pick up a light lunch. Kramer’s Wigwam, as it was known, was moved shortly after it was built in order to make room for a new hospital.

			The tipi has also served as a cafe and coffee shop over the years, and eventually fulfilled its destiny by becoming the first espresso stand in Browning. Famed local sculptor Bob Scriver bought the tipi and moved it to its current location, on US 2 near the middle of town.

			While you’re waiting inside this peripatetic tipi for the kid behind the counter to whip up your half-caf mochaccino, you can browse through a variety of handcrafted jewelry, beaded moccasins, and other native art. Just don’t ask for a table in the corner.

			Big Lodge Espresso Tipi is on the east side of US 2 (for now) in Browning, across from the Diamond R Brown Cowboy Museum.

			When You Enter the Next Level of Reality, Please Wipe Your Feet

			Columbia Falls

			What would you do if you were walking through a forest in northwest Montana, and you suddenly realized that the trees were all growing in spirals and tilted in the same direction? Why, you’d build a funhouse on the hillside, of course, and charge people $8 to come inside and “Feel the Power of Nature.”

			
				Trivia

				Browning holds the record for the biggest temperature change in 24 hours. It went from 44°F to -56°F on January 25 and 26, 1916. That’s what happens when everyone in town turns off their furnaces at exactly the same moment.

			

			The Montana Vortex and House of Mystery, just a couple of miles east of Columbia Falls, is a little hokey, kind of funky, and a little New Age woo-woo. In short, it’s the perfect Montana Curiosity! And it’s so much more than a freaky, slanted house full of illusions. Native Americans first discovered the weird area where the trees grew funny, and people have been seeing odd things here ever since. In 1970 the place was officially established as a vortex, and the House of Mystery was built.

			The site actually has three vortexes, which are powerful spirals of magnetic energy, tangled up with each other. The largest, at 216 feet in diameter, can actually cause you to feel a bit dizzy when you stand in the very center. Several displays and activities are scattered throughout the wooded hillside, where visitors can see their own auras, watch their height change as the vortex “shrinks their atoms,” and step through the Golden Door into an alternate reality.

			Make sure you take the guided tour so you don’t miss any of the fun. The House of Mystery is not much of a mystery, really, but a clever collection of optical illusions that are a lot of fun to witness. And it definitely makes for some great photo opportunities.

			Bring an open mind and a camera, and you could easily spend half a day taking in the strange energy and mind-bending illusions. As you walk from the gift shop through the Portal, the disclaimer above the door says it all: “Management Is Not Responsible For World View Changes.”

			Montana Vortex and House of Mystery is located about 2 miles east of Columbia Falls, on US 2 East. They are open during the summer months. Call (406) 892-1210 or visit montanavortex.com.
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						We have liftoff.

					

				

			

			They’re Into the Whole Brevity Thing

			Columbia Falls

			If you’re looking for the smallest bowling alley in Montana, you just may find it in Columbia Falls. Glacier Lanes boasts a mere eight standard bowling lanes—typical bowling centers usually have at least three times that.

			
				Trivia

				Triple Divide Peak in Glacier Park is the only place in the world where the melting snow feeds rivers that flow to three different oceans: the Pacific, the Arctic, and the Atlantic. I know what every guy who reads this is going to try to do when he gets up there.

			

			Of the 50 or so bowling alleys in Montana, only one, the Stockman Lanes in Circle, has fewer lanes. But they also have a separate restaurant and lounge, whereas the Glacier Lanes handles all that business in the same large room as the bowling alleys. Many find that the intimate confines make for a more enjoyable bowling experience.

			The alley was opened in 1961 by Tom Smith, and is still a popular local hangout. There are usually at least one or two lanes active, and more on weekends and in the summer. Things really heat up in the fall when they host a Bowl for Kids Sake event, which raises funds for the Flathead Big Brothers and Big Sisters group.

			So if you find yourself in the North Flathead Valley and your inner Lebowski wants to bowl a few frames without having to deal with the crowds and impersonal service of a giant Bowl-a-Rama–type center, slide in to the Glacier Lanes and lace up a pair of rentals. Unless, of course, it’s a Saturday and you don’t roll on Shabbos.

			Glacier Lanes is at 307 Nucleus Avenue in Columbia Falls. Call (406) 892-5858 for more information. 
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						Yes, they have 10-pound balls.

					

				

			

			Say, Neighbor, Can I Borrow a Cup of Honey?

			Columbia Falls

			She was a free-spirited flower child, floating on the summer wind through the Flathead Valley in a hand-painted Volkswagen bug. He was a hard-working, fun-loving, down-to-earth type with a similar love of flowers and a yen for travel. Perhaps they were destined to meet, these two star-crossed campers.

			When he hooked his tiny travel trailer to her flower-covered Beetle, it was a cosmic connection that joined two disparate lives forever.

			You can still see them there, Huck the bear and his VW sweetie, 8 feet above the earth, welcoming travelers to the Glacier Peaks RV Park. Huck is gracious as ever, holding open the door to his trailer with a hearty, “Hi, neighbor!”

			To say hello to Huck, look for Glacier Peaks RV Park, located on MT 40, just west of Columbia Falls. Call (800) 268-4849 or visit glacierpeaksrvpark.com for more information.
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						A Beetle pulling a trailer? That’s about as likely as a talking bear.

					

				

			Montana Dragon Boat Festival

			Lakeside

			Take 20 life-jacketed maniacs, and tuck them into a long, slim boat with a fearsome dragonhead jutting from the bow. Set a steersman in the stern, and add a rear-facing drummer in the front, sitting on a platform facing the rear. Put a paddle in each of the maniac’s hands. Get ready. Oh, one more thing. Paint everyone’s face and dress them in a pink tutu.

			Mardi Gras meets crew in the Montana Dragon Boat Festival, as teams of paddlers sporting wild costumes compete on a 500-meter course. Stemming from a 2,500-year old Chinese tradition, dragon boat racing is as serious as the participants want to make it. Teams travel from all over the United States and Canada to Lakeside for the Festival, which is usually held in early September.

			Grim-faced athletes gripping $200 graphite paddles rub shoulders with fright-wigged contestants in outlandish getups who had never even seen a dragon boat until that morning. In 2015, some 58 teams entered the race. Part of the fun is coming up with a great team name. Big Bone Theory, Raunchy Rodents, and the Cracked Paddles matched up against more serious teams like Edmonton’s Catch-22 and Waverunners from Calgary. Riviting Rosies, dressed as the iconic World War II poster girl, took home the Team Spirit Award. Their yellow gloves may have come in handy when gripping the paddles. Who knows?

			The festivities moved to Lakeside from Bigfork in 2015, and Volunteer Park seems to be the ideal spot. The huge waterfront park has plenty of room for team tents and vendors (including one enterprising guy selling tries at “bra pong”), and the thousands of people who attend. It also features almost 200 feet of beach from which to watch the race. Sailboats, yachts, and even the occasional float plane anchor offshore for a primo viewing spot. The dragon boat heats start early Saturday morning, and awards are given mid-afternoon on Sunday. The park is full of a wide variety of food for sale, and live music keeps the festival atmosphere hopping.

			Randy, a paddler from Missoula, had put together his team, This Boat Ain’t Draggin’, just a few days before. His wife had seen an ad for the festival in the paper and said they should do it. “Did we practice?” he said with a grin, “No. But our first race, we came in second. We won our second race.” This Boat Ain’t Draggin’ finished out of the money, unfortunately, but Randy said they all had a blast.

			With all the kids swimming, spectators cheering and munching hot dogs, paddlers in their funky finery swapping jokes and posing for photos while the announcer calls another close race, it’s hard to imagine a better way to spend a sunny day in Montana’s shoulder season. 

			Proceeds from the Montana Dragon Boat Festival benefit several area nonprofits. For schedule and information, visit montanadragonboat.com.
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			Am I Drunk, or Is That a Giant Penguin?

			Cut Bank
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			Between I-15 and East Glacier, you can drive right up to the Holy Grail of Montana Curiosities. This 27-foot-tall cement penguin greets you as you enter Cut Bank from the east on US 2. And I mean this literally: The penguin talks (sometimes).

			Constructed of cement over a metal frame and weighing more than 5 tons, the black-and-white penguin in a bright red toque stands in front of the Glacier Gateway Inn. The adjacent parking lot gives plenty of room for a variety of photo opportunities, including the popular, “look, I’m holding the giant penguin in the palm of my hand” gag.

			The penguin was built by hotel owner Ron Gustafson in 1989, and the 6-foot-tall base explains why: “Welcome to Cut Bank, Coldest Spot in the Nation.” That’s also the phrase continually spoken by the penguin through a speaker in the base (if it’s not on the fritz). This boast may be fightin’ words, though, to the frigid folk in Stanley, Idaho, which regularly records the coldest average temp in the lower forty-eight. But, alas, Stanley lacks a giant flightless bird. Especially one that talks (when it’s working).

			The Cut Bank Penguin is just off the road when you enter Cut Bank on US 2. You can’t miss it. Seriously. If you do, maybe you should let someone else drive while you take a nap.

			The Biggest Little Museum in the Bitterroot

			Darby

			The oldest structure in Darby is also its most interesting. The Pioneer Memorial Museum is contained in a 20 x 45-foot log cabin, originally built in 1886 on nearby Tin Cup Creek, 2 years before Darby was founded.

			Under the moss-covered roof, you’ll find hundreds of treasures and artifacts on display. Curators from the local historical society have managed to cram 150 years of pioneer life into a space no bigger than your average Starbuck’s.

			There are Indian artifacts from nearby Lake Como, including tools made from river rocks and arrowheads crafted from shale and obsidian. Mostly, though, it’s the trappings and necessities of the white settler on display here, and some items indicate a surprisingly sophisticated lifestyle for people who had never even seen two-ply toilet paper.

			An intricate wedding dress from 1903 hangs smartly on a mannequin frame, and other female finery is arranged around it, suggesting a refinement that seems out of place with our image of the rough-and-tumble prairie lifestyle. Music played a big part of that lifestyle, and like most small-town pioneer museums, this one has a fully restored vintage organ. It’s a beautiful Peloubet & Co. instrument, and it even features some interesting sheet music: “Take Your Girlie to the Movies (If You Can’t Make Love at Home).”

			The gold rush that first brought white settlers to the area is represented, with gold pans, miner’s picks, and ancient cooking utensils and vessels. Coffee grinders, whiskey jugs, and medicine bottles are there to remind us of what kept the miners going.

			One of the most unique items on display is at the back end of the museum, in a corner filled with schoolhouse gear and a knitting machine. It’s a large map of the United States, circa 1906. It seems to be the classroom type that the teacher would pull down in front of the blackboard. Well, back when they had blackboards anyway. The map was made before Hawaii and Alaska joined the union, of course, so those states are not visible (whereas you can see them on most modern maps, just off the coast of Texas). 

			The Darby Pioneer Memorial Museum is just behind the town hall, in the city park in downtown Darby, on US 93 South. Donations are accepted. 
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						“Oh, Mary, I love what you’ve done with the living room! The other pioneer wives will be so jealous.”

					

				

			Hats Off to the Hat Man

			Darby

			When John Wayne’s stunt double, Jim Burk, needed a cowboy hat, he didn’t just buy one off the rack, Pilgrim. No ma’am, he went to see the Hat Man in Darby.

			Primo cowboy hats are the specialty at the Double H Custom Hat Company, owned and operated by Jimmy Harrison, known around these parts as “Jimmy the Hat Man.”

			
				Trivia

				The tallest known ponderosa pine in the state is near Fish Creek Road, just west of Alberton off I-90. It stands 194 feet tall and is 78 inches in diameter at the base. And no, it didn’t play basketball in high school, but thanks for asking.

			

			And it’s not just Burk, the simulated Duke, who buys his hats from Jimmy. The Hat Man has made custom lids for the likes of Garth Brooks, Terri Clark, Mark Chestnutt, Tanya Tucker, and Willie Nelson, to name just a few. He even made a white felted beaver hat for former President George W. Bush, complete with an inlaid eagle on the crown.

			“I enjoy individualizing ’em,” says Jimmy. “I very seldom make the same hat twice.” He does perform the occasional duplicate, however, when he’s asked to re-create the John Wayne–style hat or Tom Selleck’s “Quigley” hat or the Dwight Yoakam number the country star can be seen peeking out from under on nearly all his album covers.

			Born and raised in Dillon, Jimmy learned the hat trade from a master hatter in Wisdom after getting busted up riding in the rodeo. He’s been in the Darby area for about 15 years, and is most famous locally for donating the official cowboy hat to the winner of the Miss Montana Rodeo competition each year. “I let the winner design her own hat,” he says, pointing at a signed photo of a previous rodeo queen wearing a felted beaver hat with a cowhide brim, the rodeo-queen tiara clamped to the crown.

			He also makes a few palm-leaf hats, but don’t expect to walk in and pluck one off the shelf for the same price as a steak dinner. Jimmy politely but firmly tells budget-minded customers that the local ranch supply store has plenty of cheap, straw cowboy hats. His custom-made works of art can run to over $2,000.

			Jimmy enjoys running his shop in downtown Darby, which is taking on more and more of a frontier days and western look in its architecture and attitude. “I like meeting new and interesting people every day,” he says. “It makes it a pleasure.”

			He also crafts top hats, bowlers, homburgs, and derbies, but to wear one of those fancy-pants hats on the boardwalks of Darby would take some true grit.

			Double H Custom Hat Company is located at 121 South Main Street, on US 93 South in Darby. Call (877) HAT-MAKR or visit doublehhats.com.
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						If you want to know how the metric system nearly ruined the 10-gallon hat, ask Jimmy the Hat Man.

					

				

			The Ski Resort That Never Was

			Lolo

			If you drive south out of Missoula on Highway 93, you’ll see a striking sight on a mountainside in Lolo. Several ski runs snake their way down the slope, winding through the fir trees. You check your map. You do a quick online search. Funny, there’s no mention of a ski resort near Lolo. As you near the mountain, you can see that there are no ski lift towers, no maintenance buildings, no ski village, no nothing. And definitely no skiers. 

			Tom Maclay had something else in mind. In 1993 he cut 30 ski runs through his 2,900-acre family ranch, working on his dream of opening a ski resort on Lolo Peak. He had it all planned out—an all-season, upscale residential village, shops, restaurants, a golf course, an ice skating rink, and a gift shop that sells those little snow globes with a miniature scene inside where a guy has hit some black ice on the road and slid off into a ditch. Unfortunately Maclay failed to secure permission from the US Forest Service to gain access to several thousand acres of adjacent public land, terrain that was crucial to his resort. Lawsuits were filed, generating an avalanche of paperwork that eventually smothered Maclay’s dream. Quixote-like, he pressed on, even cutting down 400 trees on Forest Service land to make way for a snow groomer. More lawsuits. Amid all the legal wrangling, bemused locals shook their heads, fully aware that Lolo lies in the “banana belt” of Montana, and it’s hard enough to find enough snow for decent inner tubing on area hills, let alone enough white stuff to support a ski area.

			Maclay eventually was forced to sell his land to cover his legal bills, but the ski runs remain, a bold visual reminder that the old saying, “If you build it, they will come,” isn’t always true.

			A Giant Purple Spoon Points the Way to Glacier Park

			East Glacier
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					If you have a purple spoon that’s bigger than this, call me.

				

			

			 “What’s the point of having a 14-foot spoon in your front yard if it’s not purple?” It’s hard to argue with logic like that, especially when it comes from Jo Wagner, owner of the World’s Largest Purple Spoon (maybe) in East Glacier.

			It’s the perfect utensil for a swimming pool full of Frosted Flakes, but where would you see that outside of a Disney movie? This spoon has only one function, and it’s to call attention to its smaller brethren, Jo’s hand-carved wooden spoons.

			The Spiral Spoon on MT 49 in East Glacier features beautiful, hand-carved wooden spoons that have been lovingly crafted by Jo since 1999. She uses some 50 types of wood, from koa and maple to more exotic woods like lignum vitae, a rock-hard trade wood that actually sinks in water. After several rounds of sanding and submersion in water to bring out the grain, the spoons eventually are soaked in “Spiral Spoon snake oil” to make them kitchen tough and near-impervious to stains. And Jo usually carves a leaf into the handle, with its stem spiraling around from bowl to tip.

			The giant purple spoon also sports the trademark leaf, with its stem carefully wrapped around the handle. The big spoon’s genesis is rooted in the problem of how to dispose of the fine sawdust created by the sanding of the wooden spoons. Jo says she came up with a type of papier-mâché, mixing the sawdust with newspaper and water. The spoon was shaped with the sawdust mixture, and a skin was created out of newspaper.

			The particular shade of purple, she says, is called aubergine, which is a type of eggplant. When she and her husband, Charley, were trying to decide on a pet name for the spoon, Jo figured that the only person she knew of who would actually use the word aubergine was Martha Stewart. So the Largest Purple Spoon in the World (maybe) is known as Big Martha. It’s a good thing.

			The World’s Largest Purple Spoon (maybe) is right out front at the Spiral Spoon, 1012 MT 49 in East Glacier. Try calling (406) 226-4558 or visit thespiralspoon.com.

			Double the Bullets, Double Your Fun!

			Eureka

			Sometimes you’ll hear a story or witness an event that is so freaky and so unlikely, that it takes some time and effort (and maybe an adult beverage or two) to wrap your mind around it.

			One such occurrence is documented and displayed in the Tobacco Valley Historical Village in Eureka. In an unassuming little display box, laid out under glass, is the evidence and account of this one-in-a-million shot. Or, more accurately, two-in-a-million.

			The year was 1881 and Joe Fredrickson was working in a lumber camp on the Tobacco Plains. Fredrickson and his friend, Jack Hardy, left the camp to hunt some meat. Fredrickson spied a deer on top of a ridge, and dropped it with a single shot. 

			He rushed up the hill to claim his prize, only to meet Hardy walking up from the other side. “I made a fine shot,” he said to Hardy. But the other man claimed he had shot the deer, and the two began to argue over who actually had made the kill. They finally used their satellite phone to call in some CSI techs to do a ballistics and DNA analysis on the carcass. Not really. What they did was drag the deer back to camp where the cook performed an autopsy, uh, I mean dressed it out. She cut open the heart of the animal, and there, to everyone’s astonishment, she found two lead bullets fused together. The men had both pulled the trigger at the same moment, and the slugs had met in the heart and joined together. Both men immediately ran into town to buy lottery tickets.

			Now, more than 100 years later, the fused bullets are displayed under glass in the little case, lying next to a buckskin pouch that was made from that very deer. The rest of the museum is worth a look, too, with its schoolhouse, church, and library. But when you look at the two lead bullets that were plucked from that deer’s heart, it’s difficult to comprehend the odds of such a thing actually happening.

			Eureka’s Tobacco Valley Historical Village is located at 4 Dewey Avenue. They can be reached at (406) 297-7654.

			Concrete Indians Not Included

			Flathead Lake

			If you’re driving Highway 35 between Bigfork and Polson, look to the lake side of the road just north of Woods Bay and you’ll see what appears to be the nose of a Saturn Five rocket emerging from the earth. Don’t panic! It’s not a moon shot, it’s just the Concrete Tipi.

			Evidently built as a kitschy homage to the Native Americans in the area, this unique structure has been on the lakeshore since the 1970s. Three stories high and tipped in brown paint, the Concrete Tipi is pretty run down these days. The paint has mostly peeled off, but you can still see evidence of decorative, Indian-style illustrations here and there.

			It doesn’t seem to be inhabited currently, but it is crammed full of someone’s junk. As a family home, the Tipi would obviously present many challenges, one of which would be this: What would a child do when she misbehaves and is told to go stand in the corner?

			The Concrete Tipi is located just north of Woods Bay on MT 35, on the east side of Flathead Lake. It’s not open to the public.
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				The Flathead’s Homegrown Radio Station

				If you’re driving, boating, or hiking anywhere in the Flathead Valley and you find yourself wishing for a nonstop stream of great music, you’re in luck. The Montana Radio Cafe, broadcast from Scott Johnston’s front porch in Creston, stands ready to fulfill your musical desires.

				The tiny, 100-watt FM station resides at 101.9 on the dial, but is also streamed worldwide on the Internet at montanaradiocafe.org. The coverage of the radio signal varies, but according to Johnston, folks have reportedly been able to tune in as far south as Arlee and as far north as Whitefish and beyond.

				“I love music,” says Johnston about his passion for the station. After spending years working in commercial radio, he became frustrated and bored with the increasingly narrow classifications and mind-numbing repetition of standard FM programming. “I thought, what if somebody just played good music? Would it make it?”

				Since going on-air in 2004, it has done just that. With an eclectic play list of more than 20,000 songs, Montana Radio Cafe has sponsors from all over the Flathead Valley, and supporters from all over the globe. Working with other music-minded volunteers, Johnston also puts on occasional concerts at the KM Theatre in nearby Kalispell.

				Musicians periodically drop by to set a spell and do some picking on the front porch with Johnston, an accomplished guitarist. He keeps the transmitter and servers and other bulky hardware in his basement, which enables him to maintain an uncluttered, inviting front porch. It’s enclosed, of course, protecting him from the elements while he broadcasts music by thousands of artists both famous and obscure. You can hear B.B. King, Delbert McClinton, Bruce Cockburn, and Gillian Welch, as well as lesser-known artists like the Badgers, or Montana favorites like John Floridis and Shane Clouse. But you’ll have to go online to see who’s playing, because Johnston doesn’t clutter up the flow with lengthy announcing. He does mention his sponsors frequently, though, in a down-home, “Tell ’em Scott sent ya” kind of way.

				The studio is easy to find on MT 35 between Bigfork and Columbia Falls. Look for the 100-foot transmitter tower rising into the sky, next to the classic farmhouse with the neon “On Air” sign blazing proudly in the front porch window for all to see.
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			Stonehenge, Where the Demons Dwell . . .

			Fortine

			If you’ve got a hankering to see Stonehenge, you can either hop a plane to Wiltshire, England, and eat boiled food for a week. Go ahead, ask your restaurant server for an English muffin—they never heard of ’em! Or you can save yourself a lot of time and money by simply taking a little detour off US 93 near Fortine, where a wealthy recluse has installed a replica of the mysterious monument on his private golf course. And unlike the tiny version that was in danger of being crushed by a dwarf in This is Spinal Tap, this replica is full-size.

			
				Trivia

				Melting snow creates 70 percent of Montana’s stream flow. The other 30 percent probably comes from guys peeing on Triple Divide Peak.

			

			I spoke briefly to the owner, who was gracious enough to allow me to walk around his Stonehenge to snap a few photos. He is a very private person, however, and reminded me that the golf course was a private facility, on private property. He dodged most of my questions about when he built it, what techniques were used, and what kind of stones they were. He wouldn’t even give me his real name. In fact, the only detail I could pry out of him was the inspiration for the monument’s construction.

			“It all boils down to this,” he said, indicating the glass of white wine he was drinking. Obviously, he’s got to have a sense of humor to put the time and considerable expense into designing and constructing a full-scale duplicate of the 4,500-year-old stone edifice.

			A system of spotlights illuminates the monument at night, and it must be pretty impressive then, because in the daylight it is overwhelming. Some of the lateral stones, or lintels, laid atop two vertical stones are about 25 feet tall. The massive bulk of these cream-colored stones makes you wonder about what it took to get them there, on a manicured fairway overlooking a beautiful island par-3 on this private 18-hole golf course. But like the original Stonehenge, it looks like this replica will keep its secrets.

			A glimpse of Montana’s Stonehenge can be had from Crystal Lake Road off US 93 near Fortine. You can drive past the golf course, close enough to view the monument. The golf course is private property, though, and trespassing is a violation of the law.
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						Just one of the graceful curves and intricate constructions you’ll find at Stonehenge, Montana.
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			You Should See the Guy Who Milks It

			Greenough/Ovando

			According to official traffic counts, nearly 10,000 vehicles a day drive past the Clearwater Junction, where MT 83 juts off MT 200 and the Clearwater River dumps into the Blackfoot. Many people passing by pay little attention to the gargantuan sentinel standing on a trailer at the junction, but a few first-timers always do a fierce double take when they see the Stoney’s giant cow.

			Standing some 14 feet tall and longer than your average panel truck, the bovine behemoth is a well-known landmark that serves a valuable purpose for anyone giving directions in the area. Going from Missoula to Seeley? Easy—drive up the Blackfoot River on MT 200, turn left at the giant cow. Making your way from Glacier Park to Bonner? Piece of cake. Head south on 83, hang a right at the giant cow.

			“If we take it out of here for a parade or something, people get lost. ‘Where’s the cow?’” laughs Ken Price, the owner of Stoney’s Kwik Stop, the name of which is emblazoned on the side of the giant beast. He says the cow (which, upon closer inspection, proves to be a, uh, male cow) has been on the spot for more than 40 years, since it was purchased for $5,000 by the original owner, Bud Lake.

			There’s usually a group of curiosity-seekers, especially in the summer, gathered around the fiberglass cow to take some touristy photos. The cow/bull, though, gazes contentedly into the distance with its volleyball-size eyes of blue, silently enduring the embarrassing poses and lurid comments of the passing tourists.

			Travelers will come and go, but the giant cow of Clearwater Junction holds its ground. The cow abides.

			You can’t miss the giant cow at the junction of MT 83 and MT 200.
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						“When I moo, people listen.”

					

				

			
				Hamilton’s Favorite Son

				The last scene of The Big Chill delivers a satisfying sucker punch when Three Dog Night starts singing, “Jeremiah was a bullfrog . . .” The reunited baby boomers begin laughing and joking as if they’ll never again have to think about their crushing mortgages, sagging bodies, or receding hairlines.

				“Joy to the World” was the biggest hit written by the late Hoyt Axton, a well-loved resident of the Bitterroot Valley who passed away in 1999 at age 61. The song spent 6 weeks at number one when it was originally released in 1971, and Chill’s soundtrack helped shine a little bit of spotlight back onto Axton, the one-time San Francisco folkie. He’d written other songs for successful artists, including “Greenback Dollar,” which was a big hit for the Kingsmen. But “Joy to the World” remains his most well known work, as evidenced by all the frog-themed items people leave around his grave-site in Hamilton.

				He had a pretty good following performing his own material, with songs such as “Boney Fingers” and “Della and the Dealer.” Axton also had a successful acting career, playing a few memorable characters that allowed him to take advantage of his gruff, burly exterior. Among other roles, he was the chronically preoccupied inventor in Gremlins, and also played the amiable-but-shrewd sheriff in Disorganized Crime, a comic caper that was filmed in and around Hamilton.

				Axton’s sense of humor was on full display in that movie, and he was given a lot of memorable lines. One of my favorites is his reply to dispatch when they were checking in with him on a stakeout: “It’s quieter than a foam rubber wind chime out there.”

				He didn’t get all the musical talent in his family, incidentally. His mother, Mae Boren Axton, co-wrote “Heartbreak Hotel,” the first hit for Elvis Presley.

				Hoyt Axton’s grave can be seen at Riverview Cemetery, just west of Hamilton on Westbridge Road.

			

			

			This Is One Crazy Coin Collection

			Haugen

			How far does a dollar go these days? At the 50,000 Silver $ Bar in Haugen, it goes all the way from the floor to the ceiling, and from one end of the bar clear to the other.

			Known as the 10,000 Silver $ Bar until May of 2008, the giant restaurant/bar/casino/gift shop along I-90 has had so many silver dollars donated by people passing through that it had to change its name to keep up with the quantity. There are well over 50,000 dollar coins filling up the 30-foot-high walls, and 2,115 solid silver specimens are embedded in the long bar top. They’re under a thick layer of clear acrylic, so don’t get any ideas about prying out some gas money while you’re there.

			The very first dollar put into the bar top came from Gerry and Marie Lincoln in 1952, and the bar has been in the Lincoln family ever since. That might help explain the life-size wood carving of Honest Abe stationed at the entrance to the casino. Originally located in Cherry Springs near Alberton, Lincoln’s Silver Dollar Bar was moved to Haugen in 1956, and then to a different location in Haugen in 1976.

			Some 1,500 dollar coins are donated to the bar each year. The huge collection contains 10,623 genuine vintage silver dollars, and modern Eisenhower coins make up the rest. The oldest coin, an 1876 trade dollar from Hong Kong, is in the bar top near the west end.

			As you stroll through the cavernous gift shop, you’ll encounter several sets of bull horns, stacks of cowboy hats, ornate swords, knives, jewelry, beaded western belts, and a few mounted jackalope heads. The jackalope, a mythical beast of the West, is a desert hare sporting an impressive set of antlers. Like the hoop snake and the side-hill wompus, the jackalope is a legendary critter that may or may not exist outside the imagination of a skilled taxidermist.

			The 50,000 Silver Dollar Bar is a must-see if you’re traveling in western Montana. They are located in Haugen, off exit 16 on I-90. Call (406) 678-4242 if you get lost. Stop in and check it out before they have to change the name again, or visit 50000silverdollar.com.
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						If you laid every silver dollar in this bar end to end, it would really upset the owners.

					

				

			Spiritwood Disc Golf Course

			Victor

			If you’re one of those people who likes to spoil a perfectly nice walk through the woods by chasing a piece of plastic around, i.e., a disc golfer, you’re in for a twisted treat in the foothills of the Bitterroot Mountains. Spiritwood Disc Golf Course comprises 22 holes of teeth-gnashing, foot-stamping golf madness. Frying pans hanging from the trees, holes perched on the edges of long slopes down to a marshy stream, and a forest full of Ponderosa pines and firs combine to make this one of the toughest, and most interesting, disc golf courses in western Montana.

			“It’s a highly technical course,” says Bitterroot Disc Golf Association president Chad Alberda. “A lot of courses are wide open, but on this one you really have to finagle your shots.” Nick Mariana owns the land, and with the help of his brother-in-law, laid out the original course in 1988. They kept expanding their labor of love, adding features like a truck tailgate hole (your disc has to hit the tailgate to score), a goal fashioned from a large blue plastic drum with a hole cut into it, and a hillside irrigation stream that seems to be filled with disc-attracting water. As Mariana has added holes and upgraded existing ones, the course has become somewhat more pro-level and a bit less funky. All holes now feature a regulation goal, consisting of an inverted cone made of hanging chain that arrests the disc when it hits. But Spiritwood still has things like a “chipping course,” nine targets near the entrance where you try to hit a 105 mm artillery shell that’s been painted and slid down over a post. A direct hit produces a satisfying “bong” that reverberates through the trees. Since this is disc golf we’re talking about, that probably won’t be the only bong involved.

			To get to Spiritwood, take Highway 93 South, turn west on Bear Creek Road, 3 miles south of Victor. Go left on Red Crow Road, keep straight onto Fred Burr Road, turn right on Spiritwood Lane. Look for the white arrow. Golf will cost you $1 per round, and it’s open dusk ’til dawn every day. A map of the course can be downloaded at spiritwooddiscgolf.com. Call (406) 961-4970 for more information.

			Drinking and Driving Encouraged Here

			Hungry Horse

			If you think it’s hard to keep your seat on a Martin City barstool, try doing it when the stool is moving at 20 miles per hour.

			That’s exactly what happens in the Martin City Barstool Races, during Cabin Fever Days in the Bad Rock Canyon each February. People from all over the Flathead area gather each year in this tiny northern hamlet to swill beer, blow off steam, and race ski-mounted barstools down a gently sloping Main Street right into the heart of town.

			Volunteers with snowplows prep the 200-yard course by grooming the snow, which is never in short supply in this part of the state. Then they use backhoes to break up the ice chunks and back blade it to a relatively level racing surface. Meanwhile, drivers and pushers congregate in the South Fork Saloon to talk strategy. It’s a lot like a NASCAR pit area, only instead of talking horsepower and drafting schemes, they’re trading tips on what to use for a ski coating. One racer I spoke to swears by Pam® cooking spray. “Original flavor,” he said, “not the garlic.”

			The festival, which draws thousands of winter-weary fun seekers, features pool tournaments, a poker run, karaoke, live bands, Texas hold-’em tournaments, and hot food from several street vendors. The winters are long and harsh in the Bad Rock Canyon, and Cabin Fever Days serves as a pressure valve that probably prevents this beautiful little corner of Montana from becoming the serial killer capital of the world.

			The Barstool Races are the main event, of course, and contestants pay a $15 fee to enter their homemade contraptions. Money goes to the Canyon Quick Response Unit, the Head Start chapter, and to the local fire department. The first race was 30 years ago, and organizers quickly had to break down the racers into different divisions as imaginations ran wild and the actual barstool became less of a design element. Now these frostbitten speed freaks race in four categories: steerable, non-steerable, furniture, and the open division. You’ll see beds, pirate ships, flying saucers, giant beer bottles, and even a few purists riding barstools down the slope.

			The crashes are spectacular. When riders lose control and slam their sleds into the hay bales that line the course, the spectators scatter. If the action gets too wild, revelers can always retreat to the saloon, where they’ll find a stationary barstool or two.

			Martin City is about 8 miles east of Columbia Falls on US 2. For more info, call the South Fork Saloon at (406) 387-9971.
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						“What’s that? Is this my crash helmet? Oh, I hope not . . .”

					

				

			Does a Blue Cow Give Blue Milk?

			Kalispell

			If there’s one thing Montana is lousy with, it’s giant cow statues. From Clearwater Junction to Three Forks, these massive tributes to the dairy and beef industries dot the landscape like sloe-eyed sentries guarding our bucolic rural landscapes.

			One of the newest bovine behemoths to startle drivers and attract curious motorists is Suds, the giant blue-and-black cow standing in the corner of the parking lot of Blue Cow Car Wash in Kalispell. Ten-feet tall and 12-feet long, Suds is a fearsome yet strangely soothing specimen, an oversize mascot for the car wash.

			The cow is an astonishingly detailed fiberglass likeness created by the Fiberglass Animals Shapes and Trademarks Company in Sparta, Wisconsin. According to owner Steve Gascoigne, Suds cost around $13,000, roughly six times the amount of your average dairy cow made of beef. Of course, Suds won’t produce any milk, in spite of her ice chest–size udder, realistic down to the huge veins that run up to her belly.

			“We wanted something eye-catching,” says Gascoigne, when asked why a cow. He says they chose the name for the car wash specifically with this big mascot in mind.

			But wait, that’s not all—step inside the soup cafe that shares the building with the car wash and you’ll meet up with Suds’s offspring: two matching blue-and-black calves as big as horses, and a third, smaller calf that is bisected by a kids’ slide.

			Beef, milk, mascot, playground equipment—it’s no wonder we hold the ubiquitous and versatile cow in such high regard in Montana.

			Blue Cow Car Wash is located at 10 Commons Way in Kalispell, just off US 93 North. Their phone number is (406) 755-6988.
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						“I tell ya, if it’s not one thing, it’s an udder! Yuk yuk. Moo.”

					

				

			It’s Where the Locals Go

			Kalispell

			If you pass through Kalispell without stopping at Sykes Grocery and Market, you’ll be doing yourself a major disservice. Why, it would be like driving through Primm, Nevada, and not bothering to stop and see the Bonnie and Clyde Death Car.

			The original home of the 10-cent cup of coffee (still available if you’re over 65 or ordering food), Sykes is a unique experience that you just have to see for yourself. What began as a neighborhood grocery store over 100 years ago is still a popular gathering spot for locals and in-the-know visitors. It is a grocery store, yes, but there’s also a recently expanded pharmacy and a spacious, old-school diner.

			Doug and Judy Wise ran Sykes from the 1950s until 2008, when they sold the store to Mike and Mary McFarland. The McFarlands, to the great relief of everyone in Kalispell, vowed to maintain the original look and feel of the venerated establishment.

			Although they’ve put in new bathrooms and expanded the pharmacy, the rest of Sykes is just the way it has been for decades. Wood-paneled walls surround the restaurant, and the small grocery store still offers all kinds of comestibles stacked on 60-year-old shelving fixtures. Diner tables are covered with dozens of local business ads, and hundreds of cattle brands are mounted high on the wall, running from one end of the building to the other.

			The restaurant features a varied menu at reasonable prices, and you can sit at the long red soda fountain counter with 20 other people to enjoy your meal. The clam chowder they have on Friday is homemade, and it is excellent.

			The old and the new mix it up throughout Sykes. An ATM machine shares floor space with ancient scales and check stands. Old-timers share tables with younger folks, sipping their 10-cent coffee and talking about everything under the sun.

			Kalispell’s most beloved gathering place is the best spot to measure this lake town’s zeitgeist. Like it says on the plaque near the front door, “Nobody goes away a stranger.”

			Sykes Grocery and Market is located at 202 Second Avenue West in Kalispell. Call (406) 257-4304 or visit sykesmt.com
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			Like a Sturgeon

			Libby

			If a sand shark mated with a bulldog, and somehow an armadillo got involved, the result would probably look like the white sturgeon. It may be butt-ugly, but it’s also endangered, and the Kootenai River population is the only one naturally isolated from the lower Columbia River drainage. Man-made facilities and dams cut off the rest.

			This big fish, also known as the Pacific sturgeon, has a face only a mother could love. Big, bony spines along its back and rows of cartilage plates along its sides give the fish a definite prehistoric look. In spite of its gnarly appearance, the white sturgeon is prized as a game fish as well as for its firm, white meat. Its eggs also make for some rib-stickin’ caviar. Fishing for them in Montana, though, has been prohibited since 1979. Their numbers have been in steady decline, and efforts are currently being made to find ways to increase their spawning.

			Like some mothers-in-law and members of Congress, the white sturgeon can live to be over 100 years old. In the Kootenai River below the falls, where they congregate, you can just imagine one of the more geriatric specimens yelling at the younger sturgeon, “Hey, you kids, get off my spawning bed!”

			Not only are they the oldest, but they’re also among the biggest of landlocked game fish. Elsewhere in the United States, sturgeon populations are healthy enough to allow for fishing. The world record is a 468-pounder, caught in 1983 in California. The biggest one ever captured was a 1,387-pound monster netted in the Fraser River, British Columbia, in 1897. It must have been quite a sight, seeing a dozen Canadian fishermen wetting their pants in unison.

			Construction of the Libby Dam upstream pretty much doomed this particular population, and the resulting manipulation of river water levels has basically stopped any significant natural reproduction. At current attrition rates of 9 percent per year, it’s estimated that the white sturgeon in the 30-mile stretch below the Kootenai Falls will be functionally extinct by 2065, unless new techniques and a resurgence in spawning somehow come into play.
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