Hoodoo Heaven
by
Eyes Right
Bryce Canyon City, UT - I had never seen so many hoodoos.  In fact, I was totally unfamiliar with the term; I had seen these "things" previously, but had no idea what they were called.  But, whatever their name, they were majestic, oh, so majestic.
I was hiking on the Queen's Garden Trail in Bryce Canyon, one of the five national parks here in Utah.  All are located in the southern half of the state, and each is very different, and unique.  Bryce Canyon does not have the number of visitors who flock to Zion National Park, but it certainly does have it beat on the quantity of hoodoos. 
So what is a hoodoo?  It is a geologic term used to describe a tall, thin, irregular rock formation rising from the floor of an arid area to a height up to 30 meters (100 ft.).  The shapes are endless in variety as they are continuously being carved by the infinitely changing forces of water and wind aided by freeze/thaw cycles.  Here in Bryce Canyon the hoodoos are numerous, amazingly colored, somewhat eerie, but fascinating.  The rock in these hoodoos is predominately sandstone and limestone which erodes easily; it can be shaped by your hand.  I have seen similar formations in the Cappadocia region of southern Turkey and in the Badlands of South Dakota, but nothing which compares to Bryce.   As you hike along one of the numerous trails in the park, each step brings a different perspective.  It is as if you are walking through a maze of technicolor church spires designed by a slightly inebriated, but very creative, sculptor with a slightly distorted sense of humor.  In addition to the spires, there are very precariously balanced huge boulders, grand arches and natural bridges – all in spectacular pastel shades.  It is, for many visitors, a quasi-religious experience.
Bryce Canyon, ironically, is not actually a canyon.  It is the eastern edge of an 18-mile plateau marking the northern (and top) edge of the Grand Staircase, the geologic sequence of sedimentary rock layers descending south from here to the bottom of the Grand Canyon.  The first description of this rock phenomenon is attributed to Clarence Dutton, a geologist who first recognized the pattern in the 1870’s.  The youngest rocks are found here and are predominately pink; they are “only” 100 million years old (compared to the 240 million year old Kaibab limestone in Zion National Park, and the 2 billion year old rock in the lower reaches of the Grand Canyon.  The color of the rocks in the cliffs in each of the layers described by Dutton range from the pink here to grey, then white, then vermillion, then chocolate in the Grand Canyon.  Interestingly, the canyons formed in these uplifted rocks did not begin to form until 5 million years ago when the movements of the Earth allowed the Colorado River to begin to flow rapidly to the south.

Numerous fossils can be found in the sandstone throughout Bryce Canyon, indicating that this desert was once covered by water filled with creatures totally foreign to the current wildlife.  It is difficult to imagine, as one hikes these desert trails, that inland lakes, seas, rivers, and streams once were home to creatures here millions of years ago.  
Because the sky here is so clear, you may want to treat yourself to a moonlight hike among the voodoos.  Park rangers conduct these evening tours, but you can easily experience this by yourself.  It is truly a unique, and very memorable, evening.  

The name of the park is traced to a Mormon pioneer, Ebenezer Bryce, who ranched here briefly during the 1870’s.  Apparently Mr. Bryce was far more interested in surveying the area for a means to deliver water to his crops and cattle than to rhapsodize about the scenery.  He is said to have described the “canyon” as “hell of a place to lose a cow.”  He moved on to Arizona after just a few years, but, ironically, his name stuck.
Visitors can stay in the park lodge during all but the winter months, when it is closed due to the very cold weather (the elevation is 8000-9000 ft).  There is a very good alternative just outside the park in Bryce Canyon City, the home of a large tourist complex called Ruby’s which houses a mammoth gift store, two gas stations, a coin laundry, a liquor store (run by Mormons!!!), and over 700 motel rooms.  We ate at one of Ruby’s dining halls, which have dinner and breakfast buffets for those who do not mind eating amidst very large people eating very large portions of not particularly good food.  But the price was right, and we could be back among the hoodoos in less than 15 minutes. 
I thought that you might like to know.

E-R
