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The Outdoor Retailer trade show first entered my 

consciousness on August 12, 1998, with a call from my 

old college friend Michael Steere, a writer who had 

flown in that day to interview an Outdoor Retailer show 

exhibitor for Outside Magazine.   We met for lunch on 

the outdoor patio behind Squatter‟s Brew Pub.  As we 

toasted old times a sudden blast of wind, accompanied 

by what sounded like an approaching freight train on a 

collision course with our table, began whiplashing the 

patio canopies.  Next came a stroboscopic flashing of 

violet light, followed a split-second later by a terrifying 

crack of thunder and the smell of ozone.  Hoo-boy, that 

was close.  Then a torrent of hail flushed startled diners 

off the patio like a covey of quail. 

 For Michael, a Midwesterner, the atmospherics were 

familiar.  “So you have tornados out here?” 

“Never,”  I replied.  

At that moment,  the power went out and sirens began 

wailing all across town.   A freak tornado was in fact 

churning across downtown Salt Lake City.    In nine 

minutes it cut a four mile long, half-mile wide swath 

through the heart of the city, first peeling off the roof of 

the Delta Center “like an orange”, then  smashing 

windows in the Wyndham hotel, then descending upon  

a temporary exhibit overflow structure called “The 

Tent” on the northwest corner of the Salt Palace 

Convention Center, where laborers and exhibitors were 

 

Watchman stands guard over the two-story high Arc’terx exhibit space (behind him) the night before the opening of the Outdoor Retailer Summer Market 

We all know the Outdoor Retailer Summer 

Market is in town when we begin to see giant 

trailers loaded with river and sea kayaks 

floating like space ships across our cityscape.    

The show is closed to the general public, lending 

it an aura of mystery.   

 

So what’s it like to surf an area 21 

times larger than Salt Lake’s biggest 

REI store, crammed with $100 million 

in state of the art outdoor recreation 

toys? 

 
City Weekly reporter Ray Wheeler enters a Xanadu of hedonistic consumerism 

in a quixotic search for the Holy Grail of ultralight technology. 

 



 

Setup can take some 400 workers up to 5 days 

in the final stages of the five-day-long setup for the 

O.R. Summer Market due to open the following day.  

Had the tornado struck one day later there would have 

been 18,000 visitors in the Salt Palace and several 

thousand in the two temporary exhibit overflow 

structures.   Fortunately there were only a few hundred 

in it when the funnel cloud struck.   “Within seconds,” 

reported the Salt Lake Tribune, “the giant tent pavilion 

was reduced to skeletal rafters.” Winds estimated at 113 

to 157 mph sent people “bloodied from head to toe”  

“literally „flying‟ through the display area.”  A dozen or 

more people were seriously injured and one worker was 

crushed and killed by a falling steel beam before the 

cyclone moved on across a Temple Square construction 

site populated by 800 workers, narrowly missed the 

Utah State Capital building (damn!), totally destroyed 

34 homes in the Avenues and finally dissipated along 

the ridgeline above City Creek Canyon, quite 

miraculously killing no one else. 

We visited the Salt Palace the following day to examine 

the wreckage of what had just been declared a federal 

disaster area.    But there was no wreckage.  Instead we 

found the proverbial Utah beehive of furious activity.   

Although the tornado had displaced over 300 exhibitors, 

the damaged exhibits were being reassembled with 

astonishing speed.  Yellow forklifts swarmed like killer 

bees over the vast showroom floor.  Monstrous wheeled 

cranes crawled the aisles and rotated gracefully 

overhead, adjusting lighting and hanging immense 

signs.  The slow-moving mechanical beasts gave the 

cavernous exhibit hall a ponderous, Jurassic Park 

gravitas. 

Only in America, I found myself thinking more with 

fear than with pride.  Only here do we have such 

ferocious, implacable devotion to industry and 

commerce.   And for the first time I experienced the 

peculiar thrill of awe, admiration and fear that is the 

elixir of the Outdoor Retailer show.  

For over half of its twenty-five year existence the 

premier trade show for outdoor equipment 

manufacturers and retailers has been happily married to 

Salt Lake City.   Except for two early years in Reno and 

a layover in Anaheim during the 2002 Winter Olympics, 

the biannual summer and winter Outdoor Retailer 

“markets” have been situated in Salt Lake City since 

1992--a span of 17 years. 

Why here?  Why Salt Lake City?  All evidence suggests 

that the majority of the 40,000-some annual winter and 

summer O.R. show participants are deeply fond of our 

state.  This is not simply because so many of them 

recreate in our monumental landscapes and on our 

powdery snow and powerful wild rivers.  It is also 

because they value the cloistered, austere, bland and 

slightly weird backdrop of our still culturally “lost” 

hermit kingdom. 

O.R. show participants hail from over 500 cities and a 

dozen countries.   Most are energetic globe trotters who  

spend much of their four to six month-long off-season 

exploring the remotest corners of the world.   For them 

Utah is, in a word, quaint, a sort of Amish Country of 

the American West.  And for all of the grumbling from 

show organizers about Salt Lake City‟s logistical 

deficiencies, I suspect that their clients rather like it just 

as it is. 

“The show stands out here in Salt Lake City as it never 

would in Reno or Los Angeles or Seattle,”says Leisure 

Trends Group marketing analyst Scott Jaeger.   “In a 

place like L.A. or Orlando it would have gotten lost.” 

Affection for Utah has not, of course, prevented the 

O.R. show management from regularly threatening 

divorce--a negotiating tactic that is probably standard 

operating procedure for any trade show entrepreneur.   

Salt Palace expansion ribbon cutting events have 

routinely been accompanied by announcements that the 

newly-expanded convention center, just doubled in size, 

is “already too small” to keep the O.R. show in town.   

Immediately the handwringing about possible loss of 

the show and the drumbeat for Salt Palace expansion 

begin again, followed in short order by new bonding 

and taxation. 

Given that Salt Palace expansion funding has come 

mostly from increases in rental car, restaurant and hotel 

room taxes—supplemented of course with generous 

donations from the city and county--the investments 

have no doubt been profitable for all major players and 

beneficial for the community as a whole.    The  summer 

and winter O.R. shows together inject an estimated $40 

million annually into the Utah economy, and the 

spending trickles down to many local businesses.   

When the O.R. show moved from Reno to Salt Lake 

City in 1996 the Salt Lake Convention and Visitor‟s 

Bureau projected it would bring a total of $129 million 

in revenue over five years.   By 1998 the projected total 

payback from Salt Palace expansion was estimated at 

$86 million per year.   Whenever money changes hands 

in any direction, government coffers fill with retail, 

room, rental car and construction tax dollars. 



 

 

Open Air Demo, Summer 2009 

 

310 tractor trailers, 3 million pounds of product 

Since the first O.R. Show here in 1992 the Salt Palace 

has been enlarged three times, quadrupling in size and 

expanding to fill the better part of three city blocks.  Its  

hypertrophic growth reflects that of the tourism 

economy—Utah‟s number one industry—and of the 

outdoor recreation industry as a whole.  A 2006 

Outdoor Industry Foundation study calculated that 

Americans are spending $289 billion on outdoor 

recreation, leaving it second only to the 

telecommunications industry in sales.  And that‟s not 

counting  the recirculation of recreation spending in the 

economy, which adds another $441 billion, bringing the 

industry‟s total economic contribution to $730 billion 

annually.  By comparison we spend less than half as 

much on medicine and pharmaceuticals and barely one 

third as much on movies and video entertainment. 

While the O.R. show primarily benefits Salt Lake City, 

the industry as a whole spreads its $5.8 billion annual 

contribution to Utah generously across the state.  Much 

of the spending is concentrated in the small towns 

scattered across the monumental landscapes of 

southeastern Utah, where opposition to wildlands 

preservation has paradoxically been fiercest.  Outdoor 

recreation supports 65,000 jobs, generates about $300 

million in annual state tax revenues and produces nearly 

$4 billion annually in retail sales and service across 

Utah. 

 

That kind of money talks.   If we lived in a less 

ferociously capitalistic and materialistic state, it might 

be different, but since the death of Brigham Young in 

1877 the Almighty Dollar has ruled Utah with an iron 

fist.   Our business leaders have the power of oriental 

potentates.  Our legislature functions as an annex of the 

Chamber of Commerce.   Wealth aggrandizement is a 

civil religion, a moral imperative, and the penultimate 

measure of personal worth.     And unfortunately for 

social conservatives, allowing money to “talk” is not 

necessarily in their interest. 

If Utah wildlands 

have been a magnet 

for the outdoor 

industry, the 

industry‟s trade show 

has exerted a 

reciprocal 

gravitational force 

upon our city and 

state.   With the 

possible exception of 

the LDS General 

Conference, which 

reportedly packs 

Temple Square with 

about 100,000 

attendees for several 

days every April, the 

O.R. Show, with 

40,000 attendees 

annually, is the biggest party in town.   An analogy 

between Church and Show is illustrative.  Both have 

great wealth and considerable political influence.  While 

the Church successfully petitioned the city to close 

down a full block of Main Street, the Show temporarily 

ropes off some four city blocks to park some of the 310 

tractor trailers that 

deliver 3 million 

pounds of exhibit 

material to the Salt 

Palace, and to host 

its traditional 

Industry Party.    The 

influence of the 

Church upon Utah 

liquor laws is 

legendary—but  

retention of the Show 

was undoubtedly a 

powerful motivator 

behind the recent 

undoing of our 

private club law. 

Both organizations have used their influence to defend 

Utah‟s living environment and quality of life.  The 

Church was heavily instrumental in shutting down the 

MX missile basing plan of the late 1970‟s, which would 

have made Utah a bulls-eye for thousands of incoming 

Soviet ICBM‟s in the event of a nuclear exchange.  

More recently it has helped to ban the importation of 

high-level nuclear waste. 

But the Show has been even more jealously protective 

of Utah‟s natural environment than the Church.   In 

2003 then-Utah Governor did a back-room deal with 

then-Secretary of the Interior Gale Norton to open 

nearly 6 million acres of roadless BLM lands in Utah to 

mining and other forms of development even though the 

lands had been proposed for inclusion within the 

National Wilderness Preservation System.   Utah 

environmentalists went nuts—and so did outdoor 

industry leaders that had been instrumental in bringing 

the O.R. Show to Utah. 

In May 2003, just ahead of the O.R. Summer Market, 

Black Diamond CEO and founder Peter Metcalf 

published an op-ed piece in the Salt Lake Tribune 

criticizing the deal and suggesting that the O.R. show 

might move elsewhere if defacto wildlands were opened 

to development while still under consideration for 

protection.   Metcalf  had moved his own company to 

Salt Lake City from L.A. in 1991, after which it  grew 

exponentially along with the industry, mushrooming 

from 40 to 250 workers and $40 million in annual sales.   

His logic was breathtakingly simple.   If Utah valued the 

economic benefit of outdoor recreation it should 

protect--not dam, drill and strip mine--the public lands 

where Utahns and visitors recreate outdoors. 



 

Tent City, Summer 2007 

 

Exofficiio clothing booth 

 

It sails, paddles, peddles or motors.  Cockpit of the modern fishing kayak, fully 

outfitted with GPS and sonar , by Hobiie.  $1,800 plus accessories 

Under intense pressure from local business leaders 

paranoid about losing the O.R. show, Leavitt 

immediately began backpeddling and fence-mending.   

On June 4 he met for two hours with Outdoor Industry 

Association leaders, agreeing “to continue talks through 

the summer with a goal of using this week's Outdoor 

Retailer Summer Show to announce a common 

approach to making Utah the country's outdoor 

recreation capital, complete with a wilderness 

component.” 

The initial meeting was followed by no less than four 

additional ones in quick succession, culminating in an 

announcement by Leavitt on August 10, as some 20,000 

outdoor retailers and manufacturers began filling Salt 

Lake valley‟s 17,000 hotel rooms to capacity ahead of 

the O.R. Summer Market, that “if it is true that there is 

wilderness quality land in that 6 million acres, we want 

to make sure it is protected.  There may be lands in that 

6 million acres that may qualify. We can protect it until 

resource management plans are done.” 

Leavitt‟s rubbery statements were not in fact much of a 

concession.  Nevertheless, the outdoor industry leaders 

had made their point.   The industry would fight hard, 

and publicly, to protect Utah wildlands.  And if Utah 

politicians continued to obstruct wilderness 

preservation, the economic consequences could 

potentially be severe.  

In addition to its 

political and economic 

impact the O.R. show 

has cultural and social 

ramifications as well.   

Twice a year it draws 

world-class athletes, 

celebrity authors and 

film-makers as well as 

trend-setting fashion 

and sporting 

equipment industry 

leaders to Utah. 

A large part of its 

cachet is the 

sheer 

spectacle of 

$100 million 

worth of state 

of the art 

outdoor play 

toys on 

display 

within a 

single 

building.   

Try to 

imagine exhibit space 21 times larger than the largest 

REI store in Utah, containing virtually every top model 

of play boat, sea kayak, whitewater raft, backpack, tent, 

camping stove, rain jacket, hiking boot, digital 

compass—and best of all, an astounding array of 

camping accessory gadgetry.  Every Gerber and 

Leatherman multitool.   Every model of Brunton, 

Carson and Bushnell binoculars.   Countless gadgets 

one might never have imagined even to exist.    Ask any 

sales rep what‟s new in the product line and watch what 

they pull out of the hat.  For a gear head like myself that 

is purest nirvana. 

Hobie Cats hang from the ceiling.  Gleaming sea 

kayaks, standing on end, form picket fences twenty feet 

high.  Immense flat-panel displays feature video of 

kayakers running hundred-foot waterfalls, paddleboard 

riders in big surf, and helmet-cam views of paragliding, 

BMX biking, and mogul skiing.   Given that these are 

all merely toys, there is no better celebration of the 

extravagance of American life, than the O.R. show 

room floor. 

Space-age materials and/or digital electronics have 

invaded every conceivable product, exponentially 

increasing cost.  The walking stick picked up off the 

ground has been replaced by the $150 shock-absorbing, 

spring-loaded, ergonomically-molded-handle carbon 

fiber trekking pole.  

The $8 plastic flip-flop 

has become the $100 

articulated-toe water 

shoe.   Wrist watches 

now cost up to $600, 

feature digital 

compass, altimeter, barometer 

and global positioning 

systems, and have 50-page 

instruction manuals. 

The supreme marketing 

achievement of this industry 

has been not simply to 

leverage breakthrough 

technologies into whole new 

sports (snow boarding, playboating, mountain biking, 

geocaching), but more importantly still, to make the 

buying and owning of outdoor recreation equipment 

itself an extreme sport. 

Sporting activities are in theory forms of entertainment 

and play, but they have always at least equally been 

systems for defining self-worth and social status.  When 

consumption itself becomes a competitive sport in its 

own right--at that point sport merges with fashion and 

ultimately with religion, morality.   It is no longer 

simply an embarrassment but more like a sin to own  

last year‟s retro model of pack, stove, mountain bike or 

camera. 

We all recognize the problem here.   Two primal 

instincts of the American psyche are mutually 

contradictory.   The compulsion to demonstrate self-

worth through material acquisition is diametrically 

opposite the compulsion to strip away material things so 

as to commune more deeply with nature.   We are 

programmed for schizophrenia.  We are all trying to be 

both Donald Trump and Henry David Thoreau. 

More problematical still, we all know at some level, 

through direct experience if by no other means, how 



 

 

Indoor demo pool, summer 2006 

rapidly the natural world is being liquidated by the 

industrial behemoth from which this torrent of product 

gushes forth.   Those who recreate outdoors—and 

especially those who make their living from outdoor 

recreation--know from direct experience that glaciers 

and snowfields are receding worldwide due entirely to 

global warming, that most waterways are heavily 

polluted and badly damaged by overgrazing—that even 

the world‟s vast oceans are being stripped of life.   A 

great many of them are hard core environmentalists who 

believe that industry and commerce are deadly enemies 

of wild nature, that the foundational support systems for 

life on earth are gravely endangered, and that the root of 

all the evil is the very sort of manic overconsumption 

upon which their own marketing plan is predicated.    

Surely most O.R. show participants must feel a certain 

discomfort at its shameless flaunting of hedonistic 

consumerism. 

And yet…to a certain degree, through its sheer mass as 

well as its ferocious exuberance, the show somehow 

transcends its own dichotomy, transforming manic 

commercialism into a kind of performance art.   As one 

wanders the aisles staring in wonder at the size and 

sophistication of the biggest exhibits—some of them 

mini-malls two stories high, containing warrens of 

private meeting rooms for the séance between 

manufacturer and retailer--one begins to comprehend 

the lesson of America for the world.  Our consumerism, 

taken here to its logical conclusion, is not merely an 

extreme sport but an art form no less imaginative, 

creative and beautiful than any other. 

The  show‟s cornucopia of high tech products is not 

only a pageant of American consumerism, but also a 

celebration of our genius for tinkering invention.   In 

this relatively free and open society, we still do 

innovation very well.  We still lead the world in applied 

engineering.   Asia may be doing our manufacturing, 

but for the most part, in this market sector at least, third 

world manufacturers are still knocking off American 

designs. 

If wrong use of technology has created our global 

environmental crisis, then technology must eventually 

be made to undo its own handiwork.   The battle for 

survival will not be between nature and 

technology, but between right and wrong 

technology.   And nowhere is that  battle 

more visible than on the O.R. showroom 

floor. 

That‟s why even for me—an 

environmentalist and a puritan—there is 

much to love about the O.R. Show.   

Opposites attract.  A congenital pessimist, 

I love the show‟s clinically insane 

optimism.   I love the ambition, the drive, 

the talent and pure creativity of the people 

drawn to the show.  I like meeting product 

designers and entrepreneurs who have 

lived their dream and have gambled 

everything on a great new idea.  I admire 

the celebrity athletes and authors who are 

using their cachet to promote a host of 

environmental causes.   While the show‟s 

deranged commercialism is extremely frightening to me 

personally, even that has its own weird appeal.   It is as 

quintessentially American as Elvis, Marilyn, Reagan, 

Madonna, Jacko, or for that matter, Joseph Smith. 

Above all I love finding in the obscurest corners and 

tiniest booths of the show, stunningly original products 

and design ideas that might help to fulfill my own life-

long quest for the Holy Grail of outdoor recreation 

purism:  a state of the art ultralight camping equipment 

system. 

Deep within the outdoor recreation industry, and hidden 

in secret places around the perimeter of  the vast O.R. 

exhibit halls, are pockets of resistance to the civil 

religion of heroic consumerism.   A small fraternity of 

ultralight equipment purists has for several decades 

been diligently pursuing the goal of a complete camping 

system that weighing less than ten pounds and compact 

enough—say, less than 2,500 cubic inches or less than 

1.5 cubic feet—to fit into a grocery bag.  

Advanced age has made me an ultralight camper by 

default.   At  57 I can‟t carry the pack weight that I 

could at 20 or 30.  The ultralight quest allows me to 

satisfy my congenital urge to shop passionately for 

outdoor gear without spending quite so obscenely much 

money.   It‟s a political statement—a kind of 

“compassionate conservatism”—a kinder and gentler 

way to meet my patriotic obligation to spend, buy, 

and own as much outdoor equipment as my 2,000 

square foot house and garage can hold.    

The endless treasure hunt for innovative new 

ultralight equipment  is my own variation of the 

competitive extreme sport of conspicuous 

consumption.   It is a rationalization—I know that—

of the sinful pleasures that the O.R. Show offers to a 

gearhead like me.   I can be a compulsive consumer 

and an obcessive minimalist--Donald Trump and 

Mahatma Gandhi. It‟s not easy being an American.  

But somehow we manage. 

The show must go on. 


