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	The Great Salt Lake and Desert
January 31, 2007


Shortly after getting out of the Navy in early 1966, I got a job at Tooele Army Depot and moved to Tooele, Utah.  Tooele is located about 10 miles from Interstate 80 (I-80) and the Great Salt Lake and about 20 miles away from the start of the Great Salt Lake Desert that stretches 110 miles all the way to Wendover, Nevada.  The I-80 freeway is almost a straight shot across the desert where nobody pays any attention to the 75 mile an hour posted speed limit.  When I was younger, we used to get to Wendover in a little over an hour.  Since I got older and little more responsible, the ride to Wendover takes about an hour and a half.  Why would anybody want to go to Wendover?  Well, they have five large casinos and it seems like half of the people from Salt Lake City are out there on any given weekend.
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	Picture of I-80 freeway crossing the desert between the Great Salt Lake and Wendover.
	Going West, after this service station in Delle, you have 95 miles with no services until you reach Wendover.  

	


The Great Salt Lake Desert covers about 4,000 square miles in area.  The sand there is white due to the high concentration of salt in the soil.  The salt comes from deposits left by the extinct Lake Bonneville, of which only the Great Salt Lake and Utah Lake remain.  A large portion of the desert is used by the military for bombing practice and testing chemical weapons.  Do you remember when all those sheep died just a few miles from Dugway Proving Ground?  You are probably not old enough to remember, but this happened in March, 1968, when 6,249 sheep were found either dead or sick in Skull Valley, an area about thirty miles form Dugway’s testing sites.  The Army never admitted to doing anything wrong but paid the ranchers for their losses.  From 1951 through 1969, hundreds, perhaps thousands of open-air tests using bacteria and viruses that cause disease in humans, animals, and plants were conducted at Dugway.  It is unknown how many people in the surrounding vicinity were also exposed to potentially harmful agents used in open-air tests at Dugway.
The Bonneville Salt Flats are a 160 square mile salt flat in northwestern Utah.  The depth of the salt here has been recorded at 6 feet deep.  The salt flats are accessible by I-80 just on the eastern border of the casino resort town of Wendover, Nevada.  Many travelers stop at the rest area outlook to view and walk on the salt.  The salt flats are famous for the Bonneville Speedway where many race cars have achieved speeds over 600 miles per hour and set land-speed records.
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	The Blue Flame, driven by Gary Gabelich, was propelled by a liquid natural gas rocket engine which reached an average speed of 622.407 mph on October 23, 1970.
	The 87 foot tall Tree of Utah is an artwork constructed in 1986 by Swedish artist Karl Momen.  The tree’s six spheres are coated with Utah rocks and minerals.  It is located 27 miles East of Wendover.  


After spending a few days in Wendover, I was always happy to see the Great Salt Lake and the mountains on the east side of Tooele.  This meant that I was close to home.
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The Great Salt Lake is located in the northern part of Utah and is the largest salt lake in the Western Hemisphere.  The lake’s surface area fluctuates between 1000 and 3300 square miles.  Regardless, it is the largest lake in the United States outside the five great “fresh-water” lakes and is the 33rd largest lake on Earth.  It is a terminal lake (it has no outlet besides evaporation) and is far saltier than sea water.  Three major rivers (the Jordan, Weber, and Bear) run into the Great Salt Lake and deposit over a million tons of minerals each year.  Because of its unusually high salt concentration, most people can easily float in the lake without even trying.  
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Even though it is too salty for fish to survive, the lake provides habitat for millions of shorebirds and waterfowl, including the largest population of Wilson Phalarope in the World, native birds, brine shrimp, and is the home to the Chilean Flamingo.
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	Wilson’s Phalarope
	Chilean Flamingo
	Migratory Birds


A large resort called Saltair has been operating on the southern shore of the lake for as long as I can remember.  The original Saltair was huge with beaches, boats, and carnival rides including a big roller coaster.  When I was a kid growing up in Utah, we really enjoyed going to Saltair.  It was a great place to have fun.  However, Saltair burned down twice and was completely destroyed in the 1960s.  The new resort built in 1981 is just a skeleton of the original Saltair.  I stopped at Saltair a few years ago and there was not much going on at all.  The area had a bad odor (it stunk) and I didn’t even go into the water.  Despite these issues, the lake remains one of Utah’s largest tourist attractions.  Antelope Island State Park has replaced Saltair as the most popular tourist destination at the lake and offers panoramic views of the lake, hiking and biking trails, wildlife viewing and access to beaches.
The Great Salt Lake is very scenic from the air or even from a short distance away.  I’m quite sure that Brigham Young, who led the Mormon Pioneers to the Salt Lake City valley in July of 1847, would not have stopped and proclaimed “this is the place”, if the lake was not there.  He surely would not have stopped in the desert and said those famous words.  

Utah is a pretty state.  I will have several more columns in the future on this state where I was born and called home for the first 30 years of my life.
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