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ABSTRACT

In the contemporary American west many communities vie for (and snare)
public lands.

This text studies one of these groups. Rock Crawlers. who are

automotive enthusiasts that (re)construct their 4-wheel drive vehicles to pilot them
over trails winding through these spaces. They enter these lands to enjoy their
beauty. push their driving skills in an arduous terrain. and to seek refuge from
negative attributes they believe are inherent to the urban milieu. These placesdubbed the 'outbac:k--are socially created, carved from their surrounding non-urban

environment through the existence of mentally held "maps."

These maps.

superimposed over the terrain like a blanket. are comptised of special outback
locations such as challenges, aberrations in the terrain, or eulturally-relevant
historical sites.
This text studies how these values are reflected through the form of the 4x4s
used to venture into theSe ideologically laden outback places. Interaction with the
landscape on a personal level engenders morphological reconfigurations in the
vehicles. as drivers make them compatible with the harsh environments where they

are used. Even aesthetic moditic:ations-paint, chrome and accessories-to the 4x4s
hinge on values conceming the nature and significance of the outback.
Places so imbued with meaning necessitate special activities.

This is

because they are liminal. ()(' Other than the locations of normal daily life. Although

outbaCk lands are entered for ritual and recreation. they maintain their special nature
through adhesion to strictly maintained and performed l'l.Mes of ·off-road etiquette.·
As such. outback activities take on ritual status; they become more than play or

diversion; they become a metaphor for life. showing participants what it means to be
productive members of one's family. social group. ()(' society.
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PREFACE

In this work I attempt to provide a focused interpretive analysis of the
perceptions the rock crawting c::ornmlI'Vty oonceming their physical environment My

hypothesis is that traditional communally-held notions concerning non-urban
landscapes are revealed through the material QJtture and social events (suet! as
ritual, spedade. and play) this automotive-based recreational group employs to
interact with these pIaoes. Studying these OJfturat landscapes through an approach

which is purposefuHy edectk: and interdisciplinary in its theoretical scope. I show that

the values and characteristics bebeved to exist in the desert and mountain terrains
of the American West are revealed through modification and re--engineering of the
off-road vehides ROCk Crawting enthusiasts use to access these pIac:es.
Traditionalty conditioned perceptions of these physical environments are
further revealed and bolstered through the structure of the group's soCaI activities
which take place within these cutturaHy bounded locations. But before an in-depth

discussion of the rock crawting community can continue, background data
concerning this group. and myself as an ethnographer, is needed to provide a
contextual frameworil; for readers.
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A THUMBNAIL SKETCH OF MY HISTORY AND RESEARCH
WITH THE ROCK CRAWLING COMMUNITY
A

yeI~

sun hangs

f'91 in the sky abOve a roc:K-strewn. ledge-filled.

trail meandering through a southwestern American desert dotted with strangely·
shaped rock formations. Fifteen Jeep--style vehides, ' sitting tall above fat. heavity·

treaded tires, .sIorIMy pol up to a five foot tal aumbijng-rock ledge. Passengers get
out of their 4x4s as the first vehide in the line is negotiated into a position that
enables it to climb stratght-u" the ledge.

People hoIter jokes and supportive

comments as the vehicle beeomes nearly vertical. Its front tires slowly s"in on the
shifting rock at the to" of the incline, searching for a grip. Finally the vehicle finds

traction and heaves u" and over the ledge. The driver of the next vehicle starts its
motor and approac:he:s the small precipice. This pro::ess is repeated until each
vehicle climbs the ledge. Then the grou" moves on.
The above scene is a common event on what is called a tnNl ride.
participants call themsetves "ROCk Crawlers." This community is mosUy comprised

of urban middle-daSs incividuats. prWnariIy mate, who enjoy expk)ring the ~rt and
mountain areas of the American West They venture into these areas as 8 way to
see beautiful country, escape the metropolitan workJ, and challenge their driving
skills. The

~

of trails they frequent are not simple graded dirt roads. They have

been described by group members 8S:
Rocks.

I

Boulders.

Forty-oegree inclines... Much of the time. trail

This includes Broncos, Samurais. Landcruisers, and other short wheelbase 4,,4'5.
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grOUnd varies and is loose. Inclines and off-camber trails are very
common. Water crossings are also frequent obstacles during
rockcrawting. (Quinne£l, 1997b. 28)
4)(4 vehides play an important part in this community. They

are the means

for accessing and enjoying the places to which trails lead. As might be expected.
for Rock Crawlers to complete a trail experience, more than a stock 4-wheef drive
is required. The 4x4s these folks drive are heavily modified. rebuilt to perform in
arduous. and often extreme. circumstances. There is a tradition concerning the
creation of these vehicles, and builders conform to communally-based notoos of
acceptable vehicle forms.
The areas that are accessed by the trails are calMtd the ·outback." The
outback is more than a place of play or diversion.

It is also a location for the

community to meet, socialize, and to propagate the ruleS regarding the proper
"etiquette" for outbadt behav;or. These spaces are also locations for ritualized
behaOOr. As

such. the outback is a zone for cultural production.

MY HISTORY WITH THE ROCK CRAWLING COIIIIIUNITY

J first became acquainted with

4-wheeling. and its many sub-groups. during

the early eighties. I had reoentty moved to Provo. Utah. from my hOme in Sudbury.
Massad"lusetts-about thirty miles 'W8Sl: of Boston. I had relocated to attend Brigham
Young University. AJong with my new university lifestyte came

new friends.

At this

time I met and befriended Quinn Mortensen. an avid off-roeder. His interest in fixing-
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up his curTent vehicle. a 1978 Ford Bronco. to explore the back country of central
Utah intrigued me.
Not long after meeting Quinn, I began searching for a 4x4 of my

own.

FollOYt'ing the purchase of my first 4-whee1 drive in 1986-a 1971 Ford Bronco-the
motor-sport became my passion. Here was a way to challenge my driving skills
while in beautiful and diflicult terrain. These chalktnging drives plunged me deep
into the back country of Utah. These were places that I already liked to go as a
hiking. biking, and camping enthusiast.

'also learned that off·roading is not a

SOlitary sport. Rather. it is conducive to social interaction, as most accompfished
drivers rarely go alone. The dangers to both person and 4x4 spur serious drivers
to venture onto difficult trails in groups.
5ean::t1ing for others with whom to go off-road, I quickly discovered that there

are myriad off-road communities. each centering around different gestalts of the
landscape, driving styleS. and social expectations. Each group creates vehides to

suit its purposes. L.eaming r:A these different groups led me to hunt for the one that
best suited my int~ I gravitated to the·rock crawting" community. Here

was a

society who drove their vehides on traits that took them into some of the most
beautiful and solitary territory in Utah (Md other states).

~

of the trails venturing

into these locations are di1'fiaJtt enough that people on foot can hardly walk over
them.

The vehides-buitt specifically to accomplish these driving feats-were

modified to radical extents that held me in

awe (fig: P.1). Such expklrations are a

way of spending time in the company of family and friends, within social and
ecological dynamics whktl differ from those of the urban centers where most
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FIG: P.l Siock 4x4s do not last long in such rugged 1erraJJ1. Jim Cole's Jeep, heavily modified for this physical
environment, handles the trail with relative ease. (Counesy Jim Cole)

FIG: Pol Vehicles are dwarfed as they drive below the painted and sculpted cliffs lining Sail Creek trail.
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participants live.
I quickty fell in k:IYe w;u, the deSertSC8pes of southern Utah (fig: P.2). When

attending rock oawIing events in the painted deserts of this region-kx:ations that
look like scenery from a Roadtunner and Coyote cartoon-I

was amazed at P*:es

that contrasted so much with my Massachusetts home-ground. New Eng&and is lush
and green; places are hedged-in. fecund with ttora and fauna. The deSert. by way
of contrast, seemed at first to be expansive and lifeless. Yet. deeper inspection
reveals a 'N881th of c:oIor and life; vibrant oranges, yellows, ochres, and browns swin
through the stone formations. Plant and animal fife existed everywhere. I just had
to look more closely.2
As my interaction with the group became more extensive I moved from
amateur to professional realms. From 1989 to 1994. and again in 1997, I helped
others construct their own vehicles as an employee of Mountain

west Off-ROMJ

Supply Inc. This shop specializes in modifying vehicles for the rigorous demands

of this sport. These modifications include adding

new suspensions, tires, wheets,

and a host of ·bolt-or'" additions. like bumpers, ligh1s. and chrome accessories. My
knOwledge and at:rity did not occur overnight: I spent

considerable time driving off-

road. and years stuetytng suspension charac:teristic, drive trains. and body designs.
This is a pnx:ess that all ROCk CI'8WIen; must undergo-at least for the vehide type
that they drive-to be competent.
As a Ioca1 Rock Crawler, J was oontaded in the earty 1990's by several other

: David W. Teague notes that those not raised in desen climates often must
cultivate or aquire a desert aesthetic (91-1441.
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members of the oommunity who wanted to form a famHy-oriented rock crawling dub.
Their goal was to gather a community of families that could enjoy 4-wheeling as a
group. They wanted to ensure that the group was comprised of responsible folk that
would help prove that Rock Crawling is neither wild youngsters, nor harmful to the
landscape. The group wanted to actively popularize images of off-roac:Iing that are
different than the negative ones the general population often sees.
Thus. I became a founding/charter member of the Lone Peak 4-Wheelers. a
group that are now known

as some of the "best equipped 4-wheelers in Utah"

(comment. 1996 Jeep satan). Leaming of my background in art. members of the
club asked me to design the dub logo that would appear on the members' vehicles.
club anire, and club letterhead.

As an active member, I voted on Club policy

regarding driving habits. memberShip requirements, and all other club business. I
regular1y attended the monthly meetings. I also lead the club's first official trail ride;
this excursion traversed the Poison Spider Mesa trail, in southern Utah, during the
Summer of 1993.
I spent considerable time assodating with the local "big dogs." A "big dog"
is what Rock Crawlers call individuals recognized as leaders within the community.
This leadership comes as a result of superior driving $kill, quality vehide modification
practices, or years of exemplary experience within the group (fig: P.3). These
individuals are often the best teachers because of their extensive seasoning. This
muhifaceted leaming pnx:ess is ongoing: otherwise, I would lose touch with quickly
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FIG: P.3 Jim Cole can be called a "big dog" because he regularly negotiates tough obstacles like this six·fool
ledge, has years of experience expkmng arduous trails, and uses a oompe1ent driVIng style, (Counesr Jim Cole)

changing modification procedures. 3 As a community member 1 have an in-depth
knowledge of life within Rock Crawling culture; this knowledge informs my research.
I have spent extensive time as a participant-observer, having been a member
of at least twenty organized trail rides throughout central and southem Utah between
1989 and 1996. I have participated in an even greater number of informal trail
explorations since I started 4-wheeling in the mid-eighties. In the Fall of 1990, lied
a group of writers for an intemational off-road magazine on a trail ride through the
mountains of central-Utah. I have been a regular participant at the Moab Easter

J During the three years that r lived in St. John's, Newfoundland, I had to study
hard to keep up with this rapidly changing body of knowledge. This study was
accomplished by reading 4x4 magazines and talking to friends back in Utah. My 1975
~ord Bronco, a well-modified eye-catcher in 1994, is now technically obsolete in 1998.
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FIG: P.4 Vietor Molder begins to cross the Golden Crack in his Jeep CJ-7 during theMoob&merJeepSajari
(Courtesy Vietor Mokler.)

FIG: P.5 VIetor continues across the Golden Crack. (Courtesy Victor Molder)
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Jeep Safari-rock crawling culture's premier festival-for four years (1992-1994.
1998) (figs: P.4. P.S). In 19961 attended the event purely as an ethnographer, my
1975 Bronco was garaged in St. John's, Newfoundland.

As a consultant at Mountain

west Off-RoMJ Supply Inc.,

I have associated

with thousands of rock etaWling enthusiasts from all over the mountain-west. This
interaction afforded me keen insight into the values and befiefs motivating many
individuals within the community.

I have been able to see general vehide

construction trends (on a macro scale) as I hetped individuals from Utah, IdahO.
Colorado, Wyoming, and other westem states prepare their rigs for the rigors of
heavy trail riding. Yet I also frequently interacted on a personal (micro) basis with
store regulars and Lone Peak club members. I lent a hand in the creation of many
4x4s. several of which appear in the foflowing pages. I know the buitders of most
of these vehicles, and the beltefs that have motiveted their oonstruction efforts. I
have even spent 'Ne8kend time with a wrench under some of these rigs.

RESEARCH STRATEGY
As an ethnographer. I feel that it is important to move beyond my per$Ol1IIl
enjoyment of rock crawling SO this research will raise issues which transcend the
westem American rock crawting culture.

Such efforts will help rea~ not

connected with this group to contempUite issues and cultural dynamics which may
affect their own lives or schOlaStic pursuits. And hopefully Rock CrawlerS who read
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this will find themselves thinking aitically about their own culture.
Because the following project concerns ROCk Crawlers and their relationship
to the landscapes they explore, issues such as the separation and creation of
special cultural places (mentally or physically) from their surrounding spaces are key
issues. How this spatial separation is achieved. and what affect this process-and
its accompanying locations of ·cultural reproduetion"-has upon a community, are
unifying themes (Low, 67).
This theme is inftuenced by the

WOft(

of several scholars who are conducting

studies concerning the perception of place. Foremost in such research is Yi-Fu
Tuan. His works, sud'l as Topophilia and Space and Place. focus on experiential
and cultural approaches to "place" and are a mainstay for this work. His "Language
and the Making of Place" provided a starting point for investigating cultural locations
as rhetorically constructed zones. I expanded these concepts with the findings of
Keith Basso. His publications (1983, 1988, 1996) concerning language use. and its
interconnectedness to the physical environment. which grew out of research with a
group of Apache Indians, has been a benCh mark in my quest to understand Rock
Crawlers' mentally hekj back country maps
Studying cognitive maps simply cannot be dOne without Kent C. Ryden's
Mapping the Invisible Landscape.

This study, concerning the affect a regional

environment has upon the aeative aspects of a oommunity, thoroughly reconfigured
my understanding of the importance of both region and place to fotk groups. I
combined ideas gained from Ryden with those of Jay Appleton (1990, 1996).
Appleton'S "prospect-refuge" theory furthered my Understanding of the physical
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environment as a location for several forms of escape.
This work also investigates the assumption tacitfy held among Rock Crawlers
that outback locations are landscapes apart-or Other-from those in which they live
their normal lives. Not only does this assumption influence activities occurring in
these places. but the tedUlOIogy used to access them. The notion that a physical
environment can profoundly affect the form of material culture created within its
bounds is a cornerstone to this study. My approach to this topic has been influenced
most powerfully by the scholarship of Henry Glassie. Mary Hufford. Michael Owen
Jones. and Gerald L. Pocius. Glassie has published studies concerning object
construction and form which are invaluable. His Folk Housing in Middle Virginia is
a direct influence upon the approach and form that , chose tor chapter 4 of this work,
'Performance and Design in Rock Crawler Morphology: Yet, other publications by
him, such as "Folk Art" and "Studying Material Culture TOday," have equally affected
my approach to material manifestations of culture.
Mary Hufford's studies conceming the material interaction between people
and their environment in the Pinelands area of New Jersey were also of pivotal
importance to this research (1985, 1986. 1990. 1992). Chapter 3 of this work.
·Outback Terrain and VehM::le Form,· was directly in1luenoed by her pubficat)on ·One
Reason God Made Trees: The Form and Ecology of the Barnegat Bay Sneekbox."
Michael Owen Jones and Gerald POdus also had impact upon this work.
Jones' publications (1980,1989,1993) furthered my concepts regarding the process
by which artisans shape and form their Objects. Craftsman of the Cumberlands is
a powerful study which initiated me into an understanding of the psycokJgical
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ramifications of the creative act.. Gerald Pocius' A Pface to BelOng influences how
I approach the notion of 0JItura1 places, and how these OJltural tenets affect artistic

expression.
This research also investigates the affect of a physical envirormenl upon
forms of ritual and play. These performative dynamics are not unique to this group
of off~. They can. for instance, be found inftuencing objects other than 4x4s,
such as homes. And the notion that ritual times and places becOme Other than a
group's normal wor1d is commonly believed to occur during such liminal activities.
My approach to ritual and play has been primarily affected by several
SCholars. RogerCaillois (1961) and his predecessor, Johan Huizinga (1955). have
both affected my understanding of the play dynamic. Their attempts to quantify and
dissect playas a serious cultural expression are imperative to an understanding of
playas a valid form of cultural production and exhibition. Clifford Geertz's "Deep
Play, Notes on A Balinese Cockfight," which focuses upon play as a means for
performing and reffying the values of a culture, is equally important to my
conceptualization of play.
I was introduced to John Bak!'s 'NOrk (1994) during the wrmng phase of my
research. His unique approach to the retationship between myth and contemorary

sportscapes, and 10 the assertion that sportscapes are cuttural projections whfch
affect life outside the sports sphere. forced me to reevaluate and rewrite entire
portions of my work.
Victor Turner's research concerning liminality is ubiquitous to ethnographic
studies of ritual wor1d wide. I have been most influenced by a short comparative
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work on myth, ritual, and drama (1991).

Seeing ritual as a phenomenon that

expands into areas of life mat may not be perceived as ·ritualistic-

(K

even culturalty

important is important to my approad'l to the back country milieu as a cite of cultural

reproduction.
Understanding that I conducted this resean::h tM"li6e thinking of its applicability
to other avenues of study is auc:iaJ. And readers must foUow along with this in mind.

For. unless a work stimulates us to reevaluate ourselves, our folk groups. and our
research. it is but little use. Readers should also note that the work is divided into
three basic study realms: (1) perceptions of the landscape, (2) material culture as
a reaction to these perceptions, and (3) ritual and playas a conseQuence of these
attitudes. Because material cutture and rituaVpIay grow from these beliefs, they also

provide exc:eflent ways to further explore these beief structures. 5uch concepts are
important, and will be refterated in the Introduction. For

now, however. I will brie1ty

discuss my informant poot, and haN the information base for this research was
acquired.

I turned to individuals that I knew from the Lone Peak
to Mountain

west Of'f·R~

4-~. regulars

(fig: P.6). and to associates that I knew through my

experiences at the Mt»b Easter Jeep Safari. My c:hc:lice for this informant base was
logical for three reasons: (1) these individuals know and trust me; (2) I am familiar
with this group through nx:k aawling related activities; and (3) these individuals are
easy 10 contact. In tact, upon first aniving in Utah-from 51. John's, Newfoundland-

tor my fieldwork during April,

1996, I went directly to Mountllin

west Off-Road Supply
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Inc. I knew that I could contact many of my informants there right away. Within
several hours I had met many of them. I even conducted several taped interviews

FIG: P.6 The store-front of Mountain West Off-Road Supply Inc.

Bay doors for the shop are behind the store

in the office that I had occupied when previously working at that establishment.
Between 1990 and 1997 I conducted more than twenty-five tape-recorded
interviews. Each of these hour to two hour sessions produced oral narratives and
commentary, as well as details concerning vehicle modification strategies. These
came from both seasoned veteran drivers and neophyte participants. Informants
such as Victor Mokler, Randy Robinson, Allan Olsen, Matt Smith, Chip Brox, Berr
Knight, Justin Rex, and others, discussed trails they had driven, vehicle
modifications they have made (and plan to make), and answered questions I posed
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as part of the interviews. Many produced pictures to illustrate the concepts they
were discussing. One informant. David Jarvis, even used topographic and U. S.
Forest SeIVIce maps to detail trails and to note the challenging locations and spots
where events he discussed had taken place.
Informal discussions among Mountain West Off·Road Supply customers, at
stops along trail rides, and during other instances of what Robert McCar1 has termed
·cultural scenes," have also provided material for this wor1< (1993, 72). Often such
non·formal situations-like Lone Peak 4-~rs' club meetings-produce the most
illuminating information. Discussions freely move from topic to topic, offering myself
as an ethnographer chances to see how issues are interconnected, and how
individuals react differently to the subjects of discussion.
It should not come as a surprise that one of the best sources for this type of
information was the trail ride milieu itself. In at least eight instances. during the
Easter Jeep Safari, I took notes while partlcipating in Moab, Utah, area trail rides.
These notes document information such as the numbers and ages of the
participants. who leads the trail rides, interesting comments made by those in
attendance, driving styles and habits, well modified vehicles, cultural taboos,
breaches of these taboos, reactions to these infractions, games played during rest
stops, and any other information which seemed gennane to this research.
Information has also been culled from trail joumals written by Ed Isaacson
and Eugene Scofield. These journals comprise WlitIen accounts detailing trail rides
they have taken. These personal aocounts are often Shared by the writers with their
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friends and relatives as a way to relive off-road experiences. During my research
in 1996. as I was meeting informants at Mountain West Off-Road Supply, Dan
Wynkoop-the store owner-gave me a thick manilla envelope.

He told me that

"Doc" Ed Isaacson, a local Rock Crawler, had dropped it off at the shop while I was

temporarily away with another informant. The enveklpe had "Dr. Dave· written on
the cover. Inside was a note explaining that Ed hoped sections of his trail joumal
and accompanying photographs. included in the envelope, would be helpful to my

research.

The photos of his family and Jeep during off-road excursions were

excellent the journal proved to be a treasure. It was a twenty-three page, singlespaced, account of the trail rides Ed and his family had travelled during the previous
years.

Excerpts from this journal appear throughout the following pages. One

complete three page edition of Eugene's joumal-replete with full-color pictures
scanned in-appears in chapter five.
Material from magazines aimed at off-road enthusiasts has also proven
useful. These publications are: 4-Wheeler, Pett!trsen's 4-Wheel & Off Road, 4x4
Mechanix (now 4x4 Performance). 4x4 Power, and 4-Wheef Drive & Sport Utility
Magazine (publiShed specifically for Rock Crawlers, by Rock Crawiers).

These

magazines are excellent informational sources because the writers are off-readers
themselves. Therefore, they address issues of concern to off-readers in general:
frequently they focus upon issues specific to rock crawting. For instance, often trail
ride reviews are publiShed in magazines. These detail how to get to a trail, where
to go while on the trail, sights that can be expec;ted, ratings on how difficult the trait
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is, and what modifications need to be made to a vehicle to complete the ride, Such
information is plic:eIess for studies conceming a.dtural perceptions of these places.
New internet sites are opening for ROCk Crawlers with increasing regularity.

Attempting to use as many differing sources as poss.ible, I have visited at least fifty
of these. They are invatuable researt:h tools. Some detail modifications to vehicles
and why these Changes are necessary.
information.·

Photographs often accompany this

While al1O'Ning enthusiasts to 'show and tell" their 4x4's. it also

provides viewers with new or different information they might not learn through their
local networks. Other sites detail trails: these include information on what to bring
for a trip and what modifications must be made to vehicles. ~ Photos even show the
kind of vistas travellers can expect. This new technOlogy is becoming a major
networking format. Trail rides attended by people from many different states are
often planned via 'Neb sites specificalty originated to plan the

event

I spotted Glenn Wakefield's radically modified Samurai while browsing
through pictures at a Roc::k Crawter- internet home page. Recognizing this rig from

the 1996 Moab Easter JHp safari, I sent him an e--mail. The message initiated email conversations. information trading. and a series of question and answer
sessions. A portion of my interviews with VJCIor MokIer were alSO conductecI through

• For a cite detailing the suspension and frame modifications to a 1966-1977 Ford
Bronco. see: Hnp:llrogue.nonhwesl.coml-ultimatelnvb/visitlquinn.htm. Another cite
details dashboard modifications for the same style vehicle: Http;J/eelink.wnich.edu'-j>
nowakibronco/l;entdash.html.
! For a several of these evaluations. with pictures taken along the trails. visit:
\\·ww.ofT-road.com.
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the net.
In an attempt to visually document as much of the rock crawling culture as
possible. I have taken approximately six hundred photographs. The goat of these
photos was to capture the material, as wert as the social. aspects of this group. To
accomplish this, photographs were made during trail rides in central Utah and on
trails near Moab (in southern Utah), at dub meetings and parties, and while vehicles
were being mOdified in shops or at private residences. I also made appointments to
photograph vehicles during varying stages of their modification processes
Additjon~1

photos have documented the landscapes and trails through which Rock

Crawlers travel. The resulting collection of photos was used for reference during the
writing of this work. and many have been included within the fallowing pages as
visual information for readers
Additional photos have come from sources besides myself and the intemet.
During an interview with Dr. Jim Broadbent following the 1996 Jeep safari. Jim
pulted out several photographs he and his son had taken. I was astounded by their
ability to capture the harsh realities of the driving conditions common to rock
crawling. Many-inclUding myself-take pictures of these experiences only to find
that the prints rarely shOw hOW' "radical" the circumstances really were. I asked Jim
if he could forward copies of several prints to Newfoundland for incorporation into
my worit. He made near1y one thousand available to me. Quinn Mortensen, Victor
Mokler, Dan Wynkoop, Ed Isaacson, MaI1t Milner, Ken Harrison, Jeff BeaCh and
others. have also kindly donated photos to this project.
Visual information for this wort< also came by way of video tapes. Six hours
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of home video filmed during traillides in the Moab, Utah. area were provided to me
by Dan Wynkoop.

This tape represents more than Dan's work; it also contains

sequences from a few" of his CaIiforRan acquaintances. Footage made by members

of the Lone Peak

4 - ~ was

also included on the tape. For further video

research. I purchased three professionally edited tapes from Sidekick Off Road

Maps. Each of these documents a trail ride over

one of western America's most

difficult trails. VteW8l"S get to see the vistas and challenges that can be expected on
the featured trail.

The tapes also detail what modifications must be made to a

vetlide to complete the traits, and what. camping gear and spare parts should be also
taken. I also used a two hour video doCumentary of the 1992 Moab Easter Jeep

Safari that was filmed and edited by Bear Creek Productions. Although this video
documents more than one trail ride, it resembles those rrom SideI6cI< Off Road Maps
in scope and content.
The tapes were sources for watching and evaJuating driving styies and
techniques. Often, the tapes would capture drivers and their spotters discussing
approaches to obstades. Such instMces reveal aitur8I notions of perfonnance and
responsibility whic:t'l form the lX1dertying tone of the trail ride experience. The tapes
also provided conversations and other forms of group interaction which could be
checked and re-cheCked while formulating approaches to the outback social
dynamic.
This dissertation, generated through a combination of the above-mentioned
approaches and sources, is an attempt to elucidate the Westem American Rock
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Crawling community's perceptions of, and subsequent interaction with, the
environment. Although hodge-podge. and even edectic, this wide variety of sources
will-I hope-provide readers with a well-rounded image of the Rock Crawling
community. It is my hope that these pages will do more than educate readers. I
have attempted to write a work thai is also enjoyable to read.

LIFE ON THE ROCKS
The profoundest implications of human experience are never stated rationally. never with
explicitness, but indiredly in what _ agree to call art fon'ns. rtIythms. festivals. aesigns. melodies.
obJ@Ctive symbolic substitutions. (Austin. 440)

In the western United States, as in other regions of the country. more and

more 4-wneel drive vehicles are appearing on the roads. Many can be seen as they
are driven out of town with mountain bikes perched on their roofs. Others are used
to tow boats or campers to special vacation spots. Still others are modified and

used for exploring trails that wind through the mountain and desert areas extending
through the west's spaces. There are multiple recreational 4·wheel drive based
communities.
For many, the term ·4·wheeling" conjures images of trucks blasting through

mud or pounding across rocky fields. like on television commercials. You may think
of super-taH monster trucks with mega-engines-like Bigfoot-vaulting over cars in
stadiums.

However, there is another kind of 4-wheeling that is less well known,

This is Rock Crawling, a form of off-reading that invOlves creeping over extreme
territory at speeds rarely exceeding five to ten miles-per-hour.

The trails these

enthusiasts travel are rough. DriVing along them has been referred to as "dimbing
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over boulders as tall as your hOOd, straddling ravines deeP enough to swallow your
rig, and WOr1l:ing your way up roc:ky steps and ledges" (Delong. 1997,48).
Rock Crawiers-that is what membefs of this community caR themsetves--ean
trace the history of their culture back to Wo1d War II. Prior to the war. the United
States military still relied pl'imarity upon horses for moving people and heavy
equipment to and from battiefiekJs. But as the war flared, military leaders decided
that the horse was no longer an appropriate form of locomotive power (Farquhar,
Holder & Wescott, 12). A motorized. yet nimble, vehicle was needed to help fight
in the new mechanized age of war
This decision resulted in a flurry of creative approaches to transportation
systems. Eventually. a small, light vehicle which came to be called a •Jeep,· was

created. The initial Jeep designs came from several

compan~.

They were similar

in that each of the vehides were relativefy small, light weight, could manover in
rough terrain, and most important, they had four wheel drive. This combination
resulted in vehicles that excelled in the arduous condit;oos ubiquitous to the military
milieu.
After the war, many returning soldiers from rural areas pucnaseo sorpIus war
Jeeps. realizing their worth as wor1l: vehicles. In fad, photos occasionally appear

which shcNI them with farm mac:tlinefy--suc:h as hay bMn ex plows crudely attached
to their frames. It was not long before a civilian model-the CJ2A-was mar1l:eted to
the masses. This 4x4, like its military predecessor, found its way primarily onto rural

farms.

Owners of the little 4x4s (they were much smaller than today's Jeeps) soon
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realized that their value was not re6egated solely to dn.Jdgery in the fieldS. In the late
50s. as reaeational cultures evolved in America. the uses fo( Jeeps expanded.
Owners not only used their machines for sod busting, but to test their own abilities
as drivers in difficult terrains common to their region. Many purchased them solely
for their reaeational benefits. Realizing this new market. companies made sure that
other vehicles such as Bronoos. Scouts, Jeep Gr.-.:j Wagoneers, Land Rovers, and
Toyota Landcruisers were produced to fill the demand. Recreationalists came to
have a wide variety of chotces as they prepared to explore.
At this point. vehicle modifications were relegated primarily to those few
improvements that people could make at home. Most of these consisted of racks
or brackets to carry camping gear and spare parts.

Then. in the late 60s.

enthusiasts began opening shops specializing in off-road oriented suspensions,

tires.

and lights. VehiCleS were no longer Itn'lited to factory original hetghts or tire sizes.
The types and di1'ficu1ty of the terrain peq:Me accessed changed dramatically. Now
4x4s could attempt much more difficult trails. This enabAed drivers to go farther from
urban centers.
Over the years specially equipment has beoome increaslngty technical. In the
60s enthusiasts were content with a few inches of increased vehicle height. $lightly
taller tires. and any light that was brighter than a stOCk headlight. Now. in the 90s,
vehicle suspensions not only range from conservative height increases like 2 inches.
but to radical heights. like t 2 inches. Tires

now exist to perform better than stOCk

units in a plethora of extremely specific environmental milieus. Lights have also

been created to perform in a host of situations.
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In different sections of the country, regional terrains gradually sprouted
differing types of off-roading pursuits.

For instance, in louisianna the swampy

terrain gave rise to groups dedicated to ~boggjng' through the deep waters and muck
that is common to that area. In the westem states, SUCh as Utah, folks spent time
climbing over and through boulder·strewn deserts. As would be expected, regional
differences in the physical environment affects the culture of the people building and
driving these 4x4s. Both the form of the vehicles used to access these places and
the attitudes and driving styles of these people are quite disparate from one region
to another.
Due to the rocky terrain common to the western deserts, Rock Cr8Wting
evolved in this region. As increasing numbers of people gravitated to the sport,
clubs have arose. Many clubs have. and continue to. sponsor off-roading events;
for instance, the Red Rock 4-Wheelers, in Moab, Utah, have been a long-time
sponsor of the Red Rock 4-Wheelers' Moab Easter Jeep Safari,

Such meets

continue to offer and promote driving and socializing today.
Despite its WOfld War II origins. rock crawling seems to have moved away
from a military ethos. Rather than the rigorous competition which drives militaristic
pursuits. rock crawling thrives on a notion that the 4x4 'vehide allows people to be
different; it allows people to take off from the asphalt of the urban jungle and explore
the most rugged countryside far from the madding crowd. Or at least it offers that
potential, that chance to dream" (Fryatt & Scott, 14).
Rock CI'iIIMers venture into the desert and mountain areas ubtquitous to the
west as places of retreat.

This behavior gives participants the chance to
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-tum. attention away from the 'Ordinary' world· in which they live their normal rives
(Hufford. 1992. 7). Rarefy going alone, drivers, their families, and friends progress
along trails winding through areas they dub "the outbaCk.· Outback locations are
culturally created -enclaves" of great importance (8). Mentally bounded from their
surrounding territory, they are maintained as locations for highly ritualized play.
Members work from the assumption that activities taking place in the outback not
only affect one's memberShip within the community, but also positively affect one's
productivity as a member of society in general.
With the outback playing such a pivotal role for communal cohesion and
structure, it is understandable that material culture is also affected by the
perceptions and involvement with these places (Ryden, 73). The vehicles used for
trail access easily exemplify this dynamic. Their morphologies (Q( their structural
formulations) fit them precisely to the outback milieu that their builders favor. As
such, many 4x4's ·speak· of the places they are taken. Essentially, the vehicles are
physical representations of their builders/drivers interaction, mental and physical,
with the special places known as the outback. 1

As an ethnographer. I have been intrigued by the power of the outback. I was
interested in studying a place imbued with the power to transform individuals and,
in tum, the objects they use. Why

are these zones so important? What do they

mean? How do they become so? By what process do they exert their power over
the people and vehicles that venture through them? These Questions are poignant

For more on objects as representations of their builders/users perceptions and
values. see: Upton. 1991. 156-69.
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to me, not solely due to my ethnographic training but also because I. myself, am a
Rock Crawler.
In the broader sd'1eme of things, these questions are pertinent because
Rock Crawlers are part of a web comprising multip6e communities currently utilizing
technology to access the landscape. That is, othet" communities have their

own

gestalts concerning access and use of the same locations. As such, this research
is a means for discussing concerns that are rapidly becoming tender spots in the
North American

(especia~ Western

United States) "nature"..oriented ideological and

political sphereS. In a dimate with escalating concern over the health of wilderness
spaces. land usage issues confronting ROCk Crawlers also affect the activities and
values of myriad other communities. 2
The increasing popularity of outdOOr leisure activities is currently forcing rock

dimbers, mountain bikers, campers, hlXlters, SllOMTIObiIers, the boating community,
and others to face the irony that they are utilizing potentially harmful equipment to

ace:ess outdoor landscapes as a means of escaping the urban workl aeated by our
technological age. Many are

now asking if humans can interact in

a sensitive way

with the wildemess. Rock CrawNtf's have some OJltural safeguards built into their

outback behavior that could serve as examples of how' awareness to this potential
problem can change the ways in which people act while in these spaces.
The Rock Crawling community, then, can become a means for examining

. For an excellent discussion of the tensions existing between the need to protect
our environment while also enjoying it. see: "Canadian Parks: Re-irnagining the LandForever WildT
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perspectives of the landscape, access to these spaces. and the affect of these
places upon those venturing there. These are factors common to many groups
utilizing outdoor locations. As such, I have attempted to create a study that looks
at these issues in ways that encourage readers to expand their knowledge of these
issues into the diverse spheres of the groups to which they belong.

OVERVIEW OF THE PRACTICES OF THE
ROCK CRAWLING COMMUNITY
It is believed by Rock Crawlers that the sport's evolution can be traced to
W.W.II G.I.s, who became enamoured wtth the go-anywhere vehicles they used
during the war. Once home, veterans tested the abilities of surplus military Jeeps
on their local terrains.

The motorsport quickly progressed to where stock

(unmodified) vehicles no longer provided the growing community with the mechanical
abilities needed for maneuvering in the driving conditions they enjoyed. As groups
built rigs suited to the environments they frequented, different 4x4 communities
evolved. Rock Crawlers, as noted, frequent rugged mountain or desert locations.
The cliche that "necessity is the mother of invention" best describes Rock
Crawlers, as it was not long before they were "fabricating," or custom-building, the
modifications needed to answer challenges the outback extremes provided, Now,
the modification atone's rig is not only necessitated by the landscape, but also has
become a communal expectation,

It is a means for expressing one's personal
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relationship with the land. 3
While within the outbaCk, driving expectations vary considerably from those
of the daily milieu_ Trails represent more than rutted or wom paths. Drivers. like
other recreationalists. seek "a variety of elements" and extremes that push their
driving skills-and the abilities of their vehicles-to the utmost limit (Bale. 126). This
means that most trails

are routinely so difficult that they absorb every ounce of the

participants' concentration and energy to master them (fig: 1.1)
Many of the trails have ledges that must be scaled or descended. These
ledges are called "drop-offs," or "waterfalls.· regardless of the presence or lack of
water. Many are greater than six feet in height and climbing them can place vehicles
at angles of sixty degrees or more. Occasionally a 4x4 "sits" on its front or rear
bumper. In SUCh instances the vehicle literally balanoes on that bumper-sometimes
with no tires on the ground--hanging for seconds that seem like hours, before settling
back onto all of its tires. Although

not intended, such instances do occur, and

occasionally end in the disaster of a rolled machine.
Other trails literally climb over fields of boulders ranging in size from two to
ten feet in height. VehiCles plunge at off-camber angles, seemingly ready to roll at
any second. Large crevices and cracks regularly appear in trails (fig: 1.2). These
must be traversed or straddled.

Some trails necessitate the constant use of

winches-mounted to the vehides-to pull them over seemingly insunnountable
obstacles. Progress in these situations is not measured in miles-per.hour, but in

For more concerning vehicles as personal expression, see: Jo Mueller, 10-37.
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FIG: 1.1 Jim Cole gets some help in a tough spar from fellow rrail ride participants. (Courtesy Jim Cole)

FIG: 1.2 Jeff DIxon crosses Ihe Golden Crack on Ihe Golden Spike trail. (Counesy Dan W)1lkoop) .

Introduction·9
feet per-hour.
But all trails are not dry. Many have river crossings. Swollen by melting
mountain snow. rivers can reach heights that would swallow a normal car. Drivers
attempting these must be careful that such crossings are not too deep. or that the
current is not too swift. Some crossings are so deep that water seeps in through the
door wells, flooding the vehide's f\oor-boards_ If the same trail were traversed in the
winter, drivers would concentrate on climbing through deep snow. During some
rides over 'Nintery mountain passes, vehicles have had snow push up over their
hoods as they moved along.
Obviously, 4x4s used for such endeavors are far from their stock, fadory
original. form. And hours upon hours are spent building and prepping them for their
outback performance. Victor Molder, owner of a well-modffied Jeep CJ-7, noted that
he spends at least four hOurs of each week working on his Jeep (511997)

He

seems to be within the community median.
Most vehide owners dO as mUCh of the work to their vehicle as their abilities
enable. The amount and difficulty of this work varies wtdely among drivers. For
instance. Victor does

~about

seventy-five percent of the work on [his] Jeep·

(511311997). These modifications and maintenance often occur in one's garage: ·1

do all my work there. Except for the stuff I have to fix on the trail, that is· (Vidor
Mokler, 5113(1997). It is not unusual for a Rock Crawler to rent a storage unit
specially for working on their 4x4. All the work that can be competently done is
carried out at these locations.
Others, like Jim Broadbent, do less of the physical 'iII'Qrt( on their machine. He

Introduction * 10
usually plans the modifications to his rig, but has specialists actually undertake the
work. Drivers -farm-out" to specialists what cannot be done at home due to a lack
of ability or specialized tools (fig: 1.3). Although another person may be doing the
actual work, the vehide owner is usually involved with the specialist in the planning
(and even building) stages. Being -hands-on" is key:

FIG: 1.3 David Mosher, mechanic at Mountain West Off-Road, prepares Jim Broadbent's Jeep for rugged off-road
usage on the Dakota Challenge trails in South Dakota

I do all the body work and painting, all the electrical work etcetera.
The engine will be built by a machine shop, and I have the differentials
and gear work and welding done by a shop. I purchase most parts
pre-made rather than fabricating things mysetf...That's not to say that
I don't make things mysetf, but most of the stuff I buy. (Victor Mokler,
5113/1997, italics added)

It is not uncommon for vehicle builders to -help" in shops alongside the
specialists, checking the work or discussing the outcome of a given change.
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Modifications not meeting rigid specifications are redone. Since heavy stresses are
routinely placed on the vehicles, they are built to exacting tolerances or they cannot
be relied upon.
Building the vehicles often becomes a social event. Friends and collegues
congregate to assist or talk as the work progresses (fig: 1.4). "Ldo the real heavy
work at my friend's house, in hts garage- (VICtor Molder. 5/1311997). From planning
stages to completion and usage on the trail. the 4x4's are a locus for group
interaction. Rarely are inclividuals seen WOrl<ing on their vehicle alone.

As such.

the 4x4s become zones for socializing.
A (building] project... is great fun if you like endless hours of
comparing, eKchanging, and arguing ideas and eKperiences around
the campfire or in the garage. Oh yeah, you had better like your
garage. because it will likely become the place where your mail will be
forwarded ancl meals eaten. (Werkmeister. 1997. 38. italics added)
As the group becomes involved in WOfk or discussion, the 4x4 becomes the focus
for an enclave of escape from the mundane world (Hufford. 1992. 8).
But despite friends helping and W()l1( done at home, these vehiCleS do not
come cheap. Serious rock crawling machines can be expected to cost at least
fifteen to twenty thousancl dollars. And many cost much

more:

[Dennis] Noes·... vehicle modifications were done specifically for off·
highway travel. And although he spent approximately $5,000 outfitting
his vehicle. he classifies himsetf as only mid·level enthusiast. "Hard·
core 4-wheelers spend as much as $40.000 just accessorizing their
vehicles: hi! says. 'And that doesn·t include what they spend on the
purchase of the vehicle itself,- (Alfreda Vaughn, 16)
It is nat unusual ta see units that cost between fifty and one hundred-thousand
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FIG: 1.4 Dunng the Summer of 1997, I>a\.1d Mosher (left). Qmm Mortensen (nght), and David Jal'1S (abcwe),
helped the authormstall anewmotorm has 1975 Ford Bronco Sudl goup efforts are common.

dollars on trails these days." Most vehides are not the result of a single modification
spree entailing these funds.

Rather, they are the result of years and years of

constant refining and rebuilding. Each 4x4 is the outcome of years of research and

testing. Their owners know them as intimately as they know themselves. They have

to; in many cases their personal safety on outback challenges relies upon this
connection.
Rock crawling requires a high level of commitment from its adherents. In fact,
many note this commitment to the off-reading lifestyle by saying that rock crawling

Concerning rock crawhng rig construction, AJfreda D. Vaughn observes:
«Money appears to be no object to off-highway consumers. The average person spends
S3,OlO each year for specialty equipment. .. in connection with what some sources deem a
"lifestyle" rather than a mere leisure-time pursuit" (16).
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is a "reJigion: 5 Religion or not. rock crawling requires considerabte time. and its
activities reflect and affect the world view and values of thoSe involved.

MECHANICS OF THE PRESENTATION

It is important to discuss the presentation mechanics. Readers should note
that the meaning of rock crawler varies. depending upon its context. Since members
of the rock crawling community refer to themselves, and their vehicles, by the same
name, I do likewise.

To avoid confusion, the people are designated as Rock

Crawlers, while the vehtcles are signified as rock crawlers. The vehicles are also
referred to as: vehicles, 4x4s, and rigs. These terms are used as synonyms for rock
crawler by the community; I use these expressions similarty. The terms outback and
back country are used alternatively throughout the text, and carry essentially the

same connotation for members of the community,
Rock Crawler and off-roader, however, are not used synonymously. 0((reader is a generic term, referring to all communities utilizing 4-wheel drive vehides

to interact with their physical environment. (The term 4-wheeler carries essentially
the same meaning as off-roader.) ROCk Crawlers are merely one of these many
groups. This distinction, although not always used in such a clear-cut fashion by
Rock Crawlers, is the only way I can rtIetoricaUy distinguish between these groups

Bale has commented on the "almost quasi-religious or spiritual significance" of
sponscapes and span related materials (120)
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in the body of this work without resorting to extensive explanations each time I use

a term
I have tried to use terminolOgy oommon to the group whenever possible. This

informs readers of the rock crawling lexicon. and provides a richer view of the
community, how they speak, and hO'N they interact. In many ptaces a full desCription
of the term-within the text-would break the rtletorical flow. Thus. some terms. if
used rarely within the text, will be described with

a footnote. If the term is a

recurrent one, it will be highlighted with bold print followed by an asterisk (bold*).
This indicates that a full description can be found in the Glossary.
During transcribed interviews I followed

a few oonventions.

ttalicized sections

(italics) indicate that the speaker has placed emphasis on that word or phrase.
Ellipses (... ) indicate that a false start or extraneous section of discourse has been
eliminated. And double hyphens (-) indicate a pause in the speech flow, or a
change of thought in mid-sentence. All other standard writing conventions have
been retained. For instance, language usage has been transcribed according to
accepted spelling conventions (ex: 'bout = about).
Maps are a necessary for considering the landscape. Several appear in
chapters throughout this W'Of1l:: each deals with issues specific to the discussion at
hand. Addressed in these maps are: trail locations, places on specific trails, and
routes taken to access trails. At the forepart of this work, following this introduction.
are two maps: Frontice map 1 and Frontice map 2. Frontice map 1 (F map 1)
illustrates some of the important trails in thewestem states. Frontice map 2 (F map
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2) details the locations of trails specific to the Moab, Utah, area. Trails appearing
on these maps are discussed throughout this wol1<., and readers will be directed to
use the maps as references when these trails are noted.
Readers will notice that the vast majority of my informants are post
adolescent males. This is because ROCk Crawlers are primarily males. Although
they come from all age strata, "the(irJ average age is 37.9 years" (Alfreda Vaughn,
17). Using surveys made by the SpeCialty Equipment Manufacturers Association
(SEMA), Alfreda Vaughn, editor of Truck Accessory News: Products and Trends for
Aftermarket Retailers,6 compiled the following statistics about the ages of Rock

Crawlers: "21.3 percent are 41 to 50 years old; 19.2 percent, 25 years old or
younger; 15.5 percent. 51 to 65 years old and 13.6 percent, 36 t040 years old" (17).
Despite the preponderance of males, ROCk Crawlers believe that theirs is a
family-based automotive sport; that is, families regularly venture into the back
country, not SOlO individuals.

It should also be noted that there is a growing

contingent of active female drivers.

Nevertheless, the trail ride scenario is still

predominantly a male mHieu. 1 Although many women thoroughly enjoy the outback,

Truck Accessory /llews is a rrade magazine aimed specifically at retailers of
aftermarket accessories fOl" light-duty trucks (pick up trucks), spon utility vehicles
(Broncos and Blazers etc), and recreational vehicles (Jeeps, Samurais etc).
The landscapes these individuals travel "may be regarded as highly
masculinized in the sense that while claiming to be ·the nonn' they have [had] a long
tradition of excluding or ignoring women:' This is now changing. However. ·'the
relative undcrpopulation of this landscape by women results less from their active
opposition to incorporation into an activity dominated by men than from the widespread
view that [this milieu) is still basically a masculine activity" (Bale, 7). For comments
concerning "ecomasculinism:' or the "masculine challenge to Ihe emphatic relationship
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their sense of these spaces tends not to be as vehicle-centered as is the male
perception. ll For instance. most of the vehicles are built. driven, and maintained by
men. Many women. on the other hand. note: "I get out often and watch ... l also look
at plants and animals. I enjoy that as much, if not more. than riding in the actual
vehicle" (Becci Neal, 2/2611997).
The male vehicle-centered approach to the outback seems to support the
notion that such places 'provide both a playground and a testing grOUnd for male
prowess" (O'Brien, 173),\1 The difference in IlO'N the landscape is appreciated is
further evinced by the fact that Mountain West Off-Road Supply, the location for
much of my networking and research. has a clientele composed almost entirely of
The bulk of this work. then, deals primarily with male values and perceptions.
The study is organized into three distinct thematic spheres which are crucial
for elucidating Rock Crawlers' landscape perceptions: (1) V./ues .nd Belief:

Perceiving the L.nd, (2) The Vehicles: T,.versing the und, and (3)
Communitas: Celebrating the L.nd. Each of these spheres is discussed within
its own section; these sections are in tum subdivided, each containing two chapters.
The conclusion discusses the significant issues each sectivr, iaises in regards to
interaction within cultural landscapes.

with nature:- see: Bale, 133.
This perception could also be due to the fact that -"very often the car remains a
male preserve'· (Jean Baudrillard. 68).
See also: Cook,113·29_
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VALUES AND BELIEF: PERCEIVING THE LAND

What motivates individuals to drive expensive and time consuming vehicles
on such extreme trails? Section one details how the rock crawling community
perceives the physical em/ironment. 10 Thai is, these landscapes are discussed as
culturally constl'lJCted places. Such perceptions are the result of-and result inspecific -cognitive and image based- processes (Rapoport, 129). Chapter one.
entitled The West: A Symbolic Landsc."., elucidates the Rock Crawling
community by locating their place as one of the myriad communities valuing the
Western landscapes. To discuss this social milieu, these communities are divided

into three traditional spheres: extraction groups, preservationist groups, and

recreational groups.

These spheres are Classified according to the values and

importance each set places upon the landscape.
Extraction-based communities value the land for its useable resources,
preservationists attempt to protect these spaces, while recreationalists seek these
places for their spJrt-reiated benefits. Rock Crawlers are

one group among the

host

of recreational cultures seeking access to these places, which are often physically
and perceptually distanced from the urban sphere. As with many other recreational
communities. this group favors these lands because of the tripartite benefits that
they offer: prospect, refuge, anc:l hazard (Bale, 122; Appleton, 1990, 25-6).
Prospect refers 10 aesthetically appealing views provided by the land. As

For a book-length study of the landscape as perception and construct, see: John
Brinckerhoff Jackson's D,scovering Ihe Vernacular Landscupe.
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such. recreational pursuits within these places is motivated and enhanced by an
appreciation of these panoramas (Appleton, 1996, 262), Refuge is fostered by a
place's ability to provide sensations of shelter or escape, primarily emotional for this
discussion. That is, the land is seen as Other, a deliverance from the work-a-day
world (Wilson, 19-51). Hazard refers to the possibility for danger or thrill presented
through encounters with the land. Examples of this ·sensation...are provided by
[activities such as] screaming as loud as one can [while] racing downhill. and
tobogganing;" other activities SUCh as mountain biking, white water rafting. and even
rock crawling also exemplify the quest for hazard (Caillois, 24).
These lands, seen as important to the very existence of the Rock Crawling
community. are contested spaces.

As such, they must vie for the ability-and

sometimes the right-to access these places. Due to the confrontational nature of
the desert and mountain places Rock Crawters value. their relations with other
communities who also esteem these locations are often strained. This tense social
milieu is a direct result of the clashing ideologies concerning the value and character
imparted to the landscape. This conflict in tum affects how Rock Crawlers interact
with the land. and what they see as the future of their way of life
Chapter two. entitled Designating Md Using lire OutIMck. studies how the
outback is bounded and separated as a special place through cognitive, or mentallyheld. maps (Downs & Stea, 6-7; Francaviglia, V1), These maps are composed and
delineated through culturally-specific names (Basso. 1983.24; Basso, 1988. 102;
Cronan, 65-6). Although such names may not appear on topographic maps, and
may not be relevant to the general public, they are of supreme importance to those
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using them.

They conjure histories. vistas, "impOrtant

themes~

and SpecifIC

challenges to those familiar with them (Ryden. 115). This process aeates culturally·
specific places where none may have existed before (Casey, 14).
A passion for both these cultural places, and vehicles which are potentially

damaging to them, causes pressure from within the group. Often these ideologies
come into conflict with each other, eliciting specific behavior-modifying activities
within the community that mediate these inevitable clashes.

These actions are

designed 10 "protect" the land; yet they have often become means unto themselves.

THE VEHICLES: TRAVERSING THE LAND

Chapter three, entitled The ImIMer of

r.,.,..in

Upon Vehicle Fonn,

investigates how a "t¥;o way interaction" with the outback affects (Rapoport, 130),
and is reflecl:ed and buttressed through, ma1eriaJ aspects of the rock crawling culture
(Moore. 36: Hufford, 1990,49; Ryden, 73}.1l ·Creation entails use: thus vehide
modifications are direct reactions to attitudes and experiences involving these
places: practical and mythical values conceming back country provide the impetus
for vehicle modification (Glassie, 1991.259).1:

Steven Lubar has noted: "Objects are cultural anifacts. shaped by the society
that uses them. They form the boundaries between us and the nalUral world we inhabit.
They mediate our experience of our environment...Tl1ey do this not as... passive
inl~rmediaries but rather as agents, always creating the world anew....Objec:ts change the
world. and we constantly rediscover and redefine the world through objects" (197).
. See also: Hufford. 1990, 42-4.
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Practical values inftuence construction in myriad ways (Pye. 1967. 46-53): not
only are suspension changes and tire tread designs dictated by the realities of the
land. so are body modifications such as wheel well shapes,

Yet. mythologised

perceptions of the wildemess also affect these modifications. as well as other
components, like the usage of chrome. and paint jOb colors and schemes (Poulsen.

10). As products of this dynamic involving the outback. rock crawlers are "not only
in context: context is in [them)" (Glassie, 1991. 260).
Chapter four, entitled Petfonn.nce .nd Design in Rock CrawJer

Morphology, discusses how the creation of a praiseworthy vehicle not only signifies
mastery of a "build-up"'3 grammar, or "menial dialectic- (Glassie, 1975, 17),
determined by the group, but asserts a cognizance of the group's landscape
metaphors (Upton, 1979, 117-32). In a mil)eu where vehicles exist as such tropes,
there is, as one 'NOU1d expect, a definite tradition-or "mental language"-surrounding
their construction (Hubka, 428).1~ In situations where communication is the result
of such grammars. issues of "competence inevitably come up· (Rapoport, 130).
Furthermore. while revealing the individuality of the owner, vehicles communicateactively project-traditions the group holds regarding specific landscapes (Ryden. 57.

65; Upton. 1991, 158-9). Where there is tradition, there is also room for personal

Budd-up is the tenn used by Rock Crawlers to describe the process of crealing

a rock crawling vehicle
For a discussion of current theories concerning building grammars, see:
Michael Anne Williams & M. Jane Young, 40-54.
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creativity

The tension existing between these two (dynamic)'5 creative forces

promotes vehides that are always technically fresh. mechanically current, and
visually exciting.

COMMUNITA$: CEL£BRAnNG THE LAND

The chapters in sed:ion three deal with "the environment as catalyst" for
social interaction (Rapoport, 129). Expanses of the Western American mountain
and desert topography are "carefully isolated- and serve as festival and ritual
locations for the community, due to their -sacred" standing (CaiUois, 6).'f These
events, products of specific locations. affect changes in those who participate.
Chapter five, entitled Soci.lizing in the 0utI»c1r. describes the trail ride social
dynamic. Back country places are enjoyed by groups; rarely do Rock Crawters
venture within these kX:ations alone. Attitudes concerning its "liminal" nature foster
hiQhly structured ritual and play "phases" (VICtor Tumer, 1991, 11).17 Specialized
behavior, called otf-road "etiquette: accompan;es aU phases of the outback

experience, and mediates how indMduais interact with the IrdScape as well as their

Dynamics in folklore have been discussed at.length by Barre Toelken. see: The
Dynumlcs o[Folklore.
. Frames and boundaries. see also: Baleson, 201·27.
See also: Driver.

1.57~.5:

Huizinga, 12: Van Gcnnep_ 21.
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vehicles and each other (Nylund. 102).11
platforms for highly ritualized communal

OutbaCk excursions. then, become

~fellowship,· performance,

and play. while

escaping the constrictive nature of urban life (Hufford. 1992.51).'9
Chapter six. Experiencing the IIwb E..,.,. JMp S.fari. reveals my
experjenc:e(s)

as a trail ride participant at the safari. My perceptions of the event are

presented through t'NO different writing styies. The dynamic generated between
these antithetical documentary formats is aimed at creating a dialectic which
attempts to balance my

pe~nal

and "subjective" feelings with a critical and

'objective" reading of the event. Through the "complementarity" established by this
format. readers will get a more full understanding of what I expenence as a trail ride
partidpant (Tumbull. 51). Hopefully. the action, excitement. and fun of the trail rides
will also be revealed.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

People often have negative knee-jerk reactions when they learn of driving
through the back country in 04x04s; they question if peope can truly interact with the
-natural" environment in a sensitive and norHoolent way.

The multitudes of

individuals in other recreational pursuits now thronging to these spaces for their

For more on rulcs and regulalions in play. see: Caillois. 8, "'2.1; Durn.:, 7:"'2.;
Hughes. 95-103; Huizinga. II.
For more on phrataria. see: Huizinga. 12, 16: Hufford., 1992,53.
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leisure activities also spur the more specific question: can technology and the
outback interact in a means that is not ultimately destructive to these spaces?
These issues lead interested parties to question who is allowed to access public
lands. In fact. many individuals and groups go a step fanher, urging that humans
and their ~mechanized modes oftransport....should be excluded from (these] areas'
altogether (Sierra Club. http://www.sierracJub.orgipolicy/408.html).
Such extremes may not always-should not always-be necessary. In fact.
many Rock Crawlers question if these tactics should be allowed in a day when the
pressures of urban wond are believed to be more prevalent than ever (Steele. 79).
Such differences of opinion arise from contrasting gestalts concerning the meaning,
value. and significance. of wilderness spaces. These diverging concepts lead to
varying ways of protecting or utilizing these places. Chapter one begins with a
discussion of how ROCk Crawlers fit into the host of differing views regarding
Westem lands. These conflicting views often lead to social friction. Rock Crawters
must find. and hold to. the back country places they enjoy within this climate.

FAMOUS WESTERN AMERICAN TRAILS
and the events wfth which they are associated
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3-0 (3) (3)
Behind the Rocks (4+) [11]
Behind the Rocks, Tii>"Toe (3) [1"J
Chicken Comefo (2) (17)
Cliff Hanger (3 112+) [1ot]
Coppe, R;dge (3) (1]
Crystal Geyser (3) [UJ
Dome Plateau (3) [25]
Elephant Hill (3 112) [28J
Fins & Things (3 112) [12]
Flat Iron Mesa (4) (22J
Golden Spike (4+) (WJ
Gold Bar Rim (3 112) [I]
HeIrs Revenge (4+) (11)
Hellroaring Rim (3) [23]
Hey Joe C.-,yon (3 112) (e]
Hole in the Rock (4) [oft' ....]
Kane C<_ Conyon (3 112) [20]
Metal Masher (4) [7]
Moab Rim (4+) [15]
Poison Spider Mesa (3 112) (10)
porcupine Rim (3 112) [13]
Pritchett Canyon (4+) [18]
Rose Garden Hill (4) [27]
Secret Spire (2 1(2) [2J
Seven Mile Rim (3 112) (I)
Steel Be",,", (3 112) (11)
Strike Ravine (4) [21]
Top 0/ the Woo. (3) [2S]
Wipe-Out Hill (4) (.4)

Trail names are foIlc::Jo"wct by the Red Rock .... WheeIefs· trail nltings. The bo6ded
numbers relate to the lOC:ations on the map.
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SECTION 1

VALUES & BELIEF:
PERCEIVING THE LAND

I've always enjoyed nature. I feel very comfortable away from ... modem society. I
sort of feel like I've been placed out of time. that I should've been bom in the late
1700's, early 1800's...part of the Mold West: I feel more at home in the
wilderness than in the cities.
-Quinn Mortensen, Interview 1994

Landscape... is an image of a place or area based upon some abstraction of
reality, for it involves selection of certain elements as typical or significant.
-Ridlard V. Francaviglia, The Mormon Landscape

URed Rock" spires viewed from a trail north-west ofMoab, Utah.

1
THE WEST: A SYMBOLIC LANDSCAPE
It'S an esc::ape. Sot'omlNlpoRd_._~gettingOUl~ancljusthavingad'langed
pace; we etI,oy t\al ~ ~ iL..Ilike the WesIem l)rjled SfatH. and the spac:iousness. and
the liberties that the sp«:e kind of gMI5 you-some'll'lng IhM )'Ol.ne not cooped n. And Itn go..es
you a feeling tNl Y'CXlre.1 guess. yo.lre just free 10 the wind. (Jim Broadbent.. 4J9f199l5)

Rock Crawling culture was born fcMlowing WoOd War II. Veterans began
buying surplus military Jeeps to test the driving skills they had acquired while driving

these nimble vehicles during the war. These

new skills were pushed

and refined

within the desert and mountain terrains surrOUnding their homeS. Equally important

was the fact that the rigs f\Klctioned as a means to take their families wway from the
burgeoning post-war urban 'NOl1d (Wilson. 89--115).

4-wtlee{

drive vehicles provided

an escape into the -outback.' or the unpopulated desert and mountain spaces.
A fourth generation of drivers is beginning to build their own 4x4s, and

now

drives them on the trails that Jatic:e the western American top:Jgraphy. In the nineties
very little has changed. Although the automotive industry has generated tectlnology

enabling drivers to pilot their vehides ~ inaeasingly difficult trails, the community

still ventures onl0 desert and mountain trails tor the same reasons: to escape the
urban environment, be with friends and family, see ". world of trees and streams,

rugged hiUs, meadoNs and mountains, deserts, and wetlands: and to test ones'
driving skills on trails in these arduous Ioeations (Delong, 1996, ix).

Readers may question what places I refer to with the sweeping phrase. "the

.....-estern American topography.· The bulk of this research was carried out in Utah
County, central Utah. Towns like

Provo, Orem and American Fork, where many of

my informants live, are located along the Wasatch Front (fig; 1.1). This is the foot
of a range of the Rocky Mountains running north-south through the middle of the
state. The mountains-whic:h rise out of the high--desel1: topography-are capped by
sheer rocky diffs. Their bases are tessellated by stands of pine, aspen, SCl"\Jb oak

8 •
C •

a -Miles
so
FIG: 1.1 wawch Froor cities mentioned in d'lis work an: A-Sail Lake City. "'Amerie.. Fork. C- PloYO &;
Orem :-lor lowed aklnF die Wasatch From is Moab (01. a lDe\:Q. for.....srern n)l;:k crawiinl!.
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trees, and in

some places,

the sage brush that is ubiquitous to the desert expanses

(figs: 1.2, 1.3), This vegetation competes

tor water running

in streams that wind

through the roc:ky valleys. Water plunging through these brtXl«s and streams is icy.

cold all year long. as it originates from

snow mefting from the peaks above,

some of

which reach 13,000 feet above sea level.
Yet Rock Crawters do not live solely in Utah County, nor are their expeditions
relegated eXdusivefy to trails winding through the high Rockies. Moab. a small town
located in southern Utah, is a mecca for the Rock Crawling culture (fig: 1.1, F maps
1, 2).

The trails in this vicinity-and others like them elsewhere-wind through a

desert painted in hues of red, gold, yellow, caramel, and chocolate brown (figs: 1,4,

1.5). This landscape is replete with stone spires, arches, and all manner of other
formations and landscapes that look as if they spnIng from

a scene

in a Road

Runner and Coyote cartoon. Rock Crawters who frequent this locale live in places
like Wyoming, Cdorado, New Mexico, Califcmia. the Dakotas, and the other states
comprising what is traditionally regarded as the West.

landscapes that Rock Crawters frequent in each of these states are often
similar to the deSert or mountain environments mentioned above.

However.

variances in the topography at each of these iocations regularty draw drivers from

the other states. In other words, these folks are highly mobile. For instance, in the
mid-nineties excitement began to spread concerning a series of trails in South
Dakota. They are extremely rocky. require exceptional driving skills, and a wellmodified 4x4 to attempt them. An annual rock crawling event at these trails, known
as The Dakota Challenge, attracts participants from as far as Texas.
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FIG: 1.2 Utah"s Rocky Mountains are covered with Aspen and Pine trees. (Counesy Quinn Monensen)

FIG: 1.3 Vietor Molder drives on the HQJy Cross trail, in the ffiOWltains of Colorado. (Counesy Vietor Molder)
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FIG: 1.4 Trail ride participants on the Sail Creek trail relax below the Molar. a sandstone "spire"
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While conducting inteMews

tor

this proiect. I found Rock Crawlers

consistently referring 10 4-wheefing in these lOcations 85 a means to escape the
pressures of the urban world. Thus. they imbue theSe lands with a symboltc nature.

As "reactions to phySicaI.-1d psyc:hc»ogical di:sp&ac::ement caused by modemizahon,

urbanization. and industrialization" (Blaustein. 266). the western American mountain
and desert landscapes are transformed into places of "relaxation" and phySic:aI and
spiritual freedom from the hubo-bub of the WQfk·a-day WOI1d (VICtor Mo~der,
1/21/1997). This rhetoric does not merely exemP'ifV the convictions of weekend

hobbyists. but is Ihe driving force behind an entire lifestyle.

The belief that the

Western landscape offers these bounties is not without precedent, it has been
observed that "many Americans still believe in the e1'ficacy ofwhat they define as the
frontier experience" (Siatta, 192). For Rock Crawters, the bounty offered by these
westem American spaces relates to their ability to provide recreational activities.
Thus 'Ne see that "landscapes and ptac:e:s do not have to be national centers
of cultural attention

or 10 have accreted a thick. sediment of well-publicised history

in order to be rid'lly significant" (Ryden, 99). RQC:tl; Crawtets are not the only group
prizing these areas: others also have interests and values dependent upon them.
Many other recreatiorw:xiented communities value them. Yet recreation is not the
only bOOn offered by these lands. Individuals and corporations esteem them

tor the

natural resources they contain, resources that can be extracted and converted into
products and profit. O1her groups, in reaction to those "using" the land, wish to
preserve these locations, leaving them free from lhe deSecrating influences of
human and machine.

TheSe issues become sources of vehement contention
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between the diverging groups involved.
Rock ~ , their wortd view, and their actions. must be ptac:ed within this

broader aJltural framework: general values regarding the nature and importance of

the western IandSaIpe must be understood. This can only be accomplished by also
studying perceptions of the physical environment

he~

by the other communities

prizing these lands. As such, a significant portion of this discussion is aimed at
answering the nagging question: "what is the West?"
These different opinions indicate tha1 "the West is just about anything that
anyone has ever wanted it to be" (WQr$ter, 20).' They also prove that ·peopIe tend
to project their own feelings onto· the landscapes with which they interact (Ryden,
66).: Thus. due to these differing perceptions. the land itself has become a locus
for contesting groups, each fighting to preserve their gestalt of these spaces
because of the benefits they esteem.
The discussion will then focus on the Rock Crawling oommunity's place as

one of the groups vying for these spaces. Since the outback landscapes are a
valuabte commodity~ to their shrinking expanses as the urban world expandspeople fight to preserve these places for their own image of hc:Jw' these ptaces should

be used. accessed, or left alone.

Therefore. views concerning the physical

environment not only affect how individuals access and use these lands, but how
they interact with each other. As SUCh, these tracts are intenSely sodat places. That

I Richard Aquila similarly notes that ""the American West has long represenled
different things 10 different people·· (I).

: See also: Wilson. 128.
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is. cultures gather to enjOy and to defend them; they beCOme a locus for interaction.

MULTIPLE VIEWS OF THE WEST

There are muttifarious gestatts concerning the western landscape, and more
often than not they fait to agree. 0tsaJssing the many meanings applied to the
American West. Richard Aquila has noted:
The west evokes numerous images in the American Mind. Foremost
is the image of the mythic West as a Garden of Eden. There are
several variations of this theme. Sometimes the West is described as
a land of abundance and the source of economic, political, and social
contentment. Other times the West appears as a land of opportunity,
where one can achieve happiness, spiritual rejuvenation. equality,
universal brotherhood. and social, religious, and individual freedom
while living in a climate so heatthy and vibrant as to dispel all doubts
that the West must truly be God's country. (2)
His ronvnents are important because they break down the pen;eived West into two
basic criteria.
The first aiteria refers to how the land is perceived; interestingty, the ddfering
concepts regarding the land which Aquila notes can be superimposed over nearly
any physical environment. That is, the bounties these spaces offer exist primerity
in the minds of those interacting with them. In and of themselves these areas do not
actually offer theSe rewards more than any other region.

People see them as

offering these things; as such they become culturally accepted truths. We have,
come to see that geographies of agriculture, leisure, and even
wilderness are all cultural spaces. inscriptions on the land that are
derived from and in bJm shape our... ideas about [the West). (Wilson,
257)
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Aquila's second point is that dit'l'erent people perceive the land di1ferently; that
is. it offers different bounties to difref'ent people. Some view the open spaces as
offering personal liberty and solace; others see monetary gain. Still others view

these lands as being EdefHike, undefiled by the masses inherent to the LWban wof1d.
Understanding these differing perspectives is important because ft:!ey did not

fade with the passing of the frontier era. Individuals holding these traditional views
fall into three broad criteria: extraction groups, recreational groups, and preservation
groups.

Extractors, discussed first. are comprised of rommunities valuing the

West's land for its extractable resources. As with the other groups, the breadth of
individuals falling under this nomendature is large.

Fanners and ranchers are

lumped together with large multi·national conglomerates such as Utah's Kennekott

Copper Mining company and its diverse subsidiaries. likewise. oil and gas drilling
interests. as well as lumbering, are represented.

Each falls under this heading

because the premise driving theSe communities is that the land otfer$ eXl1'8Ctabte
resources that can be used and/or marketed.

Whether it be fields of wheat,

orchards laden with fruit. expanses used for grazing Sheep,

or mile-Oeep mines,

the

driving assumption remains the same. Each makes use of the land to convert it to
marXetatMe and/or profitable goodS.
Recreationa/ists, like extraction-based communities, are a disparate group.
HikEn, campers, and ~ndsurfers can essentialty be discussed in the same vein as
motocross enthusiasts,3 horseback riders, and Rod< CrawlerS. The common thread

l

Motocross is defined as "competitive or aggressive off·road mmcrcycle

riding...racing over or around obstacles" (David Mosher, 12110/1997). It has also been
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linking these groups is that they operate with the notion that the West's lands
'provide

an unusual source oLrehabilitation and reaeation for our general

population" (Rancly Robinson, 9/21/1997). leisure provided by these locations is
pleasurable because it provides escape, excitement. and beautiful surroundings.
Because Rock Crawlers fan into the recreational group, more space will be devoted
to a discussion of their perceptions.
PreseIVationcommunities are equally as diverse as those wol1<ing from the
extraction and recreational viewpoints. Yet they are motivated by the eoncem that
today's expanding urban sphere-and its accompanying extraction and recreational
communities-are vanquishing the remaining tracts of wild western lands. Prizing
these spaces for their ability to tet "the forces of nature prevail,' preservationists are
committed to fight as voices for theSe Shrinking lands (Wayne Hoskisson. 9fl/1997).
Thus, they seek to protect back country areas from destruction wreaked by humans
and the mechanical objects they utilize to ac:cess l'lOfH.ll1:)anized Iocatjons.

At least one other (fourth) set exists. these are those WOO perceive the west's
spaces as locations for illicit activities. These oommunities are characterized as
those seeing the Western expanses as ia'NIess locations. pfaces for breaking

cultural standards and taooes. One such group are youths who use mountain and
desert locations for illicit activities: undet"-aged drinking, drug abuse, and amorous
activities not approved by mainstream society,

TheSe spaces, then, provide a

described as: "Riding competitively with others across all types of terrain" (David
Mosher. 12112/1997). l1\e mOlorcycle races where the riders, clad in brightly colored
protective gear. fly high over berms and jumps are one aspect of this spon.
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chance to escape authortty figures or the pressure to act in certain prescribed ways
exerted by forces within 'decent" society.

Other instanoes of iltidt ac:tivities can be found near my in·laws' home. They
live at the edge of Utatfs 'West Desert." several miles south-west from lehi, Utah.

the closest town (F map 1). In this desert milieu. it is not uncommon to routinely see
hunters and campers. It is atso common to find the bodies of murder victims. ~ My
father-in-law has been on the scene to recover victims from at least three different
murders, one of which he found
The desert. then, exfsts to some as a location for rounter--hegemonic, secret.
or heinous activities. It is. to them. a place where these endeavors can be played·
out. Although murder is a far cry from teenage drinking, the motivational perception
to use this location for such an activity is much the same. To them, desert and
mountain kX:ations are places of c:conter-euttural activity, places to escape authority,
places for activity not approved or endorsed by mainstream society.
I do not discuss these people because they are not part of a mainstream
social movement.

(Although this area of study is intriguing.)

The follOwing

discussion is relegated purefy to those communities QJrrently vying publicly for
access to the West's open lands. And, as yet, no group of partying teens. mafia hit·
men, serial murderers, or dandestine midnight toxic waste dumpers has pubficly
argued their right to regularty access these areas for their activities.

, The bodies of 5e\'en young women were found in the desens of Utah during
1997. Several oflhese are believed 10 be lhe victims ora serial murderer. Ted Bundy,
one of America'S moSI monstrous serial murderers, used desert locations in Utah 10 both
perpetrate his crimes. and to hide evidence.
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Each of the abOve groups has its own

·West.· Diverging approaChes to the

land by these communities ~ contradicting perspectives of what the land itself

represents. and where its value lies for each community.5 As such, each group's
"experience r:A [theSe] pIaoe{s) is inevitably a product and expression of the [group)
whose experience it is. and therefore. unavoidably. the nature of that experience... is
shaped at every tum by the personal and social biographfl8S) of [those} sustain[ing)

it" (Basso. 1996. 55). In other words. these lOcations represent what their users
~enable them to say" (56).' They are -comP'ex constructions of social histories,

personal and interpersonal experiences. and selective memory" (Kahn. 167).
These diverging notions regarding the physCal environment lead to a "fluidity"

in the terms referring to these places (Pocius. personal communication). Fluidity
refers to the slippery CWld d'langing values assodated with vocabulary used regularty
by the communities being discussed. That is. although several different communities

may disa.Jss the same tracts of land. their concepIualizations of what these pteces

represent, and the lexicon they use to describe them. may differ radically. Thus. the
primary issue at hand involves the varying terminologies applied to the same back
country landscape(s).
Publicly owned spaces extend over and through the western states. These
expanses are owned or managed either by the federal government. or by the states
in which they are located.

The importance of these expenses is that they are

! For a discussion orthe clashing inherent 10 one instance or differing landscape
gestalts. see: Erika Brady. 138·51

~

See also: Kahn. 188; Slewan. 133-9; Tuan, 1990. 13.
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available to the public for a variety of uses (Wilson. 228).

Federal and state

governments have deemed "*"y of them unimpfDved land. This designation refers
10 the fact that the land has not been developed. OJltivated Of otherwise

"domesticated" (Knobloch. 75-7).

Those procuring

Of'"

using such locations "for

improving upOn [them}, and bringing ltheir] latent potentialities into being through
certain kinds of work." regularty utilize this r'lOl'1'*'ICIature (75).
These same spaces are called the outback by Rock Craw1ers. Along with
several other recreation-based communities. like mounla;" bikers. Rock Crawters
also refer to these places as the bltCk country. But the outback also bears other
names. and is considered important for other reasons. Preservationist organizations
and communities designate these same locations with the

name wilderness-this

name also has a po6itical signfficance which we will discuss later. As previouSly
noled. the perception and nomendature of SUCh spaces by these communities is
"directed by OJttural values" (Tuan. 1990, 12).
Readers should note that each of these terms is a reftection of the value
_

upon the land by the """""'"'"' using that _

expression (R-.. 94-5).

That is. extractors view the land as unimproved: as if it is waiting to be utilized;
reaeational groups see the 1and as outback or bacJc country. an Other, away, pC8ce
thai is removed from nannal life. Preservationist groups value these locations as

wilderness. connotations hinging on a lack of interaction with the human element.
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EXTRACnoN~OCOMMUNlneS

Groups falling into the extraction categories are widety diverse, and indude
such communities as: farmers, ranchers, mining operations, lumbering, and many

groups is that the landscape is valued by them as a resource for the prOduction of
products and/or profit (Jackson, ...... ).1
Farmers are one of the first-and least threatening-groups that comes to mind
when many people think abOut thOSe who 'NOFk with the land. One well-known Utah

farmer is Reid Wayman, a past president of the Utah Farm Bureau. e Reid notes that
he has "been invotved-engaged in-fruit farming all [his] aduh tife" (1011/1997).
Thus, he has a weahh of experiences from which to pull when speaking about
farming. His comments provide a window into the farming mindset.
During an interview, Reid dtscussed how" he came to choose the location

and

type of farm that he ran for many years. He begIIn by noting the preceding sate of

a farm that he had shared with his brother; at this point he had to deOde what he
was going to do next:

I wasn't ready to retire, and I've always been fascinated by the
concept of a "picK your
W'here people could come out and
harvest their own fruit-save themself a little money-and have an

own:

- For an important consideration ofextraction-based communities and the use of
public lands see David Warner's, "ExJ»llding the Wilderness: Businesses Seek A More
Balanced Approach to Restricting Public lands:'
~ Reid is also my father in·law. Consequently, I have had many years 10 walch
him work his farm.
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experienCe that would be one that they would remember. And this
opportunity came up after searching quite thoroughly fO( a p(ace that
we coUd do this sortota thing. (1011/1997)
The statement that he was not yet "ready to retire" is interesting. It reveals that
fanning was (quite otMousIy) his oc::cupation; by extension. therefore. his worttpIace
was the land that comprised his farm. Thus. this space was a place of business.
He continues, noting that he wanted to start a "pick your own" farm that would
provide his patrons with a specific experience. Creating the right experience for his
customers was integral to the success of his plan.
Viewing the land as an integral part of his business plan. Reid was pragmatic
about the location of his undertaking. The placement had to fulfill specific criteria to
work towards its fulfilment as a functioning business venture:

A "pick your CONn" needs two 0( three things. You need easy access;
you need paved roads. Experience would say that if you live within
thirty miles of a metropolitan area of sixty to seventy-thousand peop6e
that you C8n in fact estabtish a pick.your-own and make It successful.
This ".rticufar ground hlJd a" of those criteria which would make it
favorable. (101111997, italics added)

To function as a healthy "pick your own" opef'8tion. Reid's farm had to be located in
a user-friendly location (fig: 1.6). Not unlike the proper placement of any retail
establishment this

it.

new farm I1ad to be situated where patrons could see it. and visit

The visibility of this location differed from that of his previous farm, which

wholesaled fruit and did not depend upon being in the public eye.
To bring more attention to his ·pick your own" farm Reid built a large eagle
(6' wingspan) and a large buffalo (8' tall) out of leaf springs (figs: 1.7, 1.8). The

eagle sits perched on an arch over the driveway entrance and the buffalo stands
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FIG: 1.6 Reid Wayman's £ann runs parallel to the west shore of Utah Lake. On the lake's oppo5lte side are
Provo, Orem, and American Fork. It is a fifteen 10 thirty-minute drive 10 me farm from these different towns

next to the same entrance. He wanted his farm to stand-out as a -landmark- in the
minds of anyone passing by on the road. In fact, many travellers, wanting to meet

the builder of these sculptures, regularly drive up his fang driveway to inquire about
their artisan. Not only do they get a chance to meet Reid, but they usually also
purchase fruit. Many people along the Wasatch Front mountain range know of his
farm due to of these sculptures.

Other criteria besides visibility had to be filled for the new farm to be a
success in Reid's estimation.

These factors are considered scientifically to

determine what land is capable of sustaining plant life capable of bearing the highest
yield:
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nc: 1.7 With a SIX foot \\1.Ilgspar1. duseag.le, construetedofautomollveleafspnngs. ~ Re!d·sfarm.

FIG: UTluse.gbtfoottall buffalo, aIsobwlt 'olI,th Icafspriogs, bdpslOproclaunthefann.
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Even more important than that was the fact that we were on the side
of the hill here above Utah Lake. Utah Lake acts as a radiator in the
spring and water temperatures don't vary as much as the ground
temperatures do and so we woukt more often than not get inversions
in the spring, where-the warmer water than the land-the warm air
would rise up from the lake and form an inversion over the orchard
and provide frost protection in the spring. Which of courw is highly
essential. The soil was good; the drainage was gexxt. It appeared like
~waterW8Sgood. (1011/1997)
As discussed above, the earth upon whtch the farm was to be situated had to be
evaluated also. Air temperature is a factor that can be affected by the lay of the
land: and in Reid's case, the large body of water located near-by. These factors
were considered in the decision to choose the farm's location.' The Quality of the
soil was also a component mentioned by Reid.

As is obvious from Reid's remarks, the land was considered in multiple ways
before the farm was undertaken. These were important decisions which needed

consideration before opening the new enterprise. like other commercial ventures,
considerable money is at stake: 'you've got to have finandal backing to carry on an
operation Iikethis° (Reid W8yman. 1011/1997). A wrong calculation in the planning

stages co..dd mean an unprofitable venture. Absent is the nostalgia concerning the
landscape that is commonly held by those living in large urban centers (Wilson.
195).'° For Retd, the land is how" he makes his living; it is considered as an integral

part of the farming business.

., Wilson notes that "modem agriculture as practised since the Second World War
is the result of applying industrial methods to tnldilional fanning practices" (194).
I" For a book.length siudy or··country" nostalgia V5. the reality of··country··life,
see: Raymond Williams' The Cuumry and the City.
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Art interesting condusion to the discussion of Reid and his farm is that the

vast majority of his farm

was sokt to a *ld deYetoper when he decided to retire.

I write these words. the ordef1y

rows of trees that once ccmprised

As

his farm are being

uprooted to make-way fOI" a housing c:fevek)pment (fig: 1.6). Although sad to

see

them go, Reid states that he sold the land to provide retirement funds for his wife
and himself. Thus the land continues to provide his family with resources.
During a visit to my parents' home in Boston, I discussed cultural landscapes
with my father. I noted an interest in the layout of farmers' fiekts because they "are
a unique type ofvemacUar art" (Mchenry, 107-8). My father, raised on a combined
dairy and tobacco farm in Providence, North carolina, replied that "economy" often
dictated these pattems (James Neal, 511997). He furthered this assertion, stating
that by economy he meant that field layout is regularfy affected through a
combination of: a desire 10 use the quickest. most time-efficient means, while also
keeping production cost-effective. Also affecting field layouts is the accessibility of
the land and the format most likely to yield

a high return on one's efforts.

The rhetoric used to describe this process sounds very much like a buSiness
plan. And the points adCIressed by my father illustrate the

busin~ike manner

which the farTner$ in the southern states, where he grew up, approach

by

their~.

Each step was carefutiy considered as an integral element towards pmduting a hjgh.
yield crop with a minimum of WIIsted time and energy. As with any successful
business. efficiency was a primary guiding rule on the Neal family fann, as it is with
the farms in Utah Valley, Utah.
Discussions with Boise Evans, a long-time farmer and rancher whO lives
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several miles north of Reid wayman's farm, supported this. That is, his discussion
of valuable land for grazing (denoted "pasture" by him) used a similar means for
evaluating the worth of a tract of land: its productivity, The question: "As far as

grazing is conoemed, what's the dit'rerence between a good tract of land and a bad
tract of land?- elicited a conversation about the productivity of a pasture:
Boise:

Well, there's quite a variation. You take the land that's wet
rneadoN, it feeds as tWgh as two heads an acre. But if you take
that dry land like out where Reid is there, in that area they
probably wouldn't rul one (head) to len acres. So there's quite
a bit-there's a lot of variation in it.

David:

So you have to consKier how many cattle are going to be on
the land and how productive that plot is?

Boise:

That's right. We learned-after
how many {cattle} it'll run.

David:

O.K And what areas are the best around here? In that ... [area
where your cattle currently are)?

Boise:

Those [Iocationls are real good, they are some wet sprinkled
pastunts, yes, they are real good. And then 'Ne have some in
here that: aren't too bad. They're kind of in-between. Now you
taQ that: doMl around SanltOga there, just north of Reid there.
and that's mostly winter pasture. And you might run-winteroil, one to the acre. 8et'Neen half a et:NI to the acre.

Boise also showed me the platte for a large

a

year or so-we figured out

subdM~ that

will be built on

what he called "waSte &and- and "mediocre property" that was pasture for his cattle.

"We didn't have water rights, so you couldn't irrigate it...it was poor soil...it only
supported a few head ofeatlle- (101811997). He noted that most of his other lands
were more productive and that the space set.apart for the up-c:oming neighbortloods
"barely paid the taxes for itself" (101811997).
Commenting on why he decided to tum his energies from farming to land
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development. Boise noted; -It's gotten so you can't hardly break even any more: only
the big farms like in Canada and the Mid-West can dO it theSe days· (101811997).
He estimates that he and his siblings will each net -two million- from the sale, and
added that he has a bn::lther in ·southern Utah starving ...rth a c:attte ranch. This deal
will Probably save his cattle" (101811997). It will also help Boise and his family to
"finally have some money before I die" (101811997).
Boise breaks the ability to make the land productive down: "You've got to
have vision... So many people have tunnel vision, they just do what they know-what
they were raised with.

But there's other ways to make a profit from the land"

(101811997). He elaborated on a plan to tum some of his property in southern Idaho,

which does not have a high resale value, into a "hunting operation." It will have a

bed and breakfast, trout ponds, "a place to shOOt birds," and even special property
designated for elk hunting. A special herd will even be maintained for this purpose.

He will soon have finaneial backing, and believes that he will swiftty tum a better
profit than the land ever could have provided during its days as a farm.
But farming .-ld ranching are not the anty ways of utilizing the land for
prOducts or profit. Mining is another extraelion-based activity. Richard Phelps. a
retired emp60yee of Kennecott ~-the wOOd's largest open-pil: mine-spoke with
me abOut the workings of the facility, located in the mountains south-west of salt
Lake City.

For Kennecott Copper, the land provides a source for marketable

products. Richard noted that the company's goal is "to recover the minerals that are
out there in that area-at a profit-in a manner that is environmentally responsible"
(211211998). These minerals include gold, silver, various other trace elements, and
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·copper is the big one. .the big income is from the copper" (2/12/1998).
To acromplish this goal, the company use[SJ the latest techniques and they
4

try to squeeze every dollar's worth of value out of the material that they can, so that
they can stay

profita~

and share it with their stock holders and empklyees"

(Richard Phelps, 2/12/1998). White discussing how the company views the lands
they

own and WOI1o::, Richard noted:

4W~I,

they realize that they can't waste anything

because that's their bread and butter. They've got to mine it very efficiently, without
4

any waste. They've got to take very good care of it (2/12/1998). I aSked Richard
·what makes a parcel of land more valuable or less valuable. as far as the
corporation is concerned?" His answer reflected the pragmatic approach taken by
the company.
Well, the mineral is in pockets here and there. It isn't spread evenly
throughout the mountain. So they look for the areas where it is a
higher grade. Because the Iow-graete areas-they can't extract it and
run it through the processes and make a profit. It's too expensive. So
they go into the areas where there is-though there may be small
amounts of ore scattered in many locations, they have to go into those
areas where it is most valuab6e. If the ore grade is too tow, they can't
operate in those areas. They have to be selective. Pick those that
the current market price of the minerals will justify the process and
cost of extracting and refining the minerals. (2/12/1998)
Although mining is often percetved in less a romanticised manner than is
fanning or ranching, interaction with the land is based upon similar motivatIOns. That
is, to interact in such a way with the land so as to produce a product and/or profit.
Interestingly, Richard repeatedly noted the steps taken by Kennecott Copper to care
for the lands they own.

He discussed the dean-up and beautification of past

facilities, "to make them look just like Mother Nature had not been changed"
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(2112/1998)

He also noted that the company "goes beyond the letter of the law to

the spirit of the law" regarding the care taken for properly maintaining currently
working projects and for the environmental restoration of past project areas
(2112/1998). This, he said, "goes beyOnd public relations, its part of being part of the

community" (2/12/1998).
The extraction mindset is similar, no matter what the group.

Each is

comprised of those individuals who, through usage and interaction with the land. are
able to extract its resources. These resources need not be food-related. They can
also be in the form of other raw materials, such as petro·producls or minerals. It is
important not to limit the scope of what is labelled as a -product" because as Boise
argues, "vision" is all that is required to transfonn a plot into a marketable landscape.
For instance, both Retd Wayman and Boise Evens have marketed their properties
as recreational landscapes. Reid sought to provide "an experience" with his pick"
your-own operation, and Boise is currently gearing·up to provide an 'outdoor
experience" for hunters from as far as -New York· (101811997).

RECREATlONAL COMMUNInES

Recreational communities are those groups who interact with the landscape

for its diversionary aspects. TheSe groups could include, among others: horseback
riders, hikers, campers, rock climbers, skiers, and mountain bikers. Also included
in this group are those who use motorized equipment to mediate their interaction
with the landscape.

This list includes communities such as: motorcyClists, off-
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roaders (ROCk Crawlers and other 4x4 users). water-craft enthusiasts. and

snowmobilers. As is readity evident, these groups are disparate; at first glance littie
might seem common between them. other than similar locations for their activities.
However, there is more to their similarity than that.

They also have parallel

aesthetics regarding the land.
In rontrast to those perc:eMng the physical environment as a k:lcation for the
extraction of profit, most recreation-oriented communities interact with these places
as a refuge. For these groups, the expanses of land "have... the effect of setting
people free" (Worster, 84); they have been described as "spaciousness, and the
liberties that the space kind of gives you" (Jim Broadbent, 419/1996). That is, lhe
back country is entered as a place of relaxation, fun, and escape. Essentially, these

locations are perceived, and interacted with, as

zones that are antithetical to the

wor1d in which the enthusiasts regular1y live, Thus, wilderness, or back country
places. are

~ued

as "the place of the 'other' in the landscape" (W1fson, 181). So,

their aesthetic is based upon the ability for the landscape to transport ones' mind
and thoughts to a different place. A key to undemanding 1'8Cl"ea00na1 approaches
10 the landscape rests in this aesthetK;.

Jay Appleton's functiof\.oriented Prosect-Refuge theory, atthough not
explicitly dealing wfth sport or recreation, helps to explicate the perceptual re5porlses
of these groups as they interact with their recreational landscape (1990, 1996). This
theory divides such interaction into three "bio-physiOlOgical bases" (Bale, 122),

prospect, refuge, and hazard (ApJHeton, 1990, 25-6). prospects are vistas, or a
topographic milieu instnJmental for procuring a good vMtw'; "refuges are conditions
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conducive to hiding or sheltering~ (Bale. 122).11 Hazards. on the other hand. have

been described as "all those sources of danger whic:h it might be necessary to avoid
by whatever means· (Appleton. 25).

However. in terms of recreation. this

descriptoo of danger sensation is too narrow. From the recreational perspective,
placing oneself in danger, pushing the boundaries. "feeling the need for speed.· is

pan and parcel of many contemporary adMties (caiMois. 23-6). The back rountry
provides

a means for such thrills.

Rock Crawlers routinely discuss their outback experiences in these terms.
For instance, in reply to the Question "Vl/hy dO you go 4·wheeling?" Randy Robinson.
an avid Rock Crawler and back country explorer, commented:
You know, really, I darn think it's so much the adventure aspect
anymore, the 1M""ng-on-ltIe-ed kind of thing that comes with trying to
overcome same of the off-road obstacles that we do. That is, that
does have...some of the attraction, but 'He go becauSe this really is the
only way you can get in to see and enjoy some of the areas we love
so much. We go l"IOW--When my family goes on a off-roading activitywe enjoy the climbing, and hiking, and seeing new things, aspect of
the 4-wheeling as much as we do the getting-there. We enjoy the
being there probably more now.
Every time VIlle go into the bedt country, especiaIty when we are
talking abOut areas around the Colorado Plateau {southern Utah
vicinity) we run into the new incredible things that you can only
exper;ence if you can get into those anNs. Most of the areas we've
been into off-fOMting in the tast few years, we would never have seen
if we had to walk into them. My wife isn't in very good health; $he'll be
fifty in three or tour years...she's born l8J children, she's just not in the
kind of physical condition that would allow her to carry a forty·pound
paCk. And not only that. she doesn't want to. If she could, she just
doesn't have the physical...stamina to do it But she stilt enjoys seeing
these wild plM;es, and seeing the pt!Itf09lyphS and pictog,.phs and
incredible rock formations. and the vistas. And you can't, you can't
access that country unless you can drive in.... My kids-right now-if I

II

See also: Appleton, 1996,63.7.
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gave them the Choice of Moab or Hawaii, I think would go to Moab.
(9121/1997, italics added)
Randy's answer discusses why he goes 4-wheeling through these three
means of viewing the outback. Immediately. he comments that he

no longer goes

to the back country so6ety for the thrill. the hazards invotved. He then focuses upon
benefits available through outback exploration: -new and incredible things.- and the
activities that his family undertakes. Although this is

not overtly a discussion of the

refuge properties offered by the lands. the idea that these locations offer bcunties
unavailable in the work..a-day wond is implicit to his argument. These assumptions
grow from the refuge, outback as Other. perspective. Much of the rest of Randy's
comments focus

on the ·vistas· ubiquitous to the outback.

It is important for readers to gain

a more in-depth understanding of these

three motivations. Therefore. each is discussed be6ow. Comments from several
other recreational groups are co-mingled with those of Rock Crawlers: mountain
bikers. hikers. campers, etc... This is because Rock Crawters are but one of the
many recreational a::mmunities sharing a similar aesthetic concerning these places.

Oulbac:k As ""'"""'"

There are some sports and recreational activities for which environment is
fairly unimportant; these focus upon -body movement (for its]. ..own sake" (Appleton.
1996, 157). Running track and football. for instance, are judged primarily for their
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ability to exemplify a mastery of certain physical skills. rather than for the quality of
the landscape in which they occur. However, there are other activities for W'hic:h the

"environmental condition, situation, [and] arrangement [need to be] conducive to the
attainment of a vieW to make the process complete (Appleton, 1996, 262). Rodt
crawling is one of these.
For these activities, the environment in which one seeks recreation is an
inseparable factor in the over-all experience.

The prosect of

new.

different. or

exciting views of one's surrounding environment is imperative. For instance, note
how important the sening is to this description of a back country rock crawling trip:
I just love it when a plan comes together! The trip was perfect. and I
mean perfect. The 'Ne8ther was simply ideal, as only those special
days of autumn can bring. The companions were congenial, as only
tour wheeferS everywhere tend 10 be. and the sening...oh, the setting.
The maze of southeastern Utah is truly one of the most dramatic and
awe-inspiring landscapes to be found anywhere...We travelled over
240 miles of some of the most scenic back country trails available to
the intrepid four-wheelet" with an appetite to get way, way off the
beaten track. (Werkmeister, 1993,60)
4

Imagine p£anning to go on a camping trip in a s1ag heap, where the only view

is comprised of the gravel and tailings thrust up from a local mine. Such a situation
is IaUQhabie only because exceptjonaI views of "geographical grandeur" are integra!
10 the traditional camping aesthetic CWest, 274). A camping trip withOut these great

views would be a failure.

I like to go hiking...because it's beautifuf, it's spiritual...there is
something about being up in the mountains-accompliShing, getting to
the top. Like, it was he/I to get up there, but when you're on top iI's
the ultimate...You can look out and feel maybe kind of the way God
feels. You can see everything. (Amy Eskridge. 816/1997)
Other enthusiasts mention different types of pteasing views: "I kwe the cleanness,
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the clearness. the pristine rivers" (Chem Eskridge, 8/6/1997). Of his mountain biking
experiences, Jim Caldwell notes that he likes "seeing the sights" (10/13/1997).
The ·sights: and seeing expanses is an essential part of this aesthetic. The
sky onen fits into this dynamic as well. It is interesting that so many campers
mention "being able to see the stars_ Being away from the city and its lights I could
see more stars than I've ever seen" (Holly Neal, 8/211997). Such assertions bolster
the assertion that specific activities depend upon a view for completion.
Skiing and

SrtOW'

boarding also depend upon prospect. It is true that these

sports focus upon one's personal skill Jevel and/or pursuing a sensation of speed,
but a significant portion of the experience can be attributed to the alpine setting.
"Probably some of the satisfaction of (these recreations) could be experienced on a
featureless inclined surface, but the satisfaction is greatly enhanced by the
environment [where] it takes place" (Appleton, 1996, 158).

The snow draped

mountain panorama seen from a summit is something no artificial setting can
achieve. Moving down the mountainside, participants often stop to appreciate these
expansive vistas. 12 Progressing further along, skiers move through a WOOd visually
Other than that in which they normally interact.
Rock Crawling, as well as many other off-road motorsports, depends upon the
same visual dynamic. Participants, trying to describe what they have seen, often
note these views with sweet)ing statements. For instance, the visual splendors
afforded by a trail in southem Utah have been described as: "The maze [area) of

': For more on panoramas. see: Appleton. 1996, 77.
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southeastern Utah is truly one of the most dramatic and awe-inspiring landscapes
to be found anywhere- (Werkmeister, 1993, GO). Many drivers stop during trail rides,
taking photos of the surrounding views, -idealiz[ing each of them] into a setting of
unalloyed beauty" (West, 271).

FIG: 1.9 Quinn Mortensen stopS to take a photo of the topography during a trail ride near Moab, Utah.

Discussing one of the reasons why he goes 4-wheeling, Matt Smith, an avid
Rock Crawler, asserts:
In terms of historical perspective-and that's certainly something else
that you get to see as a 4-wheeler here in Utah--we get to see a lot of
Navajo Indian ruins and things of that nature. I took a trip to lake
Powell on the Mormon Pioneer Trail, Hole in the Rock. Got to see
some pretty incredible things down there. A lot of slickrock* there as
well. And just--to have a vehicle that can take you out in the middle
of the most desolate land, to experience the beauty of the forbidding
desert--to be able to return unscathed is quite an enjoyable
experience, I think. (4/4/1996)

It is important to note how mUCh of Matt's statement rocuses upon the visual aspects
of his experience. U

This is because a great part of rock crawling events depend

upon the prospect of pleasures offered by the surrounding landscape (figs: 1.101.15).

Matt is not alooe, other Roex Crawlers routinety make similar assertions
concerning the environment in which they 4-wheel:

I like to go up to the oki mines and ghoSt towns. Or stuff like
down in MOIIb, the pretty-the slickroc:k, you know? We went down
through the Doll House, Canyonlands, Arches, all those national
pa/1(s. You can see all that down in the Moab area. And then go into
the desert and see all the ffowers, and up American Fork Canyon it's
really pretty, especially in Ihe Spring. (Shannon Shi/1(, 4121/1996)
Poison Spider Mesa... (is] a very beautiful trail. You get a 101 of
different sights that you can see from the trail because of the way it's
laid out on the plateau. Locally, I like American Fork canyon because
of the topography: the diffs that are up there, the abundant trees and
forest. the fact that usually you are near water. (Quinn Mortensen,
412111996)
I totally 1oYe... Siemt Ttek, in TahOe (california). It's not
nec::e5!WW'i1y the hardest, but it's just in a hfgh alpine setting. And I like
alpine settings. And you traverse Fordyce Creek several times, and
the waters up past your running board often times. And you're
thinking: -Am I going to smk or swim'r «laughs»
You get out there like in Moeb (Utah]. .. For examp6e... you got
the Lasal mountains there, and they're up there ~ don't know10,000 feet. They're white and snow-capped. and you come down
and you've got the green surfaces that are coming into the Spring
bloom, . . , you get into the red ro<::*;, and you get the desert fIowersand you kXlk at those contrasts and its.tJsoIuteIy beautiful. I just lose
myseff out there, totally lose mysetf out there! (Jim Broadbent,
419/1996)
It is not difficult to find information supporting the notion that many
lJ Man also attaches these visual aspects with the important concept of history.
the ideas of history or heritage will be disc~ later in this chapter.
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FIG: 1.10 A small group of Rock Crawlers enjoy a quiet lunch atop the Rocky Mountains of central Utah.

FIG: 1.11 Colorful shclaod fonrwJons grace the fingromd wbilethe La SalIDOtJ1lWDS nse m!be bradgnlu\d.
Noocethelra11crossangthe~desenfloorlUthepboco·sieft..
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FIG: 1.12 Thsarch--locatedoorth-westofMoab, Utah-is one of many in that area.

FIG: 1.13 Oddly shaped stone formations highlight the views ofmanytrails in southern Utah.
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FIG: 1.14 A trail heads towards a series of sandstone "goblins~ near Moab, Utah.

FIG: 1.15 Huge stone monobths nseout of the desert on the Sn~nMile Rim nil, near Moab, Utah.
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recreational communities-induding Rock Crawlers-need the possibility of enjoying
or being within an extraordinary or different visual milieu as a component of their

activity. Not only does the view add to the experience, it is an inseparable part of

the activity: "It takes most paddlers five to six days to complete this trip. The tlip's
high point is a part of canyonlands known as the Doll House. an area full of
spectacular rock formations" (Belt & Davis, 87).

In fact. these recreational

experiences would not be comp"!te without the prospect of good views. But good
views are not the sole component to these activities, The perception of refuge also

plays its part.

Outback As Refuge

When applied to the landscape, the teon refuge refers to the perception of
these

paces as"c::onc::eaImenr (Appleton,

or sheltering" (Bale. 122).

1996, 64), a location ~conducive to hiding

Thus. in the recreational mind-set. the western

topography bealrnes a location for escape.

I.

For rec::reationaIists, the recreatioIr

oriented landscape is not merety physically removed from the woric·a--day WOI1d: it
also withdraws them mentatly from that sphere.

These experiences "not only

provide...temporary escape from life's problems, but (they teaCh) Americans hO'N to
cope with reality" (Aquila, 10). Escape provided by the outback experience WOl1<s

" Henry Nash Smith assens that the West has traditionally been perceived as a
"refuge of the oppressed"(203).
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like a salve, hearing areas that were previously exposed to caustic substances, .,
While in the back country, recreationalists don't think about ·0111 my
responsibilities at work. Having to pay bils and worry about-you know-traffic...you
get away from all the stresses and strains of daity life in a modem city' (Jim
Broadbent, 4121/1 997). Important to the recreational notion of refuge is the role of
-the landscape in enhancing (this escapist) experience" (Bale, 123).'6
Rock crawling is often discussed in this light "I love going baCk into the
mountains and I can get back into very remote plaCeS... quiddy and easily· (Matt
Smith, 4/4/1996). For Matt Smith, -remote places" are far from the daily routine, and
the crowded WOf1d of the urban sphere; he continues: "One of the things that I feel
strongly about is getting out into the out-of-doors. For me its a rather Zen-like
experience. It's a personal experience' (fig; 1.16)
Other Rock Crawlers share Matt's feelings, They note that back country
adventures are also chances to enjoy these places with one's family and friends;
It's a rec:reationaI activity that can be done as a famity un1l 4-wheeling
is something that gets you to an are. of the country that woukJ be
somewhat isolated, away from the hustle and bustle of a big city. 4wheeW'Ig and of'f-road adventuring gives you a ttriI that not everybody
has an opportunity to experience. There a-e places in ~ Utah
that I'm sure that you and I could go, if we 'o'lI'8fe willing to spend a
week camping out of the back of a Jeep, and possibly not see another
vehicle Of another pef'SOI'l for a week's period of time. (Chip Brox,

"Along with the idea of escape comes that of healing. -As a place the West was
no! only beautiful but magically healing" (West, 274). Withdrawing mentally from the
work-a-day world allows one's mind to recuperate.
I~ Abigail A. Van Slyd: notes that the southwest was less the discovery of an
existing landscape (han an '"invention" ofa "fictive" one which lends itself easily to
escapism and Icisure activities (9~-6).
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41711996, rtalies added)

Allan Olsen echoes these feelings, explaining that he takes his family 4-

FIG: 1.16 Huge expanses With no VIsible wbara areas, like Uus <De north ofMoeb. foster- the nooon of escape.

wheeling "because [they] enjoy drivIng the trails, taking the challenge, to see what

the vehicle wiil do. Get away from urban life" (4/12/1996, ilaiies added). During the
COurse of the conversation he mentioned escaping urban life several times. Another
Rock Crawler, Quinn Mortensen, breaks 4-wheeling down to its most basic

component: "'ts escapism from the daily grind" (4/21/1996).

It is common for

recreationalists to note lhe ability for the land 10 transport them rway from the "huslle

and bustle:I've always enjoyed nature. I feel very comfortable away from...
modem society. I sort of feel like Ive been placed out of lime, thaI I
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should've been born in the late 1700's, earty 1800's... part of the Rold
West." I feel more at home in the wilderness lhan in the cities. Even
though I was raised in Los Angete$-in dOwntown los Ange6es-llike
getting Wl8y from~. I don't know ff being raised in Los Angefes
made me... dislike crowds or what. I don't like going any place where
it's crowded, (Quinn Mortensen. 5111/1993)'7
Biking in the mountains aiso presents the chance to slip free from the
pressures of the WOI'k-a-day hustle and bustle: RI go mountain biking in Provo

Canyon at lunch with a couple of buddies. It's a chance to get some exercise. and
R

get away from the crap at wor1c:.. .It's a Chance to relax (Jim Caldwell. 7/1997).
Other recreationalists-like hikers-mention escaping 'the phone, people, jobs,
duties, the routine" (Cherri ESkridge, 8/6/1997).
An integral part of the refuge aesthetic relies on the land's ability to offer
enthusiasts a physical removal from the confines of their normal existence. This
removal, or the chance to "get way, way off the beaten track" (Werkmeister, 1993,
60). anc:l have .quiet time- is a strong motivator (Amy Eskridge, 81611997). Campers
often refer to their trips into the badt country as "a chance to get away... by mysetf"

(Holly Neal, 81211997).

Or "'like getting away from people and I like being by

myself. I k>ve that solitude time" (Cheni Eskridge, 8J6I1997). Others mention the
lack of sounds from civilization, noting the absence of ear hOms, police sirens, and

even air planes as a boon afforded by camping.
Rock Crawlers, too, venture into the outbaCk as a means for escaping the
normal activities that absorn

Of

dominate daily life:

'1 These values arc not unliL:e feelings of nostalgia: for more on this dynamic. see:
Yi-Fu Tuan. 1977. 188.
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I'm in the office 40 hours a week. just absolutely wired to the chair.
You can't hardly get out the door. You've got people on your case
every minute. A lot of it's high-pressure. high-stress, and peop6e hate
to-you know, nobody likes to go to the dentist. Peop6e hate that! And
they tell you that 3 times a day. You know, 'I'd rather have a baby
than go to the dentist!·...You get that kind of flak, and for me, it's an
excelJent escape CK release, or just a safety valve and whatever you
call it-to just go out: in the garage, b.m on the trouble light, and 0'8'Wl
under the Jeep For me, it's really a good outlet, or an abirty to b60w
off scme steam and do something that's totally di1ferent from what I do
every day, all day, in the offICe. And, it's enjoyable, and I go a lot of
times on an afternoon where the family's not available and nobody's
around and 111 jump in the Jeep by myseff-and take off. And I can be
on a tough 4-whee1 drive trail in 10 minutes from my house. There's
pIac:es that are right above Alpine (Utah) that ate technically difficult 4·
wheeling, I go right by the lake and goof-off for a couple of hours, and
just get away-don't worry about it. No telephones, no nuthin·. (Ed
Isaacson, 4/411996)
Because of this feeling of physical separat)on, many recreationalists also

believe that the baCk country affords them chances to remove themselves from the
negative influences of society: 'There's not. cars. there·s

not pollution. When you go

fora walk in the morning you can be by yoursetr (Amy Eskridge, 81611997). Quinn

Mortensen-a ROCk Crawter, rock dimber. camper, hiker, and SOfTleo-time mountain
biker-(X)fTlfTJef'lts that·everyone is influenced by how others pen::eiYe them. You get
alone in the mountains and basically you can be yourself" (5/11/1997).

One couple

on a roc:K crawting trafI ride in Moab informed me that they went

4·wheefing as a c:hanoe to·get (our son) WNay from the drugs and alCohol other kids
are doing· (Jeep Safttri, 1993). They emphasized that taking time to enjoy the south
Utah environment together as

a

family was one of the reasons their son had no

behavior-related prob6ems, unltke other youth living in their neighbOrhood (fig: 1.17).
This attitude is not unusual. I worked at Mountain West Off-Road Supply, a
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FIG: 1.17 Children are ubiquitous to the trail ride milieu, \\ilere they are socialized into the rOtk crawling
culture. There are frequently SpecIal games for kids dunng breaks. Toys on the trail rides are often off-road
OTlented 4x4 pull-toys, radio-controlled 4x4s, and even small motorized rigs that the kids can Sit in and drive
appear dunng rests. This boy plays with a toy Jeep OIl the Rubicon trail. (Counesy Off-Road.com)
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business that specializes in selling parts for, and building, off-road vehicles. CouPleS
routinety come into the store as part of their plan to buWd an off-road vehide. Many

explain thal they intend to use their rig as a means for taking their children away
from the uroan sprawl.

Many note that such positive experiences would be

beneficial to their childrens' characters (figs: 1.18. 1.19). One hikerfcamper similarty
endorses the back country as a place to rear one's family: "It serves as a vehicle to
teach children the principles of preparation. responding to challenges. dealing with
crises. overcoming physical hardships. pressing beyond previous limits" (Chris
ESkridge. 8/6/1997).

Mosl people experience a sensation of freedom accompanying this escape.
Jim Broadbent. a ROCk Crawter, asserts that he feels "just free 10 the wind(41911996). How enthusiasts exercise their freedom is a personal choice, VICtor

Mokler comments that -I can go where I want, when I want-within limits of the trails
anyway··and when I'm tired I sleep, hungry, I eat. etcetera. I can do whatever I
please. If I feel like running around naked for half the day and jumping in some high
mountain lake. so be it!" (51211997). On the other hand, Cheni Eskridge emphasized

that she en;oys when her famity devotes a portion of their hiking/camping time to
reIigious-oriented PUrsuits. Her family takes time to AKate the back country and the

experiences these p!aces add to their religious beliefs (81611997).
The view that back country otrers escape and SOlace is a strong motivator for
those venturing into theSe spaces for recreational activities. Time spent in these
recreational pursuits IS more than the fun experienced during the activity; it
represents an escape from the

W()(k·a~y world,

an escape from the masses, and
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FIG: 1.18 Mal)' and Cecil Rice (both in their 70s) stated that they "raised ltheir] family out of this Jeep," which
they purchased new They were proud that their kids are now raising their own children with frequent outback
tnps. NObce their 1946 Jeep's "door wells that Cecil specially modified for [MlUy)...and for family use" (Mary
Rice, Jeep Sajari, 1996)
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even an escape from negative social forces. As such. theSe experiences are onen
valued as character building, or even as "a sanity chedl;" (VlClor Molder, 51211997).

Outback As Hazard
"It's abOut et'lealng

~.lMng on

!he e6ge."

(Dan Wynwop. 5rI26o'9o')

The opportunity for hazarc/ is the final boon offered to recreationalists by lhe
land. Hazards are those aspects of the land which push individuals to leave their

·zone of security" (Bale. 125). These outdoor locations have also been referred to
as "landscape(sl of exposure" (Appleton, 1996. 132). That is. persons passing
through these "gloriouSly rugged natural venues" are more \/ulnerable to danger or
pOssible injury than they would be during every.-day activities (Konik, 40).
Essentially, this aesthetic dePends upon the landscape as a source of heightened
"exposure tadanger'" (Bale. 124), or a piace to "discover (one's] }jmits" (Kenik. 39).

These dangers engender the pulse-quid<ening "exdterTlenr and the "high that
you get from something cfif'ferent than every-day life" sought by many ou1doors
people (Amy Eskridge. 61611997). One Rock Crawterwho is involved in myriad other

recreational activities. pushes his limits OU1doors
because it's fun. 1 lOve to puSh things to the edge in my recreational
endeavors. I am very much an extreme skier, ride my mountain bike
at the edge and do the same with my dirt bike [motorcyde]. Four
wheeling is another expression of that. I lOve to be outdoors in any
capacity (fig: 1.18). (Glenn Wakefield, 10(24/1996)
In this perspective, the back country is linked psychologically with pushing oneself
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FIG: 1.20 Glenn Wakefield gm extreme on., Aruooa tnIlIledge. (courtesy Off-Roadcom)

to the limit physically.

l'

The opportunity for such adventure comes from activities requiring
participants to meld their movements -into a context in which they can more
effectively evoke the satisfaction whid"l comes...from successful strategic
participation in [this} entire environment- (Appleton, 1996, 157). Many activities

require enthusiasts to pit their skills against specific environmental contexts which
would not be thought of as conducive to their mode of locomotion. Extreme skiing
is a good example of such recreational activity."

II

Extreme skiers now ski off diff

Bale has noted links between "spon., space, landscape and psychology" (124).

Caillois refers to similar endeavors as lfmx, noting that these partly in-coorrol,
panly out-of-<:onrrol, activities "momentarily destroy the stability of perception and
19
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faces hundreds of feet high. These runs are accomplished by jumping from

snow

covered outaop to outa'OP dcNrm the diff face. The locations these sJOers frequent
could kill thOse not skitled in the techniques required by these enthusiasts; mistakes
by these enthusiasts, themsetves, could

(~

do)

resutt in fatal taMs.

White water rafting and kayaking are also currently on the rise. and these
communities are drawn to raging rivers for reasons similar to those of the extreme
skief$:"An adrenal gland is a terrible thing to waste" (Edgerly, 81). The type of river
they favor can be characterized by its dramatic challenges:
The recommended segment is a popular stretch of (difficult)
whitewater fIorwing through a gorge that extends through Pisgah and
Cherokee National Forests. The Nolichucky (river) has a lot to offer
whitewater paddlers. dropping 35 to 60 feet per mile and boasting
such well-known rapids as Jaws. On The ROCks and Quarter Mile.
(Oavid Jenkins, 38)

Often, speed is an essential part to the challenge of traversing a dangerous
topographic milieu. The thriI

~

swift movement is one peop6e regularly

seek, but find dit'flcult to put into words. However, occasionally an individual finds
a combination of words that seems to encapsulate this sensation:
During the run there is a panorama of feeling and sensati0n--4uscious
cokn. feelings of weightlessness, a sense of everything being quiet
and an overwhetming sense of aocompHshment. And, oh yeah, it's
freaky as hell. (Jack McClure, quoted in: Creamer, 11 )
Although this comment was elicited from a drag racer, the sensations at speed that
he describes have also been noted by enthusiasts in other oommunihes.
Oave Mosher, a motocross devotee, rides his motorcyCle because he enjoys

innict a kind of ....olupluoUS panic upon an otherwise ludic mind...The disturbancc... is
commonly sought for its own sakc" (23).
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"the rush...the

tree feeling.. lof being] as close to noating through

the air withOut

actually floating through the air" (8120/1997). The feeling of freedom and ftoating is

closely linked 10 the haZards otrered by the back COU'1tl'y. "its a rush-you don't know
whafs going to happen, you can just ride fast.

Anything can happen."

David

continues, elaborating on the rush provided by the combination of speed and
uncertainty; note that he speciI'ic8Iy cooments that the location fOT such excitement

is provided by the topographic setting:
D.M.

Sand dunes are the beSLbecause you can just fly across them, hitand you can launch off a dune and just fly forever and come down to
a soft (landing] on the other side of the dunes. It's nice and rounded
and you can come down to a soft landing. It's already there from
nature; you don't have to go and build it.

D.N.

What are you thinking when you're flying through the air?

D.M.

Am I gonna crash? Am I genoa crash? Am I genna crash [laughing)!?

D.N.

How often 00 you crash?

D.M

Oh, once a trip. Once a trip guaranteed. And with a group of people
it's twice a trip... beCause you get crazy, No rules: no nothing. You
j.,rst fly. Just so you can get out of control easy. It's real easy. It's a
fine line there between riding controIJed and Ming out of control, and
it's easy to cross at the sand dunes. (812011997)

One rapidly growing sport community that thrives on a combination of speed
and technque to negotiate arduous territort is mountain bikers. Dave Mosher is
also a mountain biker. One of his favorite trails is in Provo Canyon, located just
north of Provo, Utah.

Squaw Peak... is a rush! You gotta b,..ke almost the whole time or
else-you never h8\18 to peddle, .. There's little Iaunch-jumps all the way
down there, and if you don't brake soon enough-you'll just tty off.
When you land you're going just as fast as you can and you're lucky
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to get slOwed down before the next one.... It's rocky_ It's pretty rough
and rocks and stuff is in the way that's loose. There's a lot of loose
stuff. so you've got to be careful about that. [The traill is...not
extreme, but dangerous. Irs not extreme. but it is dangerous.
(8/20/1997)
David's description of the trail centers on the danger and exdtement It provides. For
him. the attraction resides in the pulse-quickening, hell-bent. never-know-what-wlllhappen-next, benefits it provides. 'It is dangerous... because it's loose and you can
get up to maximum speed if you don't know what you are doing. You can get up to
your maximum speed real fasr (David Mosher. 8I20/1997)!
Speed is not always an important component of the thrill offered by the land.
Roc:k Crawters achieve thrills by taking their rigs over and through obstacles which
seem ridiculously impossible to those not aSSOCiated with the community (figs: 1.211.26). ·So the challenge is to get {your vehide] up (obstacles) as smooth as you can
and as gracefully as possible, and over the worst possible obstacle without breaking
parts-hopefully (Jim Broadbent, 419/1996).

The reason many attempt these

dangers is -because (they) enjoy driving the trails. taking the challenge. to see what
the vehicle will do" (Allan Olsen, 4/1211996).
Many non-Rock Crawlers have trouble conceiving that drivers can exclaim "I
was so scared and so hyped-up-but yet so excited; I haven't been that excited
about something for years" about driVing at speeds of less than five miles-per-hour
(Ed Isaacson, 4/1611996). But these experiences are what many ROCk Crawktrs
crave'
I 'wheel tor the thrill of It. Though 1do appreciate the beauty of the
wilderness while I'm there. I like challenging, technical, sluff that is
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both tun to watch and fun to do. I've been to Las Croces, Dakota
Territory, SJedgehammer/Jac/dlammer/AftershoeJ<, Moab, and
everything tough around here. I enjoy the thrill of it (F maps 1 & 2).
(Glenn Wakefield, 10124/1996)
Many Rock CrawlerS search out trails that are so 'challenging that you are
wasted by the time you get home" (Shannon Shirk. 04121/1996). Chip Brox notes that
he frequents these extreme trails because:
of the enjoyment I get out of the outdoor experience, the time I spend
wfth friends, the satisfaction you get out of being able to do something
thal..mosl people look at in awe-thinking: 'No one can do that! You
can't even walk up that rock. let alone drive a vehicle up that rock"
The ability of a vehicle to ascend a rather sleep incline of some kind.
or come down a decline that a normal person would have to sit on his
fanny and skid down on his butt is absolutely amazingl And the
adrenaline ruSh that you get out of that is second to none-absOlutely
second to none. (4n/1996)
Drivers who regutarty frequent SlCh trails are refen'ed to as 'hard core' or "big dogs'
These names mean that the thrill induced by travelling over "challenging, technical
stuff' is something Itley live for ((3jenn Wakeftekt, 10124/1996).
These trails can be boulder-streoNll valleys so convoluted and broken that
drivers are tempted to note: 'The c::oot thing about JacJdJammer (trail] is you get to
it and you're like, 'Where's the trail?" (Shannon Shirk, 4121/1996). They can also
provide obstades like five foot ledges that drivers must drop their rigs off, as with

White Knuckle Hill, in Moab, Utah. Other trails boast rivers deep enough that
participants question: "Am I going to sink or swim?' (Jim Broadbent. 419/1996).
Each trail has a different set of obstacles to negotiate. Many could ruin a vehicle or
hurt its passengers if the driver makes a mistake.
Not all outdoor activities seem as dangerous as climbing one's Jeep along 8
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FIG: 1.21 Matt Smith "gets air" on Dump-Bump. an obstacle east ofMoab, Utah. (Counesy Ken Harrison)

FTG:l.22 Manhangsintbebalance. (CounesyKenHarrison)

FIG: 1.23 Matt continues Ius c1lmb up Dump-Bump. For a second no one knew which way he would go. He
finally settled back onto lerra firma with no problems. (Courtesy Ken Hamson)

FIG: 1.24 A Jeep chmbs O\wlarge boulder 00 the Guardian b1Il1, New MexJco. (CounesyOff.Road.com)
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FIG: 1.26 Jeff Beach climbs a five-foot verncalledge, then must straddle the chasm alII'S top. The poIenrial
for personal or velucuJar damage on such obstacles obvious. (Courtesy Jeff.Beach)
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cliff. Yet many do. Campers note that there is occasionally an etement of danger
in camping which can add excitement to the trip. The danger involved in camping
could come from something as mundane as slipping on rocks. Additionally, ·there's

a certain danger to [camping)... because you don't kl"lO'N if there's a dangerous
animal lurking' (Holly Neal. 81211997). 'In my home state of Cok:lra<to last year,

black bears ate two people, opening a small trai\er·home like a can of tuna to get at
one of them" (Titton, 36).:0 Such possibilities add 10 the excitement and adventure
of camping.

The link between all of these different scenarios is the excitement produced
by the danger and/or uncertainty involved in negotiating or interacting with these
places. Participants feel charged by such episodes. In fact,

some imagine that

these experiences pro\ride a rush comparabJe to that provided by drugs (Charlie

Copsey,4/1994). This "rush' is a magnet. drawing many Rock Crawiers-and other
recrealionalists-into the outback.
Recreationalists 'infuse' and 'create the I:andscapes" in which they undertake

their activities in tem'lS of prosect, refuge, and hazarf1 (Kahn, 188). The combination
of these three perspectives aeates a fully-realized SXI)erience. However, other
communities do not see eye to eye with this gestalt of the landscape.

::<J The very real danger ofbear anacks upon outdoor" enthusiasts exists, see: Bob
Sarber. 184,
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PRESERVAnONIST COMMUNITIeS

Preservationist groups are comprised of individuals concerned with "the
preservation of the outstanding wildlands...and the management of these lands in
their natural state" (Spring 1997 SUWA newsletter, 2).21 Essentially, this is based
upon two main drives: (1) lands percetved as not bearing the mark of human
intervention must be managed SO as to keep them in this state, and (2) "humandisturbed environments' must be ·restored" to their former condition (Sierra Club.
hnp:JIwww.sierraclub.orgIpolicy/413.html).22
These ....iews are expanded and elaborated upon by the Sierra Club. Their
mission slatement is explicit in its references to how public lands can be used and
protected:
To expbre, enjoy, and protect the wild pIaoes of the earth:
to pradK:e and promote the responsible use of the earth's eco
systems and resources;
To educate and enlist humanity to protect and restore the quality of
the natural and human environment; and
To use an lawful means to carry out these obtedwes.
(httpollwww.'-ub.a<g/PO<icyQ
Like other preservation-based communities, the focus of the Sierra Club is to

~I For more on preservationist and environmental ideologies. see works by:
Nicholas Baldwin, Michael Frome. and Joseph Petulla.

:::: See: Wildemes3 and tlte American Mind. Roderick Nash's book.length study or
America's moral aesthetic regarding their relationship to wild landscapes.

Chapter One' 78
~protect and restore.. .the wild places of the earth..where the forces of nature

prevail" (Wayne Hoskisson, 9/9/1997). Essentially, the crux of this perspective is
that wilderness locations should remain -free of all contaminating influences" of
society (fig: 1.27) (Worster, 6)."

FIG: 1.27 Cumng into the ~ Kenn«on Co~r MIne kloms ~ the farms sooth of Salt Lake Ctty.
For many preservanonists dus, the wortd's largest ogm pit nune.. lS • VISIOn of COfIta1T'U.IWJCn

For these folk, wilderness can have a bi-Ievel meaning.

It can be used

generally in reference to wild places. This is a more vernacular conceptualization.
But the tenn also has a poignant legal definition.

Wilderness space is a legal

designation for whtch these groups push. Wilderness standing means that the

23 Wilson nOles that "since at least the WItch burnings of the sixteenth century,

people of European origin have regarded nature as separate from human civilization,
which makes it possible to argue for its protection" (25).
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space is to remain free 01 any motorized traffic. equine travel (in some situations).
and in some locations even hikers are forbidden. Sam Rushfofth. a member of the
Southern Utah W~mess AJliance (SUWA). the Sierra Club. 1. and the Utah County
Clean Air Coamion. explains his understanding of Wilderness designation:
Of course the 1963 \lVildemess Act says that essentially lands that are
untrammelled by man-their gendered term-and where the evidence
of man is essentially absent or minimized [can be designated as
WIldemeSSJ. Fhie thousand acres in extent, or of the me that it can
be managed to maintain its wilderness charader, and then with
adeQuate opportunities foc .. recreation that is essentially of a primitive
nature. For me, roads have a Jot to do with Wilderness. I don't-I'm a
big believer in roadless areas. So, for me. tracts of land that are
relatively unmarked by humans, in particular, are roadless. At least
these have the potential to qualify as Wilderness. (10J13J1997)
Like recreational communities. preservationists' concepts of "wilderness· (in
its legal or vemacuIar conceptualization) are motivated by images of refuge. Wayne
Hoskisson. a dedicated activist who vjgor"oosly works with preservationist groups
such as the Sierra Club, the Wildemess Society, the Southern Utah Wilderness
Alliance. the Uinta Mountain Club. and the Utah W"ldemess Coalition. lS notes that
being in the wilderness provides -the opportunity for SOfitude. the unrestricted
chance to enjoy the land without restrictions' (9f7/1997). In an assertion similar to
comments made by mountain bikers and Rock Cf"lMier$. he states that these places
provide Chances to "escape the city (and its) people" (9f7J1997). Like Wayne, many
feel that "as open spaces become further duttered and air pollution in our cities

:. Sam also created and maintains an internet web site for the Sierra Club's Utah
chapter.
:! Wayne notes lhat the Utah Wilderness Coolillon is -an umbrella organization
linking many groups...illinks about onc·hundred and fifty groups" (917/1997}.
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worsens. the value of the wild country Utah has to offer for everyone will only
increase" (Ken Rait, 16).
Terry Tempest Williams. a novelist and member of SUWA's board of
directors, authored a novel entitled Refuge: A Season in the ~ss. The novel·
·an eco-<:ritical respon~xptored experiences and interaction with the Utah
wilderness that helped the author deal with the cancer-induced sickness and death
of her mother. Through the encounters she had with the land, and its indigenous life
forms, Tempest was able to find solace and personal and spiritual strength during

a challenging and frightening segment of her IIfe.:IS
But preservationists' enjoyment of the wilderness is not limited to viewing it
as refuge; most also esteem these locations as prospect. like recreationalists they
find these places -fulfilling on an aesthetic
91711997). Although, many note:

or spiritual basis" (Wayne Hoskisson.

'you couldn't find very mUCh lcunently remaining]

wilderness that is pristine in the contiguous forty--eight states" (Wayne HosJOsson.
9nJI997)?' In fact. many preservationists are recreationalrsts in that they spend
time camping, hiking. (non.-motOfized) boating, and using other forms of enjoyment

that do not ·present serious and special problems of impact on the

environment~

(hltp:llwwwsierraclub.orgIpoIicy/0408.html). This point is where the preservationist
communities diverge from the rec::rea1ion-ba groups: hOw these lands should beSt

be preserved. managed, and experienced, so as to ensure their existence for future

::t>

For more. see: Farr k Snyder. 191-111 .

.:l

For morc, see: Wilson,123-SS.
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generations (Wayne Hoskisson. 9fl/1997).
Rather than enjoying these places by venturing into them with a vehide,
preservationists believe they should be enjoyed by non-motorized means. Some
believe that there are areas where no human shou6d even tread upon the soil. Since
there are many different communities, they obviously do not all see eye to eye on
what forms of access are

accepta~.

Additionally, location also affects these

Choices; one group may believe: "In certain areas it is possible for off-road vehicles
to travel cross-country.
creates a visible track"

Repeated vehide travel across sensitive soils quiCkly

(http:/~.suwa.orglfaqpart4.htmllfroads).

Others may see

the same tract of land and argue that no human should ever sel foot or drive a 4.4
within that boundary.28
No matter how strictly a given community feels that public lands ShOuld be

managed. most seem to feel that "wilderness areas are a core to something
more... and [they should) not (be] just smaH islands" (Wayne Hoskisson. 917/1997).

Elaborating on this idea, Wayne states: "A park is real nice-people can see it. But
it is not large enough to have any real benefit .. animals need to move about-to

migrate" (9f1/1997). Wayne sees the shrinking tracts of wilderness and laments that
the general populace will not realize that these areas are disappearing "before the
nightmare of creeping urbanization" until they are gone (Nash. 380). And once they
~ Following a lengthy discussion about the rise of the recreational and aesthetic
appreciation of the American deserts (91-125). David Teaguc concludes: -Seeking
aesthetic escape the way our culture currently does-through ecotourism, for instance-is
a human endeavor that works no differentlv in the desen than it does elsewhere
Aesthetic escapes are experiences that people enjoy immensely and for which an
ecosystem must pay dearly'· (125).
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are gone they cannot be brought back. He is quick to note the plants in Utah that
have disappeared. He aiso remembers a type of skunk which was unique to certain
areas in southern Utah that is new extinct. 'gone forever" (9n/1997).
Sam Rushforth agrees with Wwyrte_ In fact. discussing the 4fragmentation of

the landscape: he uses terminolOgy similar to Wayne's (10113/1997). Words like
4islands' are repeated; and he etaborales on how these placeS are key to something
He sees them as keys to the cohesiveness (or lack of it) of the people:

One thing is perfectly dear... lf we end up with islands that fulfill the
legal '63 Wilderness Act definition of Wilderness, in a sea of abused
and developed lands, 'we haven't won a thing! What we have to do is
be convinced as a people-in the United States, and in particular in the
western parts of the country, which are very divisive-we have to be
convinced that preservation of the land and love and care of the landno matter what its otfic:iaI. legal defrition-is what we should be doing.
And unless we accomplish that I think we are going to end-up with
more fragmentation of the landscape. And more divisive argl.M1lents
among the people. (10/1311997)
Many preservationists reason that as long as vehicles. extraetion-based
activities, ~ and in some cases even hikers, entet" certain sensitive areas. these

locations may be damaged beyond repair before something can be done to protect
them. Commenting upon the issue of protecting wilderneSs areas from the gamut
of activities that are dangerous to their existence, Wayne noted that 4it's a constant
battle; We have to find ways of protecting these areas. 4 He later focused for a
moment upon extraction,based activities, solemnly noting: 'We live in a cutture
where people see the land as a place to extract resources" (Wayne Hoskisson,
!9 The renowned preservationist Edward Abbey published an anicle against the
ranching and farming communilies entilled: "Even the Bad Guys Wear White Hats:
Cowboys. Ranchers. and lhe Ruin oflhe West:"
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9n/1997). Sam discussed the land in similar terms (1011311997).

These roncems lead preservationist activists to 'NOl1t long and tirek!ss hours
in defense of these lands. 1O They place lobbyists in Washington. work with groups
they see as dangerous to specffic areas-in efforts to find alternative locations for
their activities-and publicize these dangerous activities in the media if the groups

do not WOl'k with them. They also -watch...the federal agencies that manage these
areas. 10 make

sure they don't allow the degradation of these places' (Wayne

Hoskisson. 9n/l997).

A LAND OF CONFLICTING VISIONS AND VOICES

Although the following discussion focuses upon how Rock Crawlers. as

recreationalists. fit into the general land use milieu of the

west.

a large portion of the

discussion focuses on relations between communities falling into the three different

landscape gestalts: extraction, teereation. and preservation.

This is because

communities falling into each of these designations vie for the same tracts of land.
Essentially, each group's traditions regarding these places force them to wage war
with other differing groups to protect their own beliefs. These wars-usually fought

30J EcoJejenxe: A Field GUide 10 MonJr:eywrenchmg. wrinen by Dave Foreman.
takes (he preservalion goal 10 a mililani extent. It begins with a shon disclaimer. !hen
launches inlo a study ofho..... lo sabatage the machinery (helicopters, heavy machine!')',
elc... ) used by extraction based corporalions. For instance. nails or spikes can be driven
into trees so as 10 ruin chain saws. The ultimate goal of such actions is 10 make the
continuous repairs to these machines so expensive as to render expansion ineo these areas
unprofitable. The writer believes that the corporations will then leave.
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in courts of law and even Congress-are very'real. Many hours are spent at grass-

roots levels supporting these fights. Minions of dollars are spent for lobbying, legal
fees. and propaganda. In fact. an entire industry has deveioped to serve the land
use concerns.

Consequently, one's hope

tor the rontinued existence of these

places rests in -winning" these conflicts. This view pCaces many groups at odds with
each other.
In fact, when I commented to a group of Rock Crawiers that I was going to be
interviewing individuals from preservationist communities,

one of my them laughingly

asked "tloYf long can you last before you haul-off and whack one of them?" Another
called them "zealots." Others made less respectable comments. Jokes about me
secretly becoming one of "them- were bandied back and forth. Ahhough the tone
seemed light and joM.ing, the content of the conversation was less so. tt was obvious

thai preservationist communities

are regarded as a threat. In a situation where

dashing concepts of the land can mean the death of the n:x::k crawling way of life-in
fact. the death of their conceptualization of the West-they are always mindful of
other groups' perspectives when considering "their" land.

An awareness of Rock Crawlers' perceptions regarding the physical
environment does not fully

e~in

the social matrix in which they exist

Understanding this milieu forms 8 crucial basis tor grasping how the landscape
figures into their world view and activities. As previously noted, each of the three
conflicting landscape gestalts produces groups that pt'aise the land for widely
diverging reasons. Consequently, communities falling into these three perspectives
regularly 'battle" for control over who has the right to utilize the unimproved
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landlbacl< countrylwildemess (Wayne Hoskisson, 9n11997)

These contentions are

not just concemed with differing opinions; they literally decide who can and cannot
access the contested tracts of land.
These land use battles are not retegated to (the frequent) minor conflicts with
local ranctlers over where they graze their herds. Greater contentions rage between
preservationists and large corporate machines such as Conoco Inc.

Conoco

recently targeted sites in the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument areas
in southern Utah, as a location for oil exploration. It is alleged that this drilling could
take place within eyesight of some of the southwest's most picturesque and fragile
topography.
Preservationists immediately became involved in a movement to stop
Conoco:
At the end of February, SUWA, the Sierra Club, the Wilderness
Society and the Grand Canyon Trust met with representatives from
Conoco Inc. and asked the corporation to wort< with us to find suitable
leases outside the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument,
before any drilling took place. The company said no. (Spring 1997
SUWA newsletter, 17)
Each group is concerned with maintaining a dimste conducive to its perception of
the landscape. Wildemess groups push to keep the land in its present form. or to
restore it to its past splendOr, while the corporate image of the land rests on the
transformation of resources to consumable product. Conoco's failure to agree with
the altemate choices proposed by representatives from the united preservationist

Chapter One

~

86

groups ensured a vicious legal battle accompanied by PUblic relations blitzes." And
as Conoco begins their woril. the battle continues.
But the combat lines are not always so easily drawn: the numerous
communities falling into each of the three perspectives dO not see eye 10 eye with
other groups sharing their landscape gestalt Thus, groups that would seem to be

friendly with each other often vie for the same spaces. producing Iand-ose battles
and/or hostilities. For instance. the desert surroUnding Moab. Utah. has become a
gathering place for 4·whee!ers and mountain bikers from around the WOI'1d.

Its

arduous terrain provides ctIallenges and beautiful sights 10 those travelling the traits.
There should be enough room for both groups to enjoy this terrain wnhout incident.

However, at both 1993 and 1994 Rod< Crawling events in Moab. 4x4 drivers
discussed aKercations inVOlving mountain bikers. Many blamed the bikers for these
incidents: although. some blamed other Rock Crawlers. It became obvious that
hostilities. roused over who has the right 10 use the trails. erupt and routinely
separate these two communities. I am also a mountain biker-as are many Rock
CrawlefS-and have been bafIIed by these rivalries. lNhy, I Questioned. would these
two recreational groups har1x>r animosity towards each other?
I was further surprised by the reaction I got from the staff at a spedalty
mountain biking Shop when they learned I was also an off·road vehicle enthusiast.
They balked. and seemed genuinely shoCked that I could hart::lor the views of 8
group that seemed dearty at odds with their own. These antagonistic views are not
~I for a discussion of environmental law. and its usc during banles concerning the
land. see: Roderick Nash, 272·)15.
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unanimous. In fact, many mountain bikers routinely come to Mountain West OffRoad Supply to fix or modify their 4x4s. However, a rivalry does sometimes surface

between the two communities when they meet in the back country.
During the Red Rock. 4-LMHJeIers' Labor Day Camp-Out. in Moab. Utah, I was
riding with Quinn Mortensen in his Bronco. We happened upon a small group of
bikers sharing the Chick.en ~ trail with us. He Slowed "so as not to dust them"
(8/31/1997), and rolled down his window to say -hello" to the bikers. We slOWly

moved along-side them long enough for a short conversation regarding the trail, the
weather, and the quality of their ride. Driving away, Quinn noted that "we should
never miss a chance to do some P-R work with mountain bikers" (8/31/1997).
Such efforts are commonly discussed by the Rock Crawling community:
One thing that offers instant reward is to show courtesy to other trail
users, such as hikers, horse riders, and bicyclistS. It shouldn't be too
hard to leave them space when passing on the trail. If you can, stop
and tum your engine off. Horses can spook easily, which can make
for a potentially memorable meeting. (Nylund, 109)
Although expanding the discussion beyond that of the mountain biking community,
the above comment still discusses meetings with other trail-using groups in terms
of showing a respectful willingness to interact with them in a positive manner.
Narratives supporting these tensklns usually involve land use rightS. Stories
from the 1993 and 1994 Moab events all concerned who had "the right to be on the
trail" (1993 Rock Crawler's trailSide comment). ROCk Crawters swapped stories
about bikers who would not give-way to ROCk Crawlers.

One Jeep driver told

several people gathered during a trail ride break about a group of bikers who "spread

Chapter One • 88
out across the trail as they rode" and would not let his group by. Since leaving the

trail to go around them was not an option, 32 the Jeepers were fotced to follow behind
the slow-moving bikers "for a couple of miles."
But offenses go both ways; bikers note incidents where off-roaders
intentionally flew by them on dusty traits-leaving the bikes. and their riders. in
billowing clouds of fine-grained trail dust.

Trying to breath while riding in such

airborne silt is nearly impossible. The partiCles also get into clothing and bicycle
gears. This is certainly aggravating. Such acts only further push these groups into
antagonistic positions, making them more apt to compete for land usage rather than
to strive for a WOf1(ingisharing relationship.
Jim Broadbent, an avid Rock Crawler. fishennan, hunter, and camper, has
noted the need to grow beyond SUCh rivalries:
A lot of publiC interest peo~, they're looking at land-use these days
You know-the Jeep groups. the ATV groups. and the environmental
groups-and somewhere 'Ne have to have harmony in those groups in
order to continue to use {the landj peacefully with-amongst one
another. So you have to give-way to the bicyClists or the hiker and
things like that. (4f9f1996)

His comment expands beyond a focus on strife between similar groups by noting
environmentalists.

This statement, then, also inCludes communities holding

contradicting expectations of the land
Jim's comment is important because it

fOfTTlS

the basis for the ·multiple-use"

ethic adopted by most Rock Crawlers. "Multiple-use" has

a specific meaning tor

J~ To learn why leaving the trail was not an option. see the discussions on tread
f.llf,htly.' in chaplers two and five.
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them. Generally. when using this term they refer to public lands whid'l are open to
usage by many differing communities. In other words, these p6ac::es should remain
open to many groups entertaining many diffefent landscape gestalts:

I beHYe muItipIe-use to be lands that are geared tQoAIards any use that
is not detriments' to the land: mountain bikers, hikers. 4·wheeters,
people on horseback. anything like that-you know-that use the same
land, whether you have each trail open to all of thOse or have trails
specific to each one-you knc)W-{'emains up to the judgement of the
people managing the area. (Ouinn Mortensen, 8/20/1997)
It is interesting Ihat the above description specificalty notes activities which are
beHeved 10 have no "detrimental" effect upon the landscape. Perceived as "multi·
use" zones (Albright. 13), these locations become the locus for activities such as:
snowmobiling, horseback riding and motorcycling....cross...country
skiing, riding dune buggies, hunting. fishing, hiking and all around
adventuring.... You can four-wheel, hike. photograph scenery gaae,
explore old mine sites and historic buildings, add to your flora and
fauna lists. take nature walks and feel like you are part of a unique
period of history (fig: 1.25). (13-15)
In addition to Rock Crawlers' perception of multiple use lands as offering
locations for numerous letsure activities, these places are also available to
communities who dO not share the recreational gestalt.

During a (X)(Nersation

regarding the importance of the mukiple use perspective, Randy Robinson touched
upon this dynamic:
First of all. I think muttJPe use means pretty much what the name
implies. AM that is that-the land is kept open SO that it can be used,
and provide the tllings that are available there for everybody in our
society. But. in a managed, conttOUed, way. But. multiple use.
meaning that it can be used for farming, ranching, mining,
recreation... aU those kinds of things. (912111997)
Designated as -multi~" by the government, these lands are also available-as
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FIG: 1.18 ctup Brox.1eader-ofa nde along the Soil CrrekCml)Vlf trail., studies some IPOeIlt

Nan~

Amencan

p:e=rapbs on • ?IJ'r'ttI wall wrth II'Olher trail ode parnopant.
Randy notes-to those groups who might utilize them for their monetary benefits. 33
This discussion has already touched Up:>r1

catt~

ranchers. They make extensive

use of these lands for grazing Irvestock throughout the west These spaces are also

available tor lumber, mining, and many other activities (Summer 1994 SUWA
newsletter, 20).

The muttiple use concept, which is shared by recreationalists and extractors, ~
IS at odds with preselVationists' wildemess philosophy. In fact, as previously noted,

WIlderness is not merely a term for the preservationists; it is also a federal·level legal
jJ

For a discussion on multiple use, see: Wilson, 228.

:u Recreationalists favor the multiple use ethic because it protects their leisure
spaces Extraction groups favor this approach because it ensures that they will have a

continuing supply of locations for present and future ventures.
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designation for which they aggressively push. Wilderness designation and multiple
use are currentfy antithetical and mutually exdusive ways of managing the land.
Randy noted how designating a space as ·Wildemess" extinguishes the multiple use
properties of that land:
I think the biggest threat to [the back country) is Wilderness
designation. Wilderness designation eliminates the multiple use
concepl .. entirely. I mean. it makes the property available for use only
by a select few people. And that includes only those few people who
are unusually, exceptionally, healthy. It pretty-much limits to the
younger members of our population. and it limits us onfy to
reaeational use for that select group. For the most part. many of the
areas that we're talking about~lIy in the case of the remote
desert areas-it limits the use to almost no one. At least for the
majority of the year, and sometimes tor the entire year it INiIl limit it
pretty much to not'HJse, rather than any use at all. The key factor
there is water avaiUlbility. (9121/1997)

When asked what his descriptiOn of Wilderness designation would be, Randy
answered using

a rhetoric conceming access and availability which is common

10

Rock Crawlers:
Well, if we're talking about Wilderness designation the way it's
currently conoeived-and we have a legal description that is the
description when Wilderness is designated in the United States-and
that i$...that once this is designated, and they have arteria to deOde
whether it qualifies. but once it's designated as Wilderness its use is
limited to... aa::e5S to it i$... 1imited to... non-mec:twlicaI access. In other
words, by waiting or... for'" a select _ , by horsebadt. But again, when
we are t8ti1g about a desert environment. it limits it to almost no one
in those extreme cases where we want to get into an area that's more
that a couple of miles from the nearest road. It's no access at all.
Because a ht.man being can't pack enough water 10 a!tow them to go
more than a few miles. And a horse is not much better ort, it can't
pack water for the rider and for itself.
And so it limits the access to so many of those areas that once
they are designated as Wildemess, they are no longer being used by
anyone. They're just designated as huge tracts of land thet have no
value unless there's some kind of an ulterior motive behind their
designation that we don't know about. (9121/1997)
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In light of the limiting nature of Wilderness designation. the "multiple use"
ethic is important for Rock Crawlers. This is because it represents and preserves

their right to access back COUntry trails. This access is more than a mere diversion,
it is also perceived as a way to enjoy Western heritage and history. Unked with a

notion of heritage, the baCk country is regularty seen as a repository for history; this
history is regularly synonymous with POPUlar OJlture's depictions of the Wesfs
cowboy days. These images are affected by such popular culture iconography as
the paintings by Frederic Remington and Chartes M. Russell, and essentially focus
on the convictk>n thai in the West there was

a heightened sense of ~individual

liberation. of breaking away toward some physical and spiritual freedom" (West.
276).35

This ·old West." the frontier West. can be accessed and enjoyed by

venturing into the back country kX:ations (Quinn Mortensen, 5111/1993).

Thus. heritage and history are often discussed synonymously when referring
to the bad< country:
Through the marvels of Citizen's Band radio, Tim acted as our
historical interpreter. I fig\.we that he really enjoys history, because he
SU'e sNnd a lot r:A it with us. The 8I8dc Hills sc:enetY is breathtaking.
It reminded me r:A places much farther west in the United States. In
fac:l. the area 'N8 W8l'e in was once home to Calamity Jane and Wild
Bill HCkoc:k. We even drove past a site that was used as a backdrop
in the motion picture ·Dances With Wotves·... Even though the route
was rated a 2 (in difficulty). it scored a perfect 5 for history and

sceneIY. lNobert. 6)

Peering out at Utah's Great Basin Desert through the old rit'Ie ports of
JS "'mage and legend have played a role in shaping human behavior no less
influCnlial than facts and events; what peop{e thought took place. or believed to exist. lis]
only slightly less imponanl to them lhan what did happen. or did exist" (Billington. 461).
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an old stagec:oach station, I tried to imagine a lone Pony Express rider
galloping across the same alkali flats and sagebrush hills that (Mark)
Twain crossed by stagecoach in the early 1860's. (Huegel, 1997,80)
This mixture of heritage, history, expk)tation and freedom is the way Rock Crawlers
·join the great American spirit" (Jim Broadbent. 41911996).
Individuals orten feel a link with the frontier West. In fact. the lands used for
4.wheeling are often seen as a way of coming in contact with aspects of the "old
West· that are not readily available to the masses (Quinn Mortensen, 511111993):
I prefer the high Rockies around here [Colorado]. You know, up in the
old mining towns and that kind of thing. And largely its heavy-rock and
high alpine kind of terrain. I just enjoy it beCause you get up high; and
you get to see some parts of history-essentiaUy-lhat you otherwise
would have to hike for-you k!lO'N-half a day to get to. (Victor MokJer,

2/21/1997)
The Pony Express trail and the actual rail bed of the original
Transcontinental Raifroad. while not tee:hnical four-wheel drive routes,
are designated national back country byways. In addition to fantastic
scenery, they provide outstanding opportunities to relive legendary
events that hefped define the American d"Iaracter... Then there are the
lowering Henry Mountains. the last range in the lower 48 to be
exp60red and named. (Huegel, 1996,91)
For this reason old mining sites, ghost towns. and even Anasazi ruins are often
frequented on trail rides (fig: 1.28). Essentiatty, the I8nd itseW is seen as a repository

for Western history:
In terms of historical perspective-and that's certainly something etse
that you get to see as a 4-wheeIer here in Utah-we get to see a lot of
Navajo Indian ruins and things of that nature. 1 took a trip to lake
Powelf on the Mormon P;ooeer Trail, Hole in the Rock. Got to see
some pretty incredible things down there. A lot of eliekrock* there as
well, And just-to have a vehicle that can take you out in the middle
of the most desolate land, to experience the beauty of the forbidding
desert-to be able to return unscathed is quite an enjoyable
experience, I think, (Matt Smith, 4/4/1996)
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There is even a strong cowboy·West feel to many aspects of the Rock
Crawling culture; many off·roading events reflect this. At the 1997 International
Harvester Western Regions/s, in Tutare, California, COWboy poet Baxter Black
provided the entertainment one evening. The United 4-Wheel Drive Association's
August. 1997 convention in Reno, Nevada, was named the Western Roundup. And
in a rock crawling video produced by Rick Russell of Sidekick Off Road Maps, a
driver is caught during the action uttering: "The modem-day cowboy: thaI's 4·wheel
drive. big tires, low air pressure, pot;i-traetion"" (1993).
However, Rock Crawlers do not view themselves as cowboys. Victor MokJer
notes: "I definitely don't see myself as a cowboy-in any sense" (2121J1997). His
assertion is repeated by others who respond to the question: -00 you see yourself
as a cowboy?" with the emphatic reply. "I am not. .one of those guys' (Glenn
Wakefield, 1/23/1997). Jll
But not being cowboys does not stop Rock Crawlers from feeling an affinity
for the outback and the historical and recreational benefits it proffers. And when the
battle concerning who gets to use back country spaces confronts them, restricting
them from lands they see as part of the Western heritage, they get angry.

It's not that I advocate or condone unrestricted "off·road" cross·
country travel; I don't. It's just that when special interests are able to
lock up Jands that have been accessible for decades... it irks me
something fierce. I want to fight back. (Albright, 13)

.... 100ereslingly, in an anide that Glenn wrote for a 4:,<4 magazine in 1998. he
writes: "The Wild West was reborn [when].._the Black Hills 4Wheelers began an annual
rockfcstl.."T1own as the Dakota Territory Challenge... As a result. a modem day cowboythe ofT-road enthusiast-has infiltrated the hills" (26).
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Similar anxiety was expressed by Dan Wynkoop. when he saw the cover of
the Summer. 1994, SUWA newsletter, wtlictl bore the headline: "Off'-Road Vehides
Ravage Our Wild lands.' BebN this headline was a picture of six vehides travelling
along a trail during the Red Rock 4-lMJeeIers' Moab Easter Jeep Satan". These
tactics often arouse anger within the general population against motorized
recreational activities. Non-tecreationaists are not awere of the special care taken
during the Jeep Safar(J7 SO as not to damage the desert. Thus. faced with this
propaganda, the non·Rock Crawlers are provoked to quash the sport. Irate, Dan
commented:
Seeing that makes me so angry that I can't stand it. Anything from
them makes my bIc:xxf pressure rise... lt's misrepresentation. We can't
do anything to make them happy. No matter what we do they tum it
around and mistepresent it... 1wish there was something that a person
like me could do. If there was. I'd do it. (8I22l1997)
David Jarvis echoed Dan's frustration during the same conv8fS8tion when he
mused: "The use in Moab is virtually an on trails, roads, and Rights of Way's·
(91511997). later, he was to convnent that "enwormentaIists...)Jst want to dose the

land to everyone but themselves" (912311997).

Other folks are more ¥ehement in venting their anger and frustration towards
those perceived as a threat to back country access. The fotlowing is an excerpt
from an editorial that was sent to United's Voice: The NewsJener of the United Four
LMIeel Drive Associations, Alan Jenkins, the author, is a member of the Clif'fhanf/fJfS
4-lIVheeJ Drive club:

J1 For more on these practices, see Chaplers five and six.
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It's really getting pretty depressing. Each tax. each artide,
each buUetin indicates that our recreational vehicle areas are
diminishing.
We're
around in ever-smaller
citdes...
5ecretary
[ofStatej _
_driving
the ...............
moveme<rt ....
_
the
American Dream, the sense of adventure explofing our country, the
restlessness that caused 'NeStward movement. the freedom to enjoy
our land. Where wifJ everyone go when a/l of our open lands are
closed?
J recall a dassic animal psychology experiment from the 'SO's.
It began with two rats being placed in a large cage. As the experiment
went on, more and more rats were added. When the cage got too
crowded. the rats resorted to violence and cannibalism. Certainly,
Our large cities are being
there are parallels in humankind.
overwhelmed by violent crimes of every sort. On our own personal
plain, our national parks are under-financed and over-crowded. Park
rangers are armed to keep the peace.
With more and more open land being closed, even greater
stress will be placed on our national parks and monuments.
Incursions onto closed land is inevitable...At some point, the people
(will] revolt and therein lies the greatest possibility for
Armageddon... OK, so it's an extreme point of view, but there are
grains of truth throughout. Because of four-wheel drive vehicles and
open lands, my kids and I have seen so mUCh. I seriously doubt that
our grandchildren will see nearfy as mUCh of this land as we have.
1A'hen scmeone says "let's go expk)re", you better take them up on it.
Because the area you explore today is going to be ctosed tomorrow.
Write your Congressman, write the BLM- district office, write
Secretary Babbitt, for God's sake. write somebody. Tell them you
want your land baCk. (9)
This angry letter 'IoOces the fear held by mcwlY Rock CrawlerS. This fear is that back
country spaces will ~ or be pennanently h8dgeck)1'f from pubtic or motorized

access of any kind.

This, it is dreaded, will be the outcome of the current

disputations conceming who can and cannot venture into these locations.
Most Rock Crawlers feel justified in their anger.

This indignatton is

understandatHe when we realize that threats to the outbaCk present a very real
threat to "individual and cultural identity and security" (Ryden, 40). For many, their
conception of self. community, and of the West is intimately bound to their
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conceptualization and utilization of the outback (64). JlI Thus, these spaces present
a profoundly emotional core. 39

The possibility of being separated from these

locations. and the traditional ways of accessing them. threatens this entire world
view.

Individual al"ld communal "identit(ies may) become tenuous if [this)

geographical root is cut" (Ryden, 94). This sense of identity is core for many people
and when access to locations giving rise to this sense of identity are in danger, or
the places themselves are threatened. "we feel threatened as weIr (40).
Thus. a battle rages over who has the "right" to use the contested public
lands Consequently, Rock Crawlers try to restrict Iheir outbaCk behavior so as not
10 give the "enviro nazis' ammo to fuel their battle tactics (VICtor Mo~der, 7/811997).·0
Individuals remind each other-vocally and in print-that unless back country behavior
is always appropriate, the chance to venture into these places may be lost
Please observe...[the rules] with unswerving dedication. These areas
offer an almost ideal compromise between the total wilderness
experience and vehicle access. LeI's not do anything to give the
'opposition" a reason to Iry to kick us and our four-wheeled steeds
out! (Werkmeister, 1993,64-5)
Terms like "enviro nazi" are often used to describe those comprising the
·Opposition." Other terms such as "tree hugger, " "eco freak," "enviro whiner" and
other, less socially acceptable nomendatures. are also used. These references are

J" For more concerning the relationship be","'Cen place and consltUCtions of self
and community. see: Basso, 1996.85-6; Wilson. 242.

.'" Miriam Kahn concurs, noting that "'places are emotional landscapes" (195)
.w For more on behavior-modification as a way to preserve rock crawling as a
spon. see chapter two.
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levelled towards those preservatiooists perceived as threatening the future use of
trails and the lands through whictl they pass. thus threatening the rock crawling way
of life
Name-calling aside, these t'NO groups often butt heads because their
perspectives regarding the landscape widely differ.

These basic perceptual

differences create contradicting approaches to the land that rarely find common
ground. For instance: since the Rock Crawling community limits travel to existing
trails they must register these with the government to ensure that they are
documented as existing routes. If this is not dOne these trails might be crosed to
vehicular travel. This is because roads that are not recognized and designated as
"open" by the Forest Service, beCOme closed to travel in the state of Utah. If trails
are not registered then they automatically default to a "closed to the public" status.
Preservationists contest road claims made by Rock Crawlers, referring to
these roads as "routes that are semI-traditional that are not healthy for the land"
(Wayne Hoskisson, 9(711997). Because of the rugged and ungraded nature of these
routes, other preservationist have referred to their designation as recognized trails
as "bullshit" (Sam Rushforth, 10113/1997). They also refer to them as "outrageous,"
and allege that these roads. which 2 wheel drive cars cannot negotiate, are "elusive"
and that they travel through "primitive lands" (Spring 1997 SUWA newsletter, 9).
The fact that the trails are nearly unpassable to cars and most casual 4x4
drivers leads many preservationists to argue that these "forgotten jeep trails" should
be closed "because roads detract: from (wilderness'] natural. unaltered state." They
continue, referring to those fighting to keep these roads open as "anti·wilderness"
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and -wilderness haters· (http://www.suwa.Ol'QIfaqp:art4.htmMilrOadS). However. these
assumptions are based upon the notion that the roads must be in pristine, graded,
and level condition to be of use to the public. These assumptions are also based
upon the belief that outbadUWildemess areas are of more value if roads do not
traverse their landscapes.
However. ·sense of place is not possessed by everyone in similar manner or
like configuration- (Basso, 1996. 84).

Thus, the Rock Crawling perspective

concerning the same routes is diametlically opposite to that of the preservationist
groups:
Trails, essentially, are old roads thai have fallen into disrepair. There
is a natural progression as these old roads return to nature. They
start out smooth and end up rod<y, eventually to become impassable.
The closer they are to that ultimate state, the more a speOalized
machine is required to make progress. (Nylund, 104)
Rock Crawlers see these ungraded and extremely rugged paths as a boOn. and
recoil at the suggestion that they be graded or dosed and allowed to grow over.

we aM know that we need to protect our traits beCauSe they're the only
thing we have left. rid evef)'body's trying to-you knoN....get a piece of
the property for the pristine quality... We just want to see the country.
have the experience. (AHan Olsen. 4/12/1996)
During a 1994 teIev$on special covering 4-wheeling in Utah, Rock
discussed some of these issues with Reece Stein. the

C~

news hOSt:

David Jarvis:

One of the points I've raised with the Forest Service is
that their system of reeds meets a specific criteria that's
based on transpor1ation. and the recreation perspective
is a lot different than the transportation perspective...

Jack Nielsen:

It's really hard to get out and deSignate all of the roads
that there are out there that we want to be able to use.
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Reese Stein:

From a recreational perspective. you may have some
goals and some Challenges that are not specifically
listed on the map. Is that what you're saying?

Jack Nielsen:

I'll say! Yes. There's a lot of opportunities out there
that woe 'MhJ1d like to use that may have been
forgotten...

Loyal Clar1l::

...One problem we've got is that one person's recreation
is another person's devastation.

Dan Wynkoop:

It has 10 be "multiple use·...difterent areas for different
things. (Four ~ee'ing in Utah, 1994)

It becomes immediatety apparent that the basis for judging the Quality of a
road. and-more importanlly-the land through which it passes, varies considerably
between these groups. "(Preservationistsl find it hard to accept our community's
experience and passions, because there is so little in their culture's traditions and
ethos to parallel" (David Jarvis, 9/5/1997).41 A trail that some befieve exists as a
ruined and forgotten road through nearty pristine wildemess--that should be

cordoned off to all motorized transport. presents an exciting ChaHenge that leads to
enjoyable back country experiences for others.

One ROCk CnIWIef' mentioned a o:nversation wfth a preservationist regarding
the use of these trails and the land through which they venture:
When I used the term "route" she Quie!dy interjected "ruts." The
rational for closing those particular routes was: "The WlIys are
expanding and impacting the wilderness quality...PeopIe aren't just
recreationally~,they are camping there now." Well no shit!
Isn't that what we're expected to do there? I don't suppose there is a
Holiday Inn nearby. She mentioned that she'd been to a 4-whee1 drive
clinic in Colorado recently. She needs to attend a few more, she has

"I Keir.h Basso similarly argues that "sense of place is inseparable from the ideas
that inform if' (1996, 84).
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no clue what 4-wheeling is about or what the attraction to it is.
(Steven McKague. 9/5/1997)
No attempt is made to hide the sarcasm and agitation arising from this encounter
between individuals bearillQ diametrically opposed views.
comments with the statement "They... donl

He concludes his

seem to realize that people other than

hikers crave solitude and adventure· (9/5/1997). Similarly. another back country
explorer has noted: "Just because we are 'trail huggers' doesn't mean
land any less· (David Jarvis, 9/2211997).

we love the

His comment hinges upon the

understanding that most Rock Crawlers call environmentalists "tree huggers.·
Such angst is a common occurrence among the Rock Crawlers with whom
I have associated and interviewed beCause they, like the preservationists, believe
their perspective best "uses" these spaces in a responsible manner. Thus, these
different perspectives lead to political and legal clashes, name calling, and even
fisticutfs.· 2 Anger is common. In fact. during interviews, I came to expect narratives
or polemics concerning alledged ill-advised, off·base, or back-handed dealings of
"enviro-nazis· and the politicians who are fTiendly to their cause. Rock Crawlers
occasionally circulate rumors about trails that were booby-trapped by preservationist
activists. Each group approaches the resulting "land-use" meleeS confident that their
landscape gestalt is correct.
In these battles, Rod:. Crawters reveal a problem inherent to their mindset.
That is a lack of ability to

see

eye to eye-or work together with-those holding

": There is always a polilK:S to landscape perceptions. --The political landscape.
artificial though it may be, is tnc realization of an archetype, ora coherent design
inspired by ph.ilosophy or religion. and it has a distinct purpose in view" (Jackson, 43).
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"opposing" views concerning the outbaCk. Many defend their actions by asserting
that preservationist communities have taken so much of the outback already, and
they will not be satisfied until all of these areas are closed to motorized travel.
Whether such statements are true or not. the inability to view the land use problem
frOm another's vantage. or cooperate with folk hOlding differing views, undOubtably

hurts their efforts at protecting contested lands and legitimizing their continued
access to these places.
It is interesting that Rock Crawlers rarely express anger to\oV8rds extractionbased communities because of the threat their activities present to many outback
locations. In fact, old and abandoned mining sites, ranches, and other antiquated
extraction-based operations are seen as part of the fronHer-West heritage, and are
routinely visited on trail rides. During the 1997 Red Rock 4-VVheelers' Labor Day

Campou!. a group of participants got together to visit an old mining site on the
Copper Ridge trail that was believed by them to be active until the 1950's,
Individuals scoured the abandoned mining equipment. tailings. and refuse to
discover "what it must have been like W'OIil:ing up here" (Brian Tanner).
Currently, extraction-based interests have appropriated increasingly more
lands used by Rock CrawIEn. Oil exploration has eut-off some locations. And many
drivers are alarmed at how common it is for land developers to place neighborhoods.
business parks. or ShOpping centers over important trails or recreation areas: 'they
won't be happy 'tilt all of Utah Valley is covered in cement" (comment made by a
patron of Mountain West Off-Road Supply, 9/1997).

Rather than blaming the
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business concern(S) involved, 4x4 enthusiasts are apt to vent frustration towards the
government agency responsible for allowing these groups to commercially enter the
recreational area.
Often, the BLM. is blamed for not proper1y managing an area.

Rock

Crawlers feel that they have been sold-out:
What about Public land Manager's? They hold our future in their
hands, yet very few seem to have a due what 4-wheeling is about!
They lazily lump us into an amorphous blob they carr "off-roaders."
Many bureaucrats seem to use the tenn as environmentalists dO, as
a slam! We're a diverse bunch, but there isn't a 'wheeler so crass, or
a 'crawler so intense, that he doesn't occasiOnally stop and hear the
quiet peaceful voice of the land! (David Jarvis, 9/2211997)
Many cannot conceive why suCh special locations could be allowed to undergo
development. Some even hint that a palm might have been greased, or that there
might be a "conspiracy" (David Jarvis. 9/2211997). "hidden agendas.. [or even]
secret pacts" between the inVOlved parties (Randy Robinson, 9/21/1997)

But most

importantly, focus is rarely placed upon the individuals or corporations involved.
I fail to understand why extraction group interests have not been perceived
as a threat by the Rock Crawling community. Without any specialized study in the
area, it is hard to say. But I believe that the main reason for this is because Rock
Crawlers primarily focus their attention on the battles inVolving preservationist
groups.

They could eventually wake-up to the fact that it has not been "tree

huggers"-objects of their scapegoating-who dosed off the majority of the back
country, but the rE»entless expansion of the urban world, and its accompanying
consumption (Of whiCh they are a part) that appropriated it for other needs.
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CONCLUSION

Rock Crawlers esteem the public lands of the West as recreational zones,
places where they can escape, experience difficult or dangerous activities, and view
a 'pure environment" (Wilson, 22).

These same values are shared by other

recreational communities. Still other groups, not centered upon the recreational
perspective, also value these spaces. The socic>-poIitical climate surrounding public
lands also involves extraction and preservation perspectives.
The differences in these views inherently lead to "land grab" battles that
inevitably decide what communities can and what communities cannot access the
land (http://www.suwa.orgJfaQpart4.html*roads). They also decide what can and
cannot be done on these spaces. These grabs often lead to "battles in Congress'
to decide their outcome (http://www.suwa.orglfaQpart4.html*roads).

When the

battles reach this point, the decisions are "up to people who are not even from Utah"
to make the final rulings (trailside comment, Hell's Revenge trail, 1996):
These peopIe-for the most part-are not people who live near [these]
areas; they're people who really don't understand the issues, have
never been in and around those [areas), nor will they ever be. (Randy
Robinson, 9/2111997)
These decisions

are also reputed to have been made "by some bureaucrat in

Washington" (trailside comment, Hell's Revenge trail, 1996).
The social and political activity surrounding these locations reaffirms the
assertion that Western landscapes mean many things to many people (Wilson, 1952). And it is within this muttifaceted climate that ROCk Crawlers must find a place··
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physically and socially-to enjoy the outback

Their desire to *get out of the city

and... get up in the hills· pulls them to these places for relaxation and excitement;
these desires additionally become a rallying cry in defence of what they feel is their
right as westerners (VICtor Mokler, 1/2111997). They believe that public landsoutback spaces-are to be enjoyed in a multiple use sense.

Traditional Rock

Crawler interpretations of "multiple use" imply that a diversity of groups, primarily
recreational. must have access to these spaces so as to experience them in the way
they deem meaningful. This belief often leads community members to side with
extraction-based groups, often large corporate

ventures which could also

appropriate these places, against anti-multiple use preservationists.
For Rock Crawlers, enjoying the back country to its fullest means
experiencing the land through the three means discussed as part of the recreational
perspective: refuge, prospect, and hazard. Whether a location offers "really pretty"
vistas (Shannon Shirk, 412111996), a chance "to get away, get away from the
people... [for a] different feeling" (Allan Olsen, 411211996), or "extreme ups and

extreme downs... something that's technically challenging" (Matt Smith, 414(1996),
or even a combination of all three, each trail ride takes participants into a zone that
is important because of the perceived benefits that it has for the individuals on the
ride.

Such perceived benefits become reality because the community bases its

experience and interaction, both humanlhuman and humantenvironmental, upon
these beliefs while within these places.
Chapter two wiN focus upon how Rock Crawlers bound and separate outback
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locations from their surrounding landscapes. That is. entire deserts or mountain
ranges are not conceptualized or dealt-wtth as "back country.· Rather, the territory
extending out and away from the trails a group lrave{s is mentally mapped as these
CUlturally important zones. Essentially these pIac:es are c:ogrVtivefy carved from their
surrounding topography by the group.

The following discussion examines the

process by which theSe spaces are appropriated and transformed into theSe
culturally significant places.

2
DESIGNATING AND USING THE OUTBACK
The machine wtlien at first bluSh seems II means of isolating man from the gr_t problems of
nature, actually plunges him more deeply into !hem. (Antoine de Sllint-EJluperyj

This chapter disCusses the process by which Rock Crawters establish and

access outback spaces. These are special zones which are cutturally defined and
designated as locations for roc::k crawling activities.

Their unique status is a

construct. created through the "experiences· engendered within those venturing

inside their bOunds (Tuan, 1975, 152).

As such. they are not unnamed and

unfamiliar blank slates through which people drive. Rather. they are known and

understOOd "centers of meaning" for the community (152). As a cutturally defined
and bounded space, each outback location acts as a catalyst. Trail rides entering
those spaces becOme a "dynamic fusion of 18nd:acape, (vehicles]. and [participantsr
(Hufford. 1992, 27).
Back country places are important because of their emotional effect, which
results from this fu$k)n. For Rock Craw6efs, 'viewmg 8 favored site...may loosen
strong emotions· (Basso. 1996,54). Seeing 8 photograph of The Golde" C1'BCk,
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Quinn Mortensen once told me the story of his first crossing that obstacle. He then
moved into a narrative concerning the entire ride across the Golden Spike trail, of
which "the crack" is a part (F map 2). He has a framed photo of himseff crossing

The Golden Crack, in his Bronco, on a bedside table in his bedroom. Such actions
are common among Rock Crawlers. attesting to the importance of these culturally
·structured" locations (Casey, 15).
The following discussion will first focus upon the outbaCk as a place that has
been bounded and carved from the surrounding topography through a process
involving the ·names which people apply" to it (Ryden. 78). As 'Nill be examined. the
act of naming spaces aeates a culturally significant place where one may not have
existed before (78-9). These names may result from a familiarity with the form of the
land. or they may result from experiences on a given space (Ryden, 38). This
system of names. applied to the outback. helps to lay a culturally relevant mental
map over the existing landscape (19-52).
To many people, map making brings images of surveyors and cartographers.
not people recreationally driving 4x4s through the desert or mountains.

This

perception is common because people rarely notice that maps exist in people's
minds and influence daily life, often as powerfully as those existing In pnnted fonns
(Downs & Stea, 70). This process can be described as the mental operation by

which people or communities pen::eive or underStand the wortd around them. These
"maps· form "8 person's organized representation...of {their} spatial environment"
(61).

This complex process, tranSlates information gleaned from that spatial

environment into a comprehensible "representation" so that the inchvidual can use
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and rely upon it in future situations (62).
This

ma~king process

creates

an "outback" place out of land that may not

have been viewed as such before. Such culturally specific "cognitive maps" may not
coincide with "official· cartographic records (Ryden. 54; Downs & Stea. 99-102).'
Boundaries may not agree. Meaningful places may not be noted on official records.
These cultural maps are. nevertheless. very real for the community

h~ing

them.

Having covered the concept of mental maps. the discussion will then focus
upon these places as a means tor escaping the urban setting. Rock Crawlers enter
the outback to depart from the normal activities of the

work-a~y

world. These

notions are rife with contradictions. One such dash is the act of taking vehicles Into
·pristine" outback places to enjoy these locations. How community members make
sense of such conflicting ideologies reveals their values regarding how land should

be used, and their view concerning the place of humans and technology in these
environments. These negotiations, in tum, affect how the group interacts with the
land and relates to their vehicles.

I A recenl magazine article commenled upon this dynamic, see Wickham's
"Where is Hardcore Heaven?: It's Not on Any $lTeet Map!"
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TOPONYMS: DESIGNATING THE OUTBACK'

Understanding the difference between space and place is important to this
discussion. By speoe. I mean a "neutral, pre-gMtn medium. a tabla rasa onto which
the peculiarities of culture and history come to be inscribed" (Casey. 14).
Essentially, a space is a location that acts as a b'ank slate onto which a culture or
group projects its emotions and values. (I doubt that a fully "blank slate" ever truly
exists. Let us work from the assumption that these locations lay open to cultural
interpretation.) By way of comparison. ptaces are those spaces which have been
imbued with meaning. 3 They are given a ~distinctive character" in r$8tion to the
space around them (Bale, 127). Thus. atl places are the result of 'projection" (1415). As such they have been transfom1ed into meaningful and/or representative

locations.·
Understanding the process Rock Crawfefs undertake to create back country
places is important. Key to this understanding is realizing the importance of the
locations in the Rock Crawter's 'NOr1d, For them, "the ideal landscape is the 'middle
region,' the (back country] lies between the chaos of the city and the chaos of the
wilderness:" this is imperative because it is these in-bet'Neen territories to which

21 borrow the term toponym from Keith Basso's '''Speaking with Names':
Language and landscape Among the Western Ap;lChe,"
J John Bale notes: "Places are significant, nOl because of their inherent value, but
rather because we assign value to them n (122).

• For an ethnography discussing these issues see: Hufford. 1986.
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Rock. Crawlers venture (Tuan, 1971. 35). And they are labelled the outback, or the

back country. Such places are middle regions because they are neither a part of the
urban world nor are they the unabated wildemess. Studying the names given to the
land by Rock Crawters provides dues as to how they transform the wilderness into
these middle regions.
Ethnographer Keith Basso re4ates an experience he had while trying to
understand the Apache perceptions and values concerning their landscape. He
reached an impsss, unable to comprehend a system that to non-Apaches seemed
wholly arcane. Nick Thompson, one of his primary informants, told him: "Leam the
names of all these places" (1983, 24). Basso Sf)8flt long hOurs scrutinizing maps,
walking the terrain, and talking to locals about the nomenclature of these locations.
He discovered that learning the names appfied to the countryside provided insight
into the Apache mind that he could have gained in no other way.

For these

Apaches, place names catalog information; they hold stories for the community. The
names evoke cutturalty shared histories, images, and emotions.

The name system helps local Apaches to aeate and order a OJltural place out
of the topography in which they live. In etreet, a cuttural "blanket" is laid over the
landscape, making it more than the sum of its names. Such processes are a vital

part of Apache life and history (23-5). They are also important to Rock Crawlers
The act of naming is a means for "appropriating physical environments"
(Basso, 1988, 102).5 This propensity to "claim by naming" is part of a process by

~ See also: Basso. 1996, 83.
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which communities make these spaces relevant to themselves (Brady, 138~51).I;
Place names reveal a "consciousness and a sense of...distinctive place, especially
when they are names such as are not found

on

maps

or

in standard reference

books· (Ryden, 78). Such specialized names can range from references 10 specific
areas to terms designating broad localities. Often, groups have a ·'code name' for
their region whose full range of meaning and nuance will be lost on the uninitiated·
(7S.9). For Rock Crawlers. such COCIe names can be found in the terms ·outback·

and ·back country.· The names designate certain areas 8S special: they also imbue
those using the terms with a special in"'9roup identity.
Names have a more powerful function than mere desfgnation: they have the
power to convert the discordant WOf1d into the ordered zones comprising the
cognitive map that is carried in group members' minds (Ryden, 54). This process
separates space that was previously unimportant from its surrounding world.
transforming it into culturally significant places, In effect, these places are mentally
bounded within the minds of those who understand their significance. In this way,
the back country "is...a human construction...Like a set of maps laid over the earth,
[Rock Crawler's] ideas about [the back country) are already out there on the land
itself as [they] move around it" (Wilson, 124).
ROCk c:rawk!rs are not ak)ne in the act of designating places by naming them.
"The particular things 'tV8 value may be given names" (Tuan. 19n, 18). Because
of this. there is a human tendency to convert such special spaces into places by

~ For more on the creation of place through naming and language usage~ see:
Fu Tuan. "Language and the Making of Place: A Nanarive-Descriptive Approach."

Yi~
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giving them names (29-30).

Ancient locations are often specially marXed (with

plaques or signs) to create historical places that would have previously gone
unnoticed (Lowenthal. 265). The naming, in itself, creates a special place where
none may have been recognized before. 1 SUCh "designation locates the antiquity on
our mental map and lends It status; the signpost heralding its age also distinguishes
it from present-day surroundings" (265).
Native American place names in New England are also relevant to this
discussion. long before the arrival of the Puritans, the native populace utilized place
names that described specific locations and their importance to the community:
"Names [told] where plants coukI be gathel'ed, sheltfish collected, mammals hunted,
and fish caught" (Cronan, 65).

Names often described what flora, fauna, or

topographic features were prevalent at a given $pOt. The point is that names

were

attached to specific locations on the landscape;' these designations did more than
just name Iocations-they created cuttural P'8ces where none had previousty existed.

Naming a space gives It veracity, makes It concrete. Once a name has been
assigned to a plot of land, It becomes separate from the expanses around it. "The
purpose of such names (for native communities) was to tum the landscape into a

In an article detailing how gcnealogtcal associatIOns are used to create cultural
place Barbara Allen notes: ··When people of Rock Bridge look around them. they see the
lalldscape as a complex web of human lives lived on it: they see. in other words, a
genealogical landscape" (1 S6).
• Elizabeth M. Thomas notes similar activities among the Gikwe Bushmen of the
African Kalahari desen. She states: The Bushmen "have usually named every
place... where a certain kind oLfood may grow, even ifthal place is only a few yards in
diameter, or where there is only a patch of tall grass or a bee tree.. .In this way... people
[knowl many hundreds of places by name" (10).
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map which. if studied carefully. literally gave a village's inhabitants the information
they needed to Sl.ISIaM1 themSehieS... lndians used eeoIogicallabefs to describe how

the land could be used· (Crenon. 65-6).
The practice of creating space by naming it is directty relevant to rock
crawling. In

a

process similar to that undertaken by the Native Americans of New

England, who designated culturally important locations ac:c:ording to the food

or

commodities they pn:MdecI, and histonc:al preservationists. who create heritage sites
by raising brass plaques, Rock Crawlers bound outback spaces from the
surrounding wilderness by assigning names to topographic locations.

These

locations can be the trails tI'lemseWes, physical challenges occurring along trails. or

they can refer to landscape formations through which the lrail passes.
The naming pnx::es.s

creates a map that is used in several ways. As

previously stated, these culturallandsc:apes are no longer the chaos of the city or

the wildemess, bula third zone of·stability" (Tuan, 19n, 29). They are unique for
the people who have the cukLKally determined ·invisib'e landscape· in their heads

(Ryden. 41). These maps are ·symbolically constituted, socially transmitted and
indMdually applied· (Basso. 1988. 100). This means that only members of the
community may recognize. underStand, or even value these kx:ations for the
significance they apply to them. In the case of Rock Crawters, outsiders often fail
10 distinguish such "m8PS· or their significance.
Many non·Rock Crawlers believe that community members crave the
opportunity to wantonly drive their vehicles over or through any 18ndscape that is not
a paved road. Ouring a 1996 Lone Peak 4-~ meeting that occurrect shOrtly
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after the Moab Easter Jeep Safari, club members griped about the negative media
attention that the event had received in the press. One member expressed anger
at the Salt Lake City television

news crews.

According to him, they portrayed the

exploits of the "mid-term break college kids" as satari activities, yet tailed to show
any of those related to the Rock Crawktrs. Club members felt that the media had
not bothered to distinguish between the two groups using the town of Moab as a
locus for aetivity.9
In many dub members' estimations, outback locations seemed to non-Roek
Crawlers as randomly desigr\8teCH:)r newty created

as a ve/"ltdes' wheels push over

the local flora. Matt Smith has described these stereotypical images as depiding
'Yahoo Jeepers...beating the shit out of their rigs, and not caring much what they
do." He has also noted that "people see Rock Ct'8'Mers [as

peope who] run

pell-

mell all over the terrain" (41/41/1996).
However, for Rock Crawters, back country spaces are not used for random
driving (such drivers are called "thrashers"); these locations are, instead, ordered,
stable, and setf-evident places. These locations have been culturally

set aside for

the specific purpose of driving along the trails. to Driving outside of these locations,
or acting incorrectly while within their bounds is taboo.

We will see that these

• Ber Knight.. information officer for the Red Rock 4-Whee/e's, noted thai the
advent of partying college kids during spring break (which is al the same lime as the Jeep
Safari) is new to Moab. This new type of crowd is now coming to Moab due to "police
crackdowns" in St. George. Utah., the traditional spring break location for Utah.
(5fl2fI9%)
10 For more on the designation of spaces for spe<:ific purposes, see: Downs &
Stea, 64-5.
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spaces continue to exist because of their order, not in spite of it.
Two recently built trails provide evidence of cultural map-making process in
action. Victor Valley 4-lMleeIers. a Galifom&a-based dub, wanted to build a trail that
would be recognized

as the most dlallenging route available. New traits are rarefy

constructed now-most are pioneer or mining trails 50 to 100 years old.

In

accordance with the law, dub members asked the Bureau of Land Management
(BlM-) for permission to use a section of raw "high desert" in remote Southern
California (Rick Russell, Sledgehammervideo). Once the O.K. was given. the dub
began construction. The building process took "just under five months...just under
e!even.tlundred WOl1(ing hOurS" to complete (Chuck Shaner, Sledgehammervideo).
Essentially, trail construction entails moving rocks and natural debris around-by
hand or with the winches mounted to the 4x4s-until the location is capable of
supporting vehicular travel.
During its oonstrucbon the trail was designated Sledgehammer (F map 1).
It was dubbed with this name because "Gary Brown was up here with his
Cherokee.. And on one of the rough parts he kiCked out a rock with his rear wheeIleft rear wheel-and it just went over and it caved·i" his door. So he says. 'I'm

not

going to sledgehammer this through here no more.' The name kinde stuck" (Chuck
Shaner, Sledgehammer video).
This narrow strip, running along a boulder·stre'M'1 wash between two desert
mountains is

now a location known by many Rock Cr'8'Mers. Families come from as

far as North Dakota and Arkansas to visit this trail, which is less than a mile tong and
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often takes more than ten hours to complete. This previously unknown location in

the deSert has been transformed into a specific cultural place. Non-Rock Crawters
viewing a videotape of a group traversing the area say that it is wholly
'undistinguishable as a trail" (3/1997) (fig: 2.1). The boulders are as big as the rigs

climbing them(!}, and the desert seems too harsh, hot, and uninviting.

They

expressed disbelief that a vehicle could even complete such difficulties. To Rock

CI'a"NierS, hc1Never, this is a spot of fun and adventure tor family and friends. In fact.
Rock Crawlers have dubbed the area where Sledgehammer-and its sibfing trails,
Jackhammer, Clawhammer and Sunbonnet Pass-is located Hardcore Heaven.

FIG: 2.1 In hls Jeep entitled "Romancing the Stone, lIm Cole climbs over. boulder and through the rocks on
SltdgtJaalflmer (11us ng was destroyed dunng a roll~ ill the 1998 Moab EAster Jeep Sojon Luc!cily, Jim
was ~ hi. had a new Jeep UDder- eatStruCbOI:l Wlttun a mooth.) (Courtesy Jim Cde)
ft

Encouraged by the success of Sledgehammer, Victor Valley 4-Wheelers

decided to build a ·sister" trail. A similar permission process was undertaken
through the Bureau of Land Management to build the Jackhammer trail in a nearby
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desert "arroyo"11 (Chuck Shaner. Sledgehammer video). This trail was already
named prior to completion. Rumors ftew about the possibijities r::A this
unforgiving chalenge. 5eYeraI e:ustomers of Mountail

new and more

west Off-Road Supply came

10 the store to ask if we could give them directions to "that new place near
Sledgehammer" (F map 1). People did not know its exact location, but it already
beckoned as

a point of importance. Not long after it was finished,

tales filtered baCk

10 Utah about its alleged difficulty. More peopfe came in to ask where it was; they
wanted to drive it. Even though they had not yet seen this new trail. it already
existed as a space of cultural significance.
In central Utah. Quinn Mortensen and Matt Smith began frequenting a series
of trails in the mountains north of Provo. One day they asked if I would like 10
accompany them on a traillide into The Valley of the Kings (F map 1). I was not
aware of such a trail, or of a ptace bearing this name. and asked them aOOut it.

They informed me that this was the name they had given to a trail they had recently
found. and to the lush valley through which it passecI.
denotation

on

this

area.

By placing their 0W'r'l

they had aeated place (Basso. 1988, 103). It

was a

location which they could mentally chart. discuss. or venture into. For them-and

now for me-this spac:e was separated from the landscape around it; it was a
bounded and "articulated" Iocetion (Tuan, 1977, 83).
Naming the Wiley provided a stability and 't'er8City that it prev;ously lacked.
Like saying, "let's go to my house.' Quinn or Mati could say to people in their circle
II Arroyos are Sleep sided (desen) gulches and walCTCOW'SeS with relatively nat
noors. They are usuaJly dry except after heaY)' rains, when they are prone to flash floods.
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of friends, "Let's go 10 The Valfey of the Kings." and there was no mistake about
where they desired to go. The name also conjured specific images tor those familiar
with it It was now a cultural place for those friends of Quinn and Mati.
Many of the trails surrounding Moab. Utah, have been given names by Rock
Crawlers.

One trail opened and named by them within the last ten years is the

Golden Spike (F maps 1, 2). This trail, because of its wonderful vistas and brutal
difficulty,l:! has become a favorite. Rock Crawlers from around the west are familiar
with this trail.
But names designating trails are not assigned solely by the members of this
group_ Often trails have existed

tor years and are still referred to by names originally

given them. The Hole in the Rock trail

was

named by the Mormon settlers who

made the trail roughly 100 years ago as they ventured into the desert. building new
towns as part of their planned theOCratic state, Oeseret (F map 1). Many other trails.
such as Poison Spider Mesa, Copper Ridge, Moab Rim, Strike Ravine, Flat Iron

Mesa, and others,

were given their names by explorers and miners from the frontier

West's mining years, or by IheirfollooNefs during the Cold War uranium boom (F map
2). like Quinn and Matt's Valley of the Kings, these trail names help to delineate
socially constructed places. They 'conjure" images and places in the southam Utah
desert that have specific value for those utiliZing them (Hufford, 1992, 8)
But names can be more specific than mere trail designations. Specific places
aloog a trait are given names. For instance, topographic spaces that are Challenging

,: Ten percent of all vehicles anempting this trail experience serious break-downs
and must be towed out by the other members oftheir group.
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to the vehicles are also named. Concerning rough sections of the trails surrounding
Moab, Utah, writer/Rock Crawler Rick Pewe, notes:

~Most

of the famous obstacles

have names such as Butt Scratcher, Metal Masher and White Knuckle, most of

which are self-explanatory once you've made it through the traW (79, italics added)

FIG: 2.2 Vietor Mokler descends White KnuckJe Hill, a five footnw-vertical drop. The obstacle gets its name
from dnvm tightly gripping their steering wheels as they ascend or descend. (Courtesy Vietor Molder)

(fig: 2.2). Through this process a trail becomes a linking of many specific sites, not
merely a single extended one. Giving names to these challenges creates a specific
map which is subsumed under the general name of the trail. For instance, Golden
Spike trail has many locations, a few of which are named: Zuk's Hill, The Golden
Crack, The Wall, The Launching Pad, The Golden Sleps, Double Whammy (fig: 2.3).
"Those are the famous places on that trail" (Quinn Mortensen, 6/26/1997). When

any of these locations are discussed, speakers assume that others know that these
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locations are part of "The ·Spike.· SuCh places are as common to ROCk Crawlers
that frequent Moab as the "three-point line" is to basketball fans and players.
Community members do not usually feel a need to note the locations of tl\ese
places. the trails they are part of are tacitly assumed. 13
like trail names, these designated lOCations aeate culturally relevant places
Names like Double

~ammy,

the Wedgie,

~ite

Knuckle Hill, Devil's Crack, the

Golden Crack, Potato Salad Hil" The Rock Pile, and others are challenges known
to exist at specific lOcations on outback, mental, and social maps (figs: 2.3-2.7).
Their names elicit images, stories, descriptions of the challenge, and emotions felt
among those who have driven them-or those who plan to,
Sunday found us up early. and on the trail by 8:30 AM with some really
tough obstacles almost immediately. First was the head wall, 'Atlich
was basically a sheer sandstone wall abOut 8 or 9 feet tall, and very
steep. It was rT1OI"8 scary looking than actually hard to dO. (Ed
Isaacson, trail joumal, September 4~. 1993, italics added)
What's happened here recently is we had (an] experience...that you
just-I mean-you couldn't believe it'd happen, When (we) \Y8Ot
through the Golden CfBCk~ the Gokien Spike1• -I mean-nonnally
you put one or two W'heets up in the air, maybe at the same time! And
there·s a tremendous distance of drop there. But when I went through
that first time with this Jeep as it's now set-up.. .it just went through!
I mean it was smooth... tt just went through it like it was a litUe bump in
the road or something. And it was just totally amazing to me. (Jim
Broadbent, 41911996)

" A culture's most fundamental beliefs are often so widely understood, SO
generally shared and accepted.. that they never need to be staled (Prown, 1993,3).
" Jim notes the trail that the Golden Crack is on because he is being interviewed
'"for non-Rock Crawlers. ~ Note how he stops a minute to regain thoughts after noting the
trail, a comment that he would not normally have made to me.
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Many of these challengeS are locations tor riles of passage. IS For instance,
claiming that you dimbed The Rod< Pile, White Knudde Hill or Potato Salad Hill

gives you immediate social status because of their ac:kncJwIedged difticulty. Climbing
these obstacles designates an uncanny drivertvehide unity. Not all drivers can
succeed at these challenges. Consequently, making it through such places brings
one into an elite body of drivers.

Individuals alJeging that they frequent Moab's

desert. but who dO not know these kx:ations, would

not be taken seriously. How.

reason Rock Crawters, could a person say they know the Moab back country and

not know these places?

Other such trail locations near Moab are MicJ<ey's Hot Tub and The Waterfall.
Drivers first suo:::essfu»y attempting these Challenges were involved in their naming

proces.ses. Mid<ey's Hot Tub. kx:ated on the Golden Spike Trail, is a 151020 foot
deep depression within a slickrock section on the trail (fig: 2.5). Its near-vertical
walls combine with a bottom area ~ longer than a Jeep to provide a chaltenge

which is mental as well as physical. Additionally, the bottom is occasionally filled
with water, adding a laCk of tire trae:tion to the equation.

This awe-inspiring chaIenge was first 8bempted
of the Red Rock

"~f$.

bv Dan Mick. then

President

After he and his wei known f1ame-job painted Jeep

negotiated this challenge, othef$ followed. In respect for Mdt's initial attempt,
drivers named it after him, adding the Challenge's physk;Il aspects (hot tub) into the
designation as weJl.

" For a discussion of trails as locations for ritual activity. sec chapter five.

MOAB TR."ILOBSTACL£S:
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nc: 2.4 A Ford Explorer anemprs PnrcMnCtm}un trail's RbCi PIle Less than half the vehicles succeed It dus
dWJcnge.. I>nverswbocannol: make Iluewmcbed upbytbosewbocan. (Coortesyof_.off·roadcouY)

FIG: 2..5 A Jeep chmbs out of Mickey·s Hot TfIb (Cowtes'j of Tun Broadbenl:)
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FIG: 2.6 Behind lhe Rocks trail: Jim Broadbent descends While Knuckle Hill. (Courtesy ofJim Broadbent)

FIG: 2.7 Charlie Copsey crosses the Go/den Crack. on the Golden Spilre trail. (Courtesy Chris Stephens)
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The Waterfall, on the Pritchett Canyon trail, got its name from a group-among them Dan Wynkoop and Chris Stephens-when they first discovered it in
1994. Also nearly vertical, this challenge is a ten foot tall wall of smooth rock. After
returning from a trip to Moab, Dan told his friends in the Provo-Crem area about this
new discovery. He had taken pictures-which he brandished-to show what it looked
like (figs: 2.3, 2.8). He described it as: -There is no water running over its edge, but

it looks like water should be there [my recollection]. 16
B

FIG: 2.8 Dan Wynkoop climbs The Waierfall as fellow participants Iook-on (Counesy Dan Wynkoop)

As people took their friends to the spot, it was quickly added to the Moab
outback -map." ·Word-of-mouth" information travels quickly. The Waterfall was

16

of water.

Steep dro~ffs are often called "waterfalls" regardless of the presence or lack
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soon added as an

option11

to the Jeep Ssfari's Pritchett Canyon trail rides.

It

appeared in several magazine photos not long after.
Fonnations aklng outback trails can also be named. These nomendatures
may also bleed to the formations' surrounding area, giving the general locale a
designation. The Salt Cf'Nk trail, which runs through a canyon in Canyonlands

National Parle, south of Moab, takes its name from the creek which it follows, and
through which it continually crosses (F map 1). This trail ends at Ant}efArch, a large
formation resembling

a praying angel.

with wings spreading from its back (fig: 2.9).

Angel Arr:Il was the destflation of a trail ride into the Salt Cteek canyon trail on June,
21, 1997, It was aiso the location fcrdrivers to exit their vehicles, hike.

rest or grab

a bite to eat.
The Golden Spike trail boasts one series of sandstone steps along the trail
which have been dubbed Double Whammy. They take their name from the effect
that their form has upon rigs attempting to dimb them.
Double Whammy is a set of s1ickrock stairs perfectly tuned to the
wheelbase of a CJ-7, a Wrangler, a Land Cruiser, or a 8r0nc0-tuned
fa" Challenge, that is. Both the front and the rea,. wheeb hit the steep
ledges at the same time, so a kJC of hopping, bouncing, and breaking
occurs. (Freiburger, 36)
On the Gold Bar Rim nil, just north of Moab, there is a large stone monolith
called the Goony Bird (fig: 2. 10). The formation takes its name from its shape, which
resembles a large bird. People following this trail often correlate trail ride progress

11 As an option, drivers are free to bypass the challenge ifthe)' feci that they or
their vehicle is not up to the challenge.
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FIG: 2.9 Ange/Arch is a sandstone fonnarion at the end of SaIl Creek traiL (CounesyQuinn Monensen)

FIG: 2.10 A Toyota Land Cruiser dnves past GOO11)' Bird, on the Gold Bar Rim trail.
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or position according to their relationship to the Goony Bird formation.
It is not uncommon that such formations are made reM!vant through a "'folk
history' or 'quasi-history'" (Ryden, 84). In this way "history is the essence of the idea
of place" (64). Essentially, the names for suc:h pIaOeS link Rock Crawters with an in·
group history, or at least a history that is felt to be of special relevance to the
community. 'The worst (obStaCle) was 'Frenchie's Fin,' that was named for our trail
leader [FrenChie LaChance)" (Ed Isaacson, trail journal. Moab Jeep Safari: 1992)
(fi9,2.3)
Other places with names that resound with folk histories are Rock Chucker
Hill on the Metal Mashertrail, and the Rock Pile. on Pritchett Canyon trail. The Rock
Chuckerobstacle is optional (figs: 2.11, 2.12), meaning a chicken route· takes
those who do not want to try it around. "We think it's called (Rock Chuckerj because
many 4x4s require some road-buikJing to get to the top-similar to The Rock Pile
near the end of the Pritchett Canyon Trail. Looks plain vertical to us" (Freiburger,
42, italics added). Rock Chucker, like the Rock Pile, is be/k!ved to take its name
from the fact that drivers must "chuck" rocks into a pile at the bottom of the obstacle
to make it up.
"The [outback] landscape resounds for [Rock Crawlers] with narratives of
collective history and personal experience. It provides tangible forms for the mooring
of memory" (Kahn, 167), For instance, on the Golden Spike trail there is a relatively
steep slickrock hill called Zuk's Hillor Zuki Hill. This hill, which previously bore no
name, was given its current designatiOn after Ken Fransisc:o, alias "Zuk" (because
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FIG: 2.11 A Jeep attempts to climb Rrx:k Chucker during the 1998 Moab Easter Jeep Safari

FlG: 2.12 The same Jeep, during its attempt up RockChucker HIli.
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of his modified Suzuki Samurai). rolled his rig while trying to climb its steep face. ,e
Participants on trail rides kllCNl' the history of the spot. or learn about its name by
hearing the story of Zuk's roll.
Other locations bear histories that have no relation to Rock Crawling at all.
yet their names elicit emotions tor those in-group members whose 'cognitive maps'
contain these sites (Ryden, 54-8). For instance. s1ickrock itself has a folk history
that describes its name:
Moab is best known for... Sliekrock, or petrified sancL..lnterestingly
enough s1ickrock isn't slick-even when it's wet, it offers plenty of
traction for rubber tires. The nickname is believed to have originated
because the sandstone didn't offer much traction to the wood-and
steel-treaded tires of the first vehides to roll over the area. (Quinnell,
1997b.54)
Other versions of this story focus on cowboys rather than pioneers. These histories
allege that the term originated due to the horseshoes of cowboys' horses slipping on
the smooth sandstone.
Specific locations also take their names from these informal histories. In his
trail joumal, Ed Isaacson notes the history of the Grey Mesa section of the Hole in

the Rock trail (F map 1):

We had a quick dinner and then Haney invited those who were
interested to go tor a hike up to Grey Mesa to see a portion of the
wagon trail the jeeps could not go on. We hiked up the area where
the pioneers had actually blasted a trail in the sandstone, and could
see steps they had cut in the rock and could see wagon nrts in the
sandstone. And at the top of the mesa we saw the remnants of an old
wagon. It was very impressive, and made you really appreciate the
hardShips thOse peopte encountered. (Labor Day Campout, 9/46/1993)

'8

Jan Brunvand comments upon history as the impetus for place-names (65-6)
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For Ed and the other trail ride participants. much of the trail's significance comes
from the history they associate with that specific lOCale. For many Rock Crawlers.
"feelings arise... from a knowtedge of pIace-based history and identity... which

inevitably tinge{s) their contemplation of their [0l.ItbadI:) surroundings" (Ryden. 66)."
The idea that Rock Crawlers mentaAy create places which, for their culture.
exist apart from the surrounding topography, is imperative to grasping the
significance of the back country. These are oommunaUy constNded areas of social
importance. They are no longer the deep and daI1t unknown of the "wUdemess.· but
neither are they the urban sprawl. By naming these trails and their specific locations
Rock Crawlers blanket the wilderness in a cognitrve map, creating a new world
existing outside the one in which they live their daily lives., These spaces fundion
on both localized (specific challenges: Mickey's Hot Tub) and general (trait names:

Pritchett canyon) levels to segregate the ·outback· from its SUlTOUnding topography.

As they are nefther city, nor rtIW wildemess, they are anak)gous to what Tuan has
deemed a 'middle region' (1971, 35).

THE OUTBACK AS RETREAT

Since we have discussed how the outbeck has been
surrounding topography in the minds of those who use it,

set apart from its

we also must comment on

lq Miriam Kahn notes that culturally significant "landscape[s] surround the people
with a sense of shared history rooled in the past and memorialized in the pr'CSent through
shared symbols. It provides a sense of common idenfity" (178).
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the purpose it serves for them. For most Rock Crawlers, the outback exists as a
place of escape, a place to relax and be with family and friends. Basically outback
locations represent a "complete diversion from what we do every day ..a change of
pace" (Jim Broadbent, 4J911996).20
On July 2, 1997. Ed Isaacson talked about a decision that he and his family
had to make for the upcoming July 4th weekend. They had been invited to attend
three different activities: (1) a rugged trail ride in Moab, (2) to go 00 a
campinglfishing trip in Wyoming, or (3) 10 enjoy various water sports in Flaming
Gorge, a large lake in northeastem Utah. For the family, all ctlofces were equally
enticing. Each offered the family a chance to enjoy being together, while being
outdoors and escaping the urban

scene.

Since the outback is set aside as a place of "refuge," logic dictates that
something must exist to necessitate such an escape (Bale. 122). Essentially, "an
environmental value requires its antithesis for definition...the virtues of the
countryside require their anti-image, the city, for the sharpening of focus, and vise
versa- (Tuan, 1971, 102).

Glenn Wakefield has noted the escapist qualities

imparted to the baCk country: "[tt]... helps me forget about stresses of everyday life"
(1012911996). Others concur with his view:

Escaping: I go 'wheeling to get away from all the crap I have to deal
with... here. Work, crime, crowded cities, trash and litter, paying rent,
worrying about how I'm gonna get the money to pay whatever. It's a
good way for me to hook up with peopIe... who have similar interests
and go have fun...LOOIdng at all the old cabins and mines and what
not, and wondering what it might have been like living up there

1<!

For more oolandscape:s as places of refuge. see: Bale, 122-2S.
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seventy-five or one--hundred years ago. It's just a sanity check for me.
(VietorMokIer.2/5I1997)
During interviews and conversations others routinefy noted similar reasons for
venturing into the bade country.
There is a propensity for dividing the landscape into a dichotomous
relationship, polarized between urban life and the outback's benefits.

Such

tendencies are similar to those that have been called 'pastoralism:' they
have a long history in Western culture. It promotes a view of nature
as a kindly mother, a refuge from the demands of urban life. The
Earth. in this view, is a garden of Eden, generous and fertile. Mother
Earth provides us with food, rest, diversion, and solaCe" (Wilson. 94).
It has been noted that ·the countryside is widely accepted 8S the antithesis

of the city irrespective of the actual liVing conditions of these two environments"
(Tuan. 1971. 109). The propensity for thus dividing a region's topography has been
referred to as .nost.a9a" (Raymond Williams. 47).21 VIeWed through this mentality.
urban centers are seen as being filled with:
organised sedudion, ...noise and traffic, with the streets unsafe
bec::aae of robber$ the city as itself: going its own way. A retreat to
[the beck) c:::o..ntry fn:m this kind othel'l. is then a different vision from
the mere contrast of rural and urban ways of ijfe. It is. of course. a
rentier's vision: the 0001 [back] country thet is sought is not that of the
wor1t[er) but as the fortunate resident. (46-7)
It is interesting how this deSCription of the urban wor1d and its opposite, the baCk

country. comes dOse to that noted above by Vidor.

Thus. the outback is

transformed into a diversion. a place of recreation and escape.

:\ Richard Slatkin has similarly noted the propensity for people to polarize their
.....orld into two realms, "metropolis" and "wilderness" (41).
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Drawing such notions into the modem, technological sphere, scholars have
observed that
The rove of nature flourisheS best in cultures with highly developed
technologies, for nature is the one place 'IIt'e can bOth indulge our
dreams of mastery over the earth and seek some kind of contact with
the origins of life-an experience 'N8 don't usually allow urban settings
to provide. (Wilson, 25)
The veracity of this comment can be measured within the Rock Crawling culture by
noting that the majority of the community hail from sizeable urban centers like los
Angeles, Denver, or Salt lake City. However, smaller urban locations like Grand
Junction, Colorado, cannot be left from the equation. They also produce drivers and
builders of 4x4s. HOINeVef, rural Rock Crawters are a rare site; there are even fewer
rancher or farmer members of the community
During the course of my ongoing research at Moab and other trail ride events
from the late eighties and nineties to the present, I have met less than a handful of
serious participants from rural areas. Once again, this is because -the idea of (the
outback] as an untrammetled refuge is most attractive to [groups) situated at some
distance from [this] worid, and whose values tend to rest on a rigid distinction
between human and non-human" POPUlated locations (Wilson, 27). In this sense,
back country spaces are places that are Other, defined as sud'l against notions of
urban existence (181).
Outback spaces. then, are lands standing in contrast to the urban sprawl. "the
chaos of the metro," and the hectic lifestyle it engenders (Raymond Williams, 5).
Essentially the outback takes its significance from drawing one's mind away from
that which is perceiVed as urban to any great degree.

Consequently, the two
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physical states ·stand for" and thus provide opposing experiences (1).22 The urban
sprawl IS hectic and congested. the back country exists as a symbolic antithesis:
Despite all the mis-perceptions of 4-wheelers as being
interested in rape and pillage of the wildemess, you k1"ON they-they're
looking tor things which you define as recreation, if you want. But, it's
basicalily to escape the tyranny of a modem-day rat race. And, if you
want to do that. then you ha.ve to-have something that soaks up
enough of your consciousness to take precedence over the other
things in your life that you want to escape. Whether it's work or... 8
whole COllege year (a playful rib at mel, or an enemy invasion!
«laughs»
It's a lot like magic is. The tMack magic mythOlOgical stuff ISthe performance magic is... 8 lot of times a $light of hand which
occupies someone's awareness wTth a certain move. while you do
something...with the other hand, or something while they're not
watching. Now...what a nasty section of roads does is it... occupies
your consciousness to the point wtlere your brain's just d1ugging away
at a probiem--where you know if you screw-up on that prob6em, you're
gonna take out a body paner or high eent:ltr"' your axle and humiliate
yoursetf. Then it's Zen and the art of thrashing your rig! «We break
down into laughter.» And that's the point. You know everybody's
looking for something different, but I think on a fundamental level it
goes b8Ck down to...having your consciousness pulled tNI8Y from your
usual routine tor enough that...yourpsyche, or whatever, has a chance
to take a deep, deep breath, while, of course, your conSCiousness is
dealing with what's at hand! (David Jarvis, 5/1993)

An advert for Superlilt Suspensions Systems company recently used a slogan
playing with the notion that the back country is an escape from the urban existence:
-Sometimes There's Mountains To Climb... instead of col'J)or8te ladders" (76). The
advert playS with the oppositional relationship believed to exist between the outback
and the work-a-day world. For instance, dUring a Summer, 19904, Lone Peak 4-

~ Wilson notes that "it is only since the IndUStrial Revolution, with its unbalanced
concentration of production. power. and wealth in the cities. that it has been possible to
think of the country as...a place ofretre8t...That is now happening again, as urban
dominance of the economy is waning and the social and ecological crisis in the city
intensifies"(203).
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lIWJeeJelS trail ride, I overheard participams discuss how nice it is to get away from

a world where they.e always in such a t..Jrty-whefe even the microwave takes too
long.

According to theSe individuals, this hectic life is all part of a process that
keeps taking

more and more freedom 2NIaY.

When diSOJssing the pOSitive Qualities

of the outback. Cuim Mortensen balances these comments by noting the 'crowded"
and the restrictive nature of urban life:
I like...being on my own a lot. And, that's one thing 4-wtleeling
is-getting to an area where peop6e might not have been for a year or
more. I like being in an area, getting out, and being in nature. It's
more of an escapist attitude, trying to get tNtay from society and its
restrictions, the judgements of others.,.Ne matter how much we like to
think-to tell oursetve5-we're not influenced by others'
deci$ions... pretty much everyone is in1\uenced by...how others
perceive them. You get alone in the mountains and basally you can
be yourself. You don't have to impntSS nature with anything.
(5111/1993)
Essentially, this view of the back country wortd is diametrically opposite to
Rock Crawlers' view of the urban situation, which can be described as:

Men having grown "mechanical in head and heart·... mean[ing] that
their behavior is i1c:nesingIy deIennined exIem8Iy, which is to say, by
invi$ible, abstract, social fon::es ~ (or alien) to their inward
impulses. Hegel...caled this state "sen estrangement: thereby
imptying a conftict between the 'sociar and the ·natural· self. (Merx.
1964,176-77)
Statements regarding the bide oountry's positive qualities from David Jarvis, Quinn

Mortensen, and others, seem to agree with the idea that the urban world can be
equated with 'extemal control." This control is obviously not seen as a positive
force.
Motivated by this befief, parents come to Mountain West Off-RoMJ Supply
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Inc., a store speciallzing in selling and installing equipment for modifying 4x4
vehides. Time and again I have heard the same justifications for their interest in
vehicle modification: the city's negative influence was something from wl"Idl they
wanted to take their f.nty~. Many ooupIes believed that by rncdifying the family
vehicle they could heighten their ability to escape into nat1Ke. where their fam~y
would enjoy the independence it prcMdecl. Allan Otsen enjoys laking his family rodt
crawling for these reasons:
You know, it keeps the family together, keeps us dOing something we
all enjoy, and gives us time together on the weekends when we're not
woriting...[We) take the family, go up, and not necessarily hard core
4-wheeling. It's just-go to the mountains to get away. to get away
from the peop6e. In Summer, when it's hot. it's cool in the mountains.
It's someplace to go, something to do. (4/1211996)

This ideal is not exclusive to the area where the store and AJlan

are kx:ated.

Exhibiting similar values, a magazine editorial-writlen in Califomia-urged:
Getting into the beck country seems to set your priorities straight and
is loads of fun.•. p..u. I encourage you to introduce your teenagers
to 0lX hobby. Maybe go in with them WId buy an old beater to fix up.
Working together will bring you c:Ioser to uch other and strengthen
family ties. After the 4x4 gets running. your sons and daughters will
have a way to get into the back country and expb'e our heritage,
becOming setf-suffic:::ient beSides. It worked for me. (Howett 1995. 7)

This editorial not only links the outback with freedom. but with ·our heritage.• n The
perception that back CXIUf'Itry spaces are iands of freedom and beauty, left by • our
forefathers" is routinely conf'lated with notions of escape, sotitude, and self
sufficiency for drivers and their families.
Another wrtter blends images of back country freedom with his

:J

Bale has discussed sponscapes as heritage locations (137-39).

own family
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history.2. For him the two themes are inextricabty linked:
lit<e many of you, I was introduced 10 bK.wheeI driving before I coutd
walk. The remote places we expknd in my dad's Renegade CJ-5
created the feeling of IMng in another time for my brother and me. I
can still remember the sun beating down on us. c:::c*:1 creeks and the
smell of pine, The ghostly "whining- of the Jeep in -4-bN. TIf8S
gripping and s1ipping.... 1t was a 1eg8cv, a way of life, begun by my
grandfather who initiated my Dacl in an old 'Milly's ovenand truck.
(Fames, 82-3)
Fames continues by disa.JSSing the rnorphoklgy

~ his

vehide and how he has raised

his own dlildren-now grown and \III/ith Jeeps of their own-with constant trips into the
back country; he concludes by touching on the fear that this "legacy" will be lost
because of milrtant actions by people who he, like other Rock Crawlers, broadly
defines as "environmentalists:"
Environmentalists are not out to steal our memories, they could never
do that. but wh8t about those whO will drive the roads after us? Is rt
a sport that we are defending, or a way of life? My lOve for the
mountains began in a Jeep, and hOpefulty it can for others, too. (83)
The editorial stat'l's answer to Fames' commentaty ts equally reve&'ing:

Yes, four-wheeling is a legacy to be passed on D future generations
as well as to friends and famity now. You are dong everyone a gl1t8t
service by doing your part to pass the torch. With a lime wont on
everyone's pert, the wide-open spec:es will be !here for your greetgrandchildrwt. (83)

Rock Crawlers transform uninhabited spaces into "wide-open' and liberating back
country places; they voyage into these zones for the boon they provide-emotional
and physical escape. This is the "legacy," and they expect and plan for its existence

;. It is also interesting to nole what a sensual experience the back councry trips are
for him. He describes his experiences using input from nearly all of his senses,
Although sitting in a car might seem to prohibit such enjoyment, it does nol. This will be
discussed at length laler,
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in the lives of their children.
Mr. Fames' description of the back country is important 10 note. This is no
excursion comprised of blasting wantonly off-road. For him, such trips are sensual
episodes. He describes his experiences using input from three of his five senses:
smell, sound, feel.

He even notes the (mental) sensation of time displacement.

which reinforces the concept of the outback as an Other pLace. Although sitting in
a 4)(4 might seem to prohibit such enjoyment. it does not for this individual.
The back countJ'y is seen by Rock Crawlers as unspoiled: it must be to remain
an escape from the urban world. If these special places become defiled, they are
less pure and

cease to offer the escape tha1they once proffered. The Otherness

of these places is what makes them appealing:
You can go out through nature, you can be one with nature.
You can see some sights that vou wouldn't otherwise see... You're just
up there-you're saying, "this trail goes someplace, I want to see the
sights. I want to be up in the fresh air and stuff." I think part of 4wheeling is you drive to reach the end of1he trail and you say: ·O.K.
we've oorne to the end, let's get out and enjoy it." You don't get to the
end, sit there in your rig and say: ·Well gee, made it to the end, let's
go find a different trail," and just do4-wheeling. To me, that's notwtlat
4-wheeling is about-it's getting to some ~, being some P'ace. tf
YOU're just going to go out and 4-wheel, then you can just get a loop
and keep doing that loop over and over. Because, as long as you're
moving YOU'd be happy... lf it takes you some place that is nice to be,
then the trail is worth while. (Quinn Mortensen, 5/11/1993)1$
Interestingly, Quinn's affinity for 4-wheeiing arises from its ability to take him to a
·place.' Rock crawling provides the opportunity to get him into

a

landscape he

nOl1Tlal1y does not see. Arl integral part of Quinn's off-roading experience is getting

:) Quinn reiterated this opinion during a later conversation when he noled that
"off-roading isn't just about 4.wheeling. it about being someplace" (7/4/1997).
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out of his rig to explore these places.
have to hike days to get
to be in. and to

places that if he didn't have his 4x4 he might

to. Rock a8'N1ing, then, is me::we than driving, it is a chance

access. the outback.

Ber Knight, information officer for the Red Rode 4 - ~ in Moab. utah,
stated that the original organization of the Red Rock 4-lMJeeIers' Moab Easter Jeep
Safari was to ac:c:ess the land as a group, and to -share... the treasures of Spring in

our country and so on and so forth" (5112/1995). He explains:
Well, I think we have the country for [the safari). .. lt isn't the most
di1'ricutl: InIiIs an~. Because there .,. rrore dttfic:uIt trails, I would
say. (He laughs) You want somethtn' hard-you dig a ~ in the
ground and pour water in it! You don't have to be out in the country.
But we do have great oountry, and it's just kind of gotten to be a thing
to do. (5/12/1995)
Both Quinn and Ber also t:eieve that difficutty is an important factor for rating
trails.

But each makes it dear that arduous driving c:onditions are not the so6e

reason for their wildel ness retreals. Enjoying nature's beauty is equally importanl
Quinn notes that if driving was the single motivation. a arcuLar trail could be
constructed; Ber asserts that a pit filled with weter would suit an individual k:Ioking
solely for a tMMing ride. Both images hinge on a llICk of mobility and a Lack of
interest in one's surroundings: the cirde endlessty goes no place and the pit sucks
one in. ThUS, "motion provides [trail ride participants] with a direct experience of
space, a sense of...treedom" (Bale, '.2). This is important because freedom of
movement is linked with an appreciation of nature's "untrammelled" beauty as the
relief from the urban existence (Wifson. 205).
"Aesthetic appreciation of (the outback)" (Tuan, 1971,34) hinges upon the
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belief that the land one travets upon exists in opposition to that in which Rock
Crawlers regt.Uf1y exist. To sustain this image, back country ptaces are viewed as
places "where peope might

not have been for a year or more" (Quinn Mortensen.

511111993). This is extremely important. During visits to Mountain West Off-ROMi
Supply. Rock Crawlers routinely profess that a given back country area seemed:
·untouched by others," ·unseen by society.-"SO remote we didn't see anyone lhe
whole time we were there: They describe these loCations as "pristine: or "so
difficult 10 get to that I'll bet no human has seen this ptace for years." During club
meetings for the Lone Peak 4-Wheelers, similar statements were often made. In
fact, nearty any time Rock Crawlers discuss the quality of a given trail, its seemingly
untrammelled qualities wilt be mentioned.
These assertions represent the need to view the land as unspoiled. The
more ·untouched" a tract of land appears, the greater its appeal. ~ This is because

the more remote an outback area seems, the more (psychologically and physically,
distanced it. appears from society. This ideal has often been expressed by trail riOe
participants who uttered phrases like: "Boy do I feel sony for 'X' stuck back in the
city.. fhis and other amments similar to it. were made on a Lone Peak 4 - ~
trail ride during the Summer of 1994. They referred to. dub member who could not
attend the event due to business obligations. These statements draw a comparison

::.. A solitary appearance is the imponant criterium. As will be discussed., an irony
c:xists in that physical remoteness is not always a necessity. Often the illusion of
remoteness or escape is of primary importance. Although this seems contradictory, it
mUSI be remembered thai taking one's mind away from the "daily grind" is the ultimate
goal. Physical distance is not always wholly required-but does cenainly add to the
experience. See chapter five.
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between the participants' Py while in nature and the imagined anxiety of those
individuals still within the urban sprawi.

Despite the notton that the outback has rarefy seen human intervention,
individuals realize that their very presence there makes it a little less wild. a little
more tame. This is the potnt at which a rontr8diction within the outback WOf1dview
reveals itself.

THE OUTBACK AS A PLACE OF PARADOX
I plaecd ajuin Tennessee.
And round il .... as. upon a hill.
It mMle 1M slovenly ""i!demn,s
Surround that hill.

The wikknless rosoe up to it.
And spra....1ed wound.. DO IonFr wild.
Tlw jar was round upon the .@fOUnd
And WI nofa port in air.
IllookdomUlion~

Thejarwugra:yandbare.
ltdidnot~ofbinlorbush.

LikeDOtJqdsc:in TC!lllCS5eI:.
Waa.oeS~1919.19"J

It was not until I became a serious Rock Crawter that the relev.nce of
Wallace Stevens' poem "Anecdote of the Jar" struck me. Untif then, the idea that
a jar could tame a vast wildemess-or even a smIIn hill-seemed a poetic stretch ,t

best. Yet, I have not been alone in realizing the keen insight reveated by Stevens'

poetry. f have witnessed the angst created wtthin drivers by trash-strewn trails; even
an aluminum can sec:r8ted in the bushes near a camp site can arouse CXlnStem8tion.
It has been noted that "there are few things as repulsively unecological as a bunch

Chapter Two • 144
of empty beer bottles and cans littering an otherwise beautiful campsite" (Delong,
1996, 32). I too respond this way.
The following Jetter to the editor of a popular 4x4 magazine clearly
demonstrates this outrage. Notice the realization that the land is, and continues to
be, used

as a public throughway:
The trash at Ellis Creek was terribie. We pk:ked up paper, plastic and
over 30 cans that were littering the place. The trashed camp site had
a 'NOnderful view of one painted boulder, I can assure you that when
environmentalists hike along the Rubicon [trail), it won't be large
vehicles that bother them. The ignorance of a few individuals who
don't pick up after themselves and paint graffuJ on the boulders will.
(Zeigler,11)

The letter is emphatic in its articulation of the anger experienced by ROCk CrawlerS
when encountering any form of trash or destructive activities alOng trails. SUCh
violent reactions symbolize more than a mere hatred for trash.

They reveal an

underlying realization that the outback is not truly a "virginal" territory, it is shared
with other individuals who regu'arty utilize it for their own needs. 2'
As is evident, serious Rock C ~ are not content to let offenses to the
outback's 'pristine' quality f'8$I. For them pristine means no trash along the trail, no
destruction of trailside foliage, and no 'b1azing'

new trails

across the countryside.

By deaning the trash-wtlich is inevitably blamed on other recreationalists: mountain
bikers. motorcyclists, or campers-the illusion of an undefileU wHder~ is
maintained. In further efforts to maintain these areas, organized dubs throughout
the West (and the entIre U.S.) sponsor periodIC ciean·ups along trails or scenic
~1 It also alludes to the battle for land usage existing between off·roaders and
many other groups: this will be discussed later.

Chapter Two • 145

nlgnways In !nelr area.
More tnan 200 V04unteers-spent the day at :sycamore t,;teek... tor a
day of cleaning...Obstades like burnt-out cars, various broken-down
apptiances, and even two kitchen sinks were hauled out. In the end.
the people enjoyed themselves so much, they wanted to know when
and where the next clean up would be. That's the kind of volunteer
enthusiasm we usually see from off·highway enthusiasts. (Four
~IerStatf,18)

These volunteers also rebuild trails that need work:
The Mona Pole canyon [was) slated for dosure and just nobody took
an interest in it And our club rLone Peak 4-~1 found out abOut
it-found out there had been &-a snow- slide, and the road was dosed
because of the slide. And so we had a WQI1( projeCt one saturday,
and had about 30 rigs and about six or eight chainsaws. And we reopened the road. And it'S still open. (Ed Isaacson, 4/16119~)
Trail re-building occurs reguLarty, often In conjunction WIth local Wilderness or fOreSt
service agencies.
The willingness to blame others tor trallSlOe trash

IS

common

-Four

wheelers... do a Jot of trail maintenance, to protect... trails from washouts and other
hazards. They also perform a lot of litter removal. ana over the years have hauled
out tons of trash and debris left. by hikers and campers~ (Farquhar, ~ &
Wescott, 26-30). A rumor-panic then blaZed through the 1994 Jeep Satan revealed
Rock Crawlers' habit of blaming others for outback trash. It alleged that the event
might be cancelled in Mute years due to the destructive activities of outside groups
ruining the landscape. Stories further dairned that the government-and even the

town council of Moa~ had enough destruction of the landscape. The safari and
the local trails would be closed during Easter week in the future.
Many individuals expressed constemation towards mountain bikers, hikers,
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and the partying spring break college students who have thronged to Moab in recent
year.;. It was believed that these groups had perpetrated
for the trail closures.

Safari participants

saw

me destruction responsitHe

themselves as defender.; of tne

undefiled quality of the outback-against outsiders perceived as not caring.
A -keep it pristine" ideal is taken to serious levels to protect the Rock
Crawling belief system and the environment. At The Easter Jeep Safari littering is
not the only frowned-upon activity; porta-potties are taken along with each official
trail ride so individuals may fulfill the tenet "pack out what you pack inl"2lI
But trash is only one of several challenges to the outback's existence. A
greater d\allenge exists within the very existence of the trails them~ves. A trail's
survival heralds man's past-and continuing-forayS into the back country. For Rock
Crawler.;, this quandary poses a threat that is never fully articulated, but is certainly
felt This threat can be broken down into two component parts: (1) the existence of
the trail represents a threat

to the perceived "unspoiled" nature of the badl: country;

and (2) driving along the trail poses the potential threat of continuing the degradation
to these spaces. These problems not only create angst within the group, they spur
action.

This is because "when our meaningful places are threatened, we feel

threatened as well" (Ryden, 40). Although this action does not always take the form
of articulating the paradoxical nature of the existence of trails (and their travellers)
within the back

country, it certainly does give rise to self-justifying thought

processes.

:. For more concerning blK:k cotmtJy behavior tenets. sec chapler five.
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UNSPOILED OllTBACK AND THE EXISTENCE OF TRAILS

An obvious paradox exists. Hawv can land seem "untouched by humanity" or
~rarely seen"

and have a trail running through it at the same time? This issue, and

how Rock Crawlers deal with it, is a t'iddte that plagued me incessantly; after aU, I am
not only researching this community, I am also a member. I recognized an answer
to this conundrum within

a dichotomy built into narratives concerning back country

trips. This dichotomy enables drivers to pigeon-hoIe the topography into
defined zones that do

two l0oseiy

not seem to infringe upon each other (fig: 2.13).

The first zone is the traP and the land easily accessible to it. When speaking
about a given trail the common tendency is to assert that it looks as if it is a "very
remote place" likely to have had few folks traversing it recently (Matt Smith,
41411996). Obviously SUCh assertions COUld serve as boasts of pl'Cl'NeSS (ie: only my
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vehicle can gain access to this location); yet more is at stake here than personal
driving reputations. By professing that a trail is remote or rarefy travelted, drivers
declare that it has generally avoided regular intrusion by the masses. The less
travelled a trail seems to be, the more removed from the urban wor1d it seems.
An assumption tacitly exists that the trail takes one into the outback, but
somehow remains a separate entity from its surrounding topography. This is how
the outback can be described as pristine land. yet have a trail running through its
midst. Through this spatial separation, the trail and outback topography immediate
to it are divided from the surrounding landscape. The trail is. indeed, seen as part
of the back country-but onty if it is perceived as having limited contad with 4x4s and
people. A trail that is frequently or regular1y travelH!d is not always seen as part of

the outback. The Poison Spider Mesa trail flIustrates this point (fig: 2.3).
Poison Spider trail begins as a diversion from a paved road northwest of
Moab. The trail's first I'NO miles are merely dirt road, also accessible by 2..wheel
drive vehicles; consequently it is largely travelled and camped.

The easily

accessible nature of this section of the trait causes drivers to comment that 'we
aren't even on the trail yet' (QUinn Mortensen, 813011997). Afterwards the trait
suddenty becomes increasingly diftlcult, restricting access primarily to modified 4.
wheel drive rigs. Although the trail originates two miles back, the point where it
becomes drfficult is often referred to as the trail·head, or 'where the trail begins'
(Quinn Mortensen, 7nI1997). The restricted access to the rest of the trail renders
it more vatuable, more likety to be back country.
In narratives. lands extending out and away from trails have been referred to
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in ways that highlight their untrammeUed nature, such as: ·unseen by any human,"
"never before walked

upon: or even "God's own country" (comments during a 1993

Jeep Safari trail ride). These assertions reflect the second level or pigeon hole into

which the physical environment is placed. Topographies, that can be explored,
looked at (beautiful vistas), or hiked upon,

are described in ways that reveal the

basic tendency tor Rock Crawters to see them as undefiled. Despfte the fact that a
location may be within

a half-hour's walk of a trail, individuals are likely to see the

spot they have found as their own special place, a tract of land known only to them.

These places can be shared with close friends or kept as closely guarded secretsmuch like a fisherman's secret fishing hate.

My group of friends has a special camping location off a trail in American Fork

Canyon, just north of American Fori<, Utah (F map 1). We travel to this same spot
year in and year out. One weekend during the Summer of 1994 we went camping
and found another group in our spot Quinn gUided our group to find a
flJlther up the trail; but the weekend did

new location

not seem right. We lamented the absence

of the waterfall tnat we usually enjoyed. Others who joined the group later also
expressed anxiety at not having "our spot.' Some joked abOut going down and
kicking the 'interloping" campers off of a location that was CletJrly not theirs.
Ed Isaacson once stated that a group of drivers who had wrongly left a trail

went -out through the boonies"

(4/1611996). Although the rigs went no further than

a hundred yards, they had left the trail and entered his perceptiOn of this second
zone. Trash

or tire trackS found in SUCh locations are a supreme affront and are not
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likely to be forgotten. This is beCause they damage areas that should not be used.
and theU" presence reveals the regular usage of, and intrusion into, spaces pert;etVeci
as being escapes from the urban WOI'1d.

These perceptions ooncerninQ the Otherness of the land are not unlike those
presented in the Epic of Gilgamesh. 29 Purported to have been written in Sumeria
three hundred years prior to the birth of CMst, the epic details the struggles of
Gilgamesh, the ruler of a wealthy and powerful city. Despite his power and the
amenities it brought, he was not satisflea. Realizing that nlS anxiety was born of the
urban milieu itself, he ventured into the bush. There he met Enkidu, who was the
embodiment of that alternate zone. Living off the land and running with animals, his
pleasures were derived from ·more simple" means. Enkidu symboliled everything
that was antithetical to the city. Through his associations with Enkidu, Gilgarnesh
was able to escape the aspects of lXban life whtch he did not like. He also attalneo
a new harmony within his own psyche.
The outback acts as an EnIOdu for Rock Crawlers. Wlether driving on a trail
or hiking away from one, the solitude and sights of the outbadt are belleVtld to be
a rejuvenating force against the bureaucratic nattKe of urban life.
paradoxical nature of the outbeck existence

~

Yet the

its head again,

;:<> For a more in-depth discussion concerning the EpicolGiJgumesh and its
relation to views orthe land, see Yi-Fu Tuan's MOff (mel Nalure (34).
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PHYSICAL PROBLEMS WITH 4X. IN THE OtJTBACK

By this point, readers are probably asking themsefves: -But what about the
4x4s, are

Rode. Cra"Nlers not taking their machines into the back country to escape

the urban wor1d? Is this not like taking the proverbial monkey on your back?" Herein
lies the ultimate irony; machines are prized as the means for slipping
urban sphere. And their

tree from the

presence takes the urban world one step closer to the

outback one.
An 8Il5'Ner to this Quandary began to unfold while I taiked to Randy Robinson,
a fang-time Rock Crawler and vehicle modification guru. On June 6, 1997. I was
visiting his shop, Advanced Four-lM'JeeI Drive Systems, and the two of us had

become involved in a disoJssion conceming land use. For Rock Crawlers, the term
"land use" is employed when refening to problems-usually socio-politiCalassociated with accessing the outback. Randy lead the conversation and it was
easy to see that the topic had struck a chord because he was fon::eful, adamant. in
his assertions. The calm facade thai I was used to seeing in him vanished and he
became visually agitated as he spoke of the differing groups -all attemptirlg to

hedge-off the land for tIletr own agendas.'
Validating the Rock CrawIer's use of the outback, Randy then slipped into a
traditionally "Used description of4x4 utiliZation:
The d;stanees in" the desert are· 50 great. Some of the ~s you get
to see are 50 remote that you simply could not see them if you were
on foot or on a horse. You cbUldn't carry enough WIIter. There is no
way to see these places without. vehide. So if vehides are forbidden
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from these p6ac:es they simply will not be experienced by people.
(6119/1997)
Randy's assertion that rigs are CtUCiaI for accessing outback places is the crux of
many Rock CrawtefS' justification for taking theft' m.ad'line(s) into these spaces. Uke
Randy, many -enjoy... 4-whee1ing more to get to a point rather than the actual 4wheeling of it. I mean, I do enjoy the 4-W'heeIing, but I like getting to someplace
that's n!lT1OIe--where you don't get a lot of peopte-and then getting out and hiking,
looking around and stuff' (QUinn Mortensen, 4/21/1997).
The idea of using one's rig to access the outbaCk is pivotal. This point is
Ubiquitous to conversations regarding "land use: and even what types of trails
drivers enjoy. Discourse among Rock Crawters regularty focuses on the places their
rigs have helped them to access:
I like to go up to 06d mines and ghost towns... lt's better if it's really
good 4-_"9-"'" know-<:hllllong_. _
..._
don't frequent often. I guess-you know-it makes it that much more
interesting because not very "*"Y peop6e go out there. (Shannon
Shirk. 412111997)

The vehicles are a means for taking

Pf!OP'e to ~ away from the urban sphere.

Yet as is noted above, they are also a means for finding

chal~ing

diversions.

C>utbadt ptac:es are accessed for their diversionary benefits. They draw trail
ride participants out of their ordinary wot1d. Many focus on the visual aspects of
these places. However, the aesthetics of diversion are

not limited to panoramic

vistas. Shannon Shirk once noted that his favortte trail is the JlICkhammer. Running
through a dry, boulder-strewn, desert wash, this trail is not noted for its pleasurable
vistas. VVhen asked why he preferred this trail, Shannon's explanation

was rife with
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images of outback pIace$ as challengeS:
Well, its just one obstade after another, no space in between. It's
unforgiving. It's just-you knOw-it's only eight-tenths of a mile long.
And it takes you eight hoors to go over it. I'm serious! It's just killer.
And then you get to the end and you think you are done. and then
yoo-The cool thing about Jackhammer is you get up to it and you're
like, "Where's the trail?- Because it's just a rock mountain, basically.
And if you look real cIoM, you c.n see the tire marks where you're
suPlXlS8d to go. That's it. And then you get done, and you're up this
really hard. super Ioose-it's a looSe. rocky. dimb. But the rocks are
as big as yourtires-baSically. You get over that and you think you are
done; and then you're trying to look for the way out. Then you see
that you have to go up kind of a loOSe, rocky fin-. You have to go
straight up it. Then!t's a reilly oIJ-camber* thing...at the top. It scares
the crap out of)'CU. I hale that. man. If it wasn't for that JlICkhammer
would be just fine. (412111996)
like Shannon. Chris Stephens enjoys difficult aspects of trails because of "the
challenge...because it.. challenges the machine that I've built and then d\8l1enges
me" (7/21/1994).
Charlie Copsey, too, is always on the Iook-out for a trail that boasts heartstopping challenges. During a conversation in his shop, Just 4 Fun MotOfSportS,
Charlie told me about his first trip through the Surprise Canyon tlllil, in California
(7/2111994). He noted that upon its completion, his modified Chevy pick-up was

nearty destroyed. It had sustained heavy body demage, and the front suspension
had nearty been ripped from the frame. Despite the damage to his rig, he loved the
lrip. Arriving home, he immediately began to build up "8 rig that could do My trail
I wanted it to do.·
4x4s, lhen. are seen 8S vehicles (in both senses of the word) for accessjng
and enjoying the back country.

As such, they 8re essential to the outback
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experience. Regardless if one is like Quinn and Randy, who use their rigs to access
specific locations for other activities, ex whether a driver tends to be like Charlie,
Chris, and Shannon, who enjoy the outback primarily for the thrill associated with

traversing its extreme terTain. Either extreme depends upon the 4)(4 to gain access
to these diversionary locations. XI
In fact. trail ride participants routinefy engage in othef trail ride activities that
put them in touch with outback places. They are constantly in and out of their
vehicles; they jump out to look at this vista, or play in that stream, or to hike an
interesting foot·path. They enjoy the outdoor smells from within and without their
rigs.'!

In addition to these ventures, they routi"-y stop their rigs and get out to

watch or spot others as they drive. IJVhiIe on a six hour trail ride. at least three hours
are spent interacting with (and on) the landscape.
Duling a break on the Saft Creek C.n~ trail (F map 1), several children
spotted, and eventU8Iy caught, a liZard (612211996). Adutts tOOk the opportunity to

tead'l them about the animal's physdogy, eating habits, and environment People
crowded around as the children reached out to touch and pet the anifNI!. The
children set the lizard free before the group journeyed on.

The idea of taUlg machines into the outback to enjoy nature's bounties may
seem incongruous. R8ther than articulating this issue. Rock Crawlers adopt an

,W) It is common to hear comments about the qualities of a trail that focus on lhat
trail's difficulty and visUlI beauty;''The scenery is fantastic and there is plenty of
potential for new and interesting obstacles everywhere"' (Howell. 1997a. 51·8).

JI

For more concerning the "smeUscapes of sports," see: Bale, 142.
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elaborate set of rationalizations and behavior-modifying belief systems. These
measures ensure that ublizing vehides does not negate or damage the land and the
experiences it proffers. Such systems also ensure that operating machines in the
outback is never directly addressed as a threat to these places by the community.

The largest movement in this process to date is Tread Lightly!. It originated
as an organization centered upon propagating the idea of driving vehicles (including'
horses, mountain bikes, motorcycles etc.) in ways that least impact the environment
It. then, was a reaction against preservationist groups alleging that recreational land
users were ruining America's "wilderness areas· and "wild lands" (Southern Utah
Wilderness Association, http://www.suwa.orgIfaqpart4.htm. .oaasJ.• Tread Lightly!
is more of, I believe, a guideline to keep.. ,the areas
as possible To keep it

we go to as-you know-pristine

so that long term use won't change it"

(Quinn Mortensen.

4/2111996)

The precepts urged by the Tread Lightly! operation have been heartily
embraced by most serious off-roaders_ These rules not only help keep the land as
unaffected by 4x4 use as possible, but the adions it advises also help to maintain
the illusion of an undefiled back country. For. when trails are scarred with holes
created by truck tires, mud pits made by drivers careening through wet trails, or
foliage ruined by vehicles taken off trails. the dream of escaping from the normal
wor1d into an Other one does not ring true.

Tread Lightly! was organized as a means for changing individuals' thought
processes regarding back country locations. Its tenets not only advocate certain
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driving adjustments to protect the beauty of the land, it also encourages drivers to
consider the equipment they take into the wiktemess-even down 10 the type of

clothing they wear. Ar1 Ogden, Utah. t:wanch of the U.S. Forest SefYice initiated the
national movement in 1985. "They called this program Tread Ughttyl, exclamation
point induded in the name! like, "You better Treed lightlyl or pretty soon you Can't
Tread At All!" (Delong, 1996,29).
The OI'Q:8nization maintains a 'Neb site on the internet. A brief history included
at this site notes:

tt was conduded that a long term informative program was needed to
increase public: 8W8r8neSS, that apec::iel care of the land must be
exercised by l'tlCrUtion8Iis if [recreational activities) are to continue.
~ the TfNd UghtJy! program was developed. tt's based on
the same premise as 'smokey Bur' and Woodsy Owt' programs
where Smokey Beat'" and Woodsy Owt focus on fire and litter
respectivefy, Ttelld Lightlyf empheaizes tow impact principMs,
appbcable to all fotms of recreatior* activities.
(http://wWW.4x44u.comJpublk2ltreedlighttylf)
The crusade quiCkly gained support among aU fonns of land users, motorized and
non·motorized alike.

It grew rapidly, leaving the protective wing of the FOI8st

Service in 1990, becOming (with sponsot'Ship from approximatety 50 corporations)

a non·profit oorporation tNt preaches the responsible use of AmericI's

~ic and

private lands. The ~ does all this to preserve these places and the sports

oo:urrYlg on them (htIp:JIwww.4x44u.o::m/pubIk21trehttytJ). CurTentty, many off·
readers use the c:atd'l phrase"tre8d Iightty" without realizing the tenets they profess
are the result of an organized corporate venture. They only know th8t such beliefs
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mandate certain obtigatOOs and actions while enjoying outback lands. ~
Writer/off-roeder Jack Raudy notes that,

at the user level, TfNd Lightly!

teaches visitors how to reduce evidenCe of their presence on public
lands in all stages of a trip, from pIaInning through breaking camp. It

"""""- ...... .....-. _

..._

e:ame>W'llproc:tials.

fires, and sanitation. (21)
Furthering his discussion of ecological off·roading, he quotes Jim Baca. director of
the federal Bureau of Land M.nagement (81M) as commenting: "VISitors [to the
outback) who take a littte time to Ieam and practice 'leave No Trace' techniques will

go a long way toward ensuring that our unique natural treasures remain in good
condition" (21).JJ

Such practices have become so pervasive among most Rock Crawlers that
"treading lightty" is used

as a catch phrase indicating all the habits one should utilile

while driving in order to least imped: the land. This 'ea>friendIy" approac:h to driving
is seen as part of the current move for people to be more conscious of their
environment

·You

~

things as you 'M)lJ/(Ilike them done for you. And I try

to do that" (Quinn Mortensen, 4/21/1996). Most attempt to 'foIlow ecological 4-

wheeling principaes when -.ving the pevement It is, after all. the responsitMe thing
to do' (DeLong, 1996,31). For Rod!: Crawkefs. considering the health of the land

}! It is interesting 10 note that T,eoc/ Light(v! has just begun optraflons in
Australia. This is the only country outside of USA/Canada to embrace this movement.
Could the frontier mentality which exists in Australia, and parallels that of the American
WesL be a motivalion for this? AJthough I have not tested this hypothesis. IsU5pect that
it is valid.

}} Actually Leave No T,ace is a different program which teaches the same
outback behavior ~nerns as T,eod Lightly.'
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is a way to place the environment before themselves.
The O'UX of the TrNd LightJy! movement tW1ges upJn driving techniques. To
dlive in an appropriate manner. individuals must strictty avoid driving off the trail.
But it is more than this: '1 view it as

not only staying on a designated trail. but

avoiding damaging the existing trail' (Cumn Mortensen 4121/1997). This entails
avoiding muddy and rutted sections of trail Of" land, blasting over the terrain Of"
through livers, using excessive energy creating tire spin that results in damage to

the topography,

Of" hIIrming

the nora and fauna in any way.:lot An exceflent example

of the kind of dliving advice regularly given to neophytes is that:
There are times when going the slowest possible pace is absolutely
the beSt way to [dri.... off-road), such as when aawting through rock
or any other kind of really rugged terrain... The right way to tackle
heavy rocks is skMoIy, down in four--wtleel drive and low range with the
engine at idle or barely above. It lakes experience and careful
judgement to decide how large 8 rock you can straddte without
saaping a differential or skidplate. (Crow & Murray, 114-120)
Going slow and avoiding spinning one's tires while off-road are more than
mere words of wisdom, they become measuring standards by whid'l drivers are
evaluated. Drivers routinety state that slowness is a virtue. Yet although most
embrace this kOOW'ledge eagerly, others

.-e less sucx:essful (Basso, 1996, 73).

Thus, there are some th8t do not ciive in TfNd Lightly! approved ways. Such'bad
apples' are referred to as'reeI
4/411996).

necks: 'ya--hoos" and even ".ss holes" (Matt Smith,

These drivers-although a minority-cause pam to the group.

generates comments concerning driving haMs:

J.o

For Cunha discussion on this topic see chapter five.

This
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To some, it may sound very boring to travel a trail at a sedate pace.
True. there may be a distinct laCk of machoism experienced.
compared to blaSting across it. but there can be other, far bigger
rewards to going sIow'. Many traifs and obstacles are mUCh harder to
go across sIowfy than at speed. You'd prove tar more driver and
vehicle ability by dng up a steep hiI withoUt stirTilg l.C) dust or _ving
any trae::Ks than by going fast Hitting it fast and hard mainly reinforces
faith in laws of physic$; even a Greyhound bus can make it up most
hills, given enough speed, and reeching the top proves only that
momentum works where the vehde woukfn'l .. Try driving your next
trail without ever spinning a tire. tt wi! be a demonsb'ation of your skill,
judgement, and engineering if you can do it. (Nylund, 1Q6..8)

Sud'1 tenets are taken seriousty and breaches of theSe ruNts not onty generate anger
towards the offending individual(s) but can resutt in their expulsion from a trail ride
or a club.

That these ideals have beCOme so ingrained within the driving ethic that they
have become points of pride and competition. For instance, the supreme means for

showing off one's vehicle modifications and driving skill is to manoeuvre as sIowfy
as possible through tough trail obstade$. The less speed, momentum, and tire spin
one uses the better. On challenges like the Launching PM}, Ff8fJChie's Fin, and

Potato Salad Hill in Moeb, I have witnessed .....ncIes dimbing these extremefy steep
hills so slowly that observers, on foot, scamper up the hill past them. Such displays
elicit oohs and aahs of detight from the spectators gathered to watch as the rigs
attempt these dift'ioJties. Per'tom'8lces like these are sure to engender respect tor

the ability of the drivers and the engineering of their vehides.
Once again, it is not overtly articulated that a paradox exists within the most
basic aspect of the ROCk Crewltng belief canon surrounding back country usage; yet

behavior modifying trends such as TfNd Ughtly!-and the actions this movement
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fosters-are telling signs. They reveal an underlying realization that the intrusion of
4x4's into the outback represents a possible threat to the existence of these places.
The comprehension of this threat is powerful enough that some individuals do not
even purchase vehides built by companies that advertise their products driving offroad in non-Tread Lightly! mandated modes.
Many non-'wheeIers' perceptions of what four wheeling is come from
TV commen::ials-possibty the single worst offender, image-wise, we
have. and. ironicalty, paid for by the people who make four-wheel drive
vehicles. Fortunately, there are mechanisms in place-largely through
Tread lightly!-that are now beginning to bring these misguided
marketing techniques under control. (Nylund, 102)

THE IRONY OF 4X4ll IN THE OUTBACK

Dealing with the physical effects of vehides upon the landscape is only half
of the problem inVOlved with taking machines into the back country. One must ask
how the community uses their rigs in the back oountry without seeing such practices
as extreme irony. In other words, why do Rock Crawlers fail to see the apparently
obvious clash of using a madline to enjoy a natural environment? Not only do Rock
Crawlers endure the existence of their vehides in the outbaCk, they elevate the
usage and modrtication of these rigs to nearty religious status. Indeed, for many, the
creation and testing of thefr 4x4 is an Obsession that can become an end unto itsetf.
How does the community deal with this iconOClast?
The quest for new and better technology leads Rock Crawters into buildNlg
cydes that are never completed as long as they own a vehicle. Some rigs appearing
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on trails like the Rubicon, in the Sierra-Nevada Mountains (F map 1), are the
incredible result of over thirty years of building and rebuilding.

The Old timers

operating and building these rigs-like the younger drivers-constantly seek new
products to heighten trail pertonnance.

In this quest, the machines become

thoroughly reconfigured. Light weight and rust..tmpervious fiberglass body parts may
take the place of the original steel

ones. New axles may supplant the less bullet

proof'" ones that came from the facloIy. Traction aiding devices, called lockers* by
most off-roaders.

are installed in ole diffef8nti8..* to ensure that maximum traction

can be obtained while in -Ule wilds.·

In the quest for performance. locking

differentia.- have been created that are even activated via compressed air, other
new models are manipulated electronically. The utilization of technology does not
end there. Special 'Nelding equipment is inscalMtd under the hoods of many 4x4s so
that broken parts may be welded while

on the trail!

This alleviates the need for long

(and often impossible) hikes baCk into town tor parts.
Many rigs

are

now buitt using aircraft parts and equipment (Chip Brox,

4n/1996; Mar1c: Milner, 1/2211998). A recent rage has been the addition of portable

GPS* locating units to the rigs. These units, originally invented for aireraft, are
utilized to locate one's position (to within fifty feet) whHe deep within the outback.
These units-obtaining their information from orbiting satellites-provide reliable
information anywhere on earth. Such techno6ogy has proven invaluable to explorers
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venturing deep into the American and Mexican deserts. ~ Chip Brox commented on
the super·tech.noIogy that is currently finding its way to the rigs:
A lot of ~ break a lot of things. So when you go out and break
something. you don't just put it back together like it was. You try to
modify it-ff you will-to the point where the next time that you're on
that obstade, then that part 'NOn't break. The weakest link is the
problem tMt you have every time that you go out on a Jeep ride: and
a lot of people are doing modifications to their Jeep that are aircraftspec oriented now. You see lots of things from the aircraft. industryas far as being tough. I mean, who would have ever thought that you
could see a Jeep with tie-rod ends- on it that were manufactured in
an airpIene pIant!? You know, who wou6d have ever thought of theSe
new t,.Mfer cnes- that are so Iow-geared.. .those things are
amazing! (4nI1996)
Utilizing tectlnology goes farther than 4x4 constnJction; recently several Rock:
Crawlers' internet sites were brought on·line,Je This technological wonder gives
computer owners information on everything from vehide modification to driving tips
for trails world.oMde; these sites even offer dub membership and trail ride
registration

toems.

literally hundreds of scanned pictures detail: people's vehicles,

how to accomplish modifications, parts for sale, trail rides, and camp-outs that
groups have taken in back country locations.
All of this new teehnok)Qy serves only to more powerfully beg the question:
how can this utilization of technology square with the goal of enjoying the ·natural*
n During April or 1991, lhc: Hila bud Henna club in Iceland navigated their
vehicles over rugged glacier"'COvered topography and oceanscapes 10 the 7,(X)(I rool peak
or Vatnajokull Glacier, the world's largest ice mountain. Once !here, each of the 10
vehicles in the group were winched and driven 10 the top. The trip took over one week
and would have been impossible wilhout relying extensively upon GPS units ror
navigating the ice flows.
J6 One primary site is: <www.off-road.com!>.This wd> sile interconnects surfers
10 nearly all other sites. Land use sites arc also accessible from this 10000tion.
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aspects of the outbaCk? I have developed several hypotheSeS. Three oveniding

themes spring up when individuals refer to their vehicles as a means for escaping
into the outback: (1) vehicle as extension of self; (2) vehicle as animal; and (3)
vehicle as 'haff-way house.'

DisoJssion c:onc:eming these mindsets may

approximate answers to this challenging question.

tt is. hooNever, important to

realiZe that none of these -possibi'ities" is an end--aM in itseff.

Rathef". these

approaches shade into one another on individual and cultural levels that change

trom location to location and person to person.

Vehicle as Extension of self

Rock Crawters feel a clOse affinity to ther'" rigs. Highlighting this affinity is the
fact that the term rod< ctaWIer is utilized by the community to refer to themsefves as

a group (ie. We are Rock Ct'awters), to refer to individuafs within that group (ie.

She's a Rock Crawter'), Of to refer to their vehides (Ie. He's buin himseff a great rock
crawler). These emotional bonds run deeper than mere appreciation for machine
as transportation. This love is born from a feeling of 'oneness- that most drivers
expelience with their rigs when driving off-road.

I never realiZed the depth of this unity until a friend of mine commented on rt
while we prepared for. trail ride. Andy 881y had

CX)fn8

with me to the 1993 Moab

Easter Jeep Safari. Being a folklorist who was not a Rock Crawter, and knowing
nothing concerning the event, he proved to be

a

perfect observer.

He asked
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Questions about topics that I had glossed over entirely.

As we drove to the meeting place for the trail ride, I agitatedly remarked that
the hot desert air was making my Bronco's throttle response-or acceIerationsluggish.
SOllnd.

He commented: "You know, it's really interesting that you know 8vety

every ability, 8wty aspect of this truck. You know everything about it, don't

you?" At the time it seemed like

suc::tI an obvKIus point; "Yes I do know these things

about my rig, what's the big deal about that?" But the statement stuck in my mind.
It was a while before it dawned on me that not all automobile owners have such a
relationship with their vehicle; yet this type of connection is common for Rock
Crawlers. In fact,

most of my informants have alluded to, or forthrightly asserted, a

type of symbiotic relationShip with their truck(s). J7
Chris Stephens, a well known driver, attempted to articulate this relationship,
"I think you have to-you know-feel like you're part of the vehicle.' He continued:
I can usually tetl if I can make it up an obstade when I pull up to it at
the bottom. Like, it's just a feeling I have. If I feel like I'm part of the
Jeep that day-then I can do it...1 don't feel like I'm driving. I feel more
like I'm walking up the obStaeIe. like I look at it-and just the same
thing that you dO mentally to walk up it-n: feels the same in my vehicle.
Just like I'm out on my feet, you know, instead of actually driving
something. And I think-a lot of people, when they get to that point,
you know that makes them a good driver. (7/1994)M(figs: 2.14, 2.15)
The vehicle/driver unity Chris' attempts to desaibe is even felt by neophyte

Rock. Crawiers as they learn how to drive off-road. Jake Rex had been rock crawling
J7 Crow and Murray's OjJ-Rooder's Handbook provides an ilHieptb discussion
concerning the specifics of knowing one's vehicle (108-9).

JI One Jeep bearing the name ··Trail Walker.~ graphically displays the same
notions of driver/vehicle unity as have been discussed by Chris (Wickham. 68)
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FIG: 2.14 Chris Stephens edges onto Double Whammy, near Moab, Utah. (Courtesy Dan Wynkoop)

FIG: 2.15 Chris continues to~walk up" Double Whammy. (Courtesy Dan Wynkoop)
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f()( just over a year when he attempted to articulate the same dynamic:

I think one thing that makes a good driver is someone that can te+1
what his vehide's going to dcH10w it's going to react to the
tenain... Someone with some skill will be able to tell exactly wt1ere his
tires are at all times. so that he knows wNt his vehide is going to dO
and what it is he's got to get over-not just assuming and ending up
being in the wrong place at the wrong time and maybe causing
damage. (7/1996)
The idea of being

~merge(dr with

one's vehicle is so important that Rock

Crawlers routinely tell stories focusing on the disastrous outcome of people who
drive vehides they do

not 'know" over tough terrain (Hufford. 1992, 43). Individuals

in such lales are usually said to be greenhorns-such mistakes could never be
perpetrated by experienced drivers.
This 'dynamic fusion of... [mankind] and (machine]" may enable drivers to
over1ook the intrusion of vehfdes into the back country because they are not seen
as purely lechn060gical

tact. but an extension of the driver's psyche (27). As an

extension of the driver the vehicle ceases to be machine. Because technology is
utilized as an ~ of the hur'rwl psyche this dynamic could be seen as tending
to make humans seem more mechanical, more 1'T'IIlChine-ik. Yet the process is not
perceived as having this effed.. Instead, the rigs . . thouIittt d as more humarNike.

Perceiving 4x4s as an extension of the driver produces comments which are
asserted as if actions occurred to. or

were carried out by, the individu81 instead of

the vehicle. 'So I \N8nt there and just walked right up this thing' (Jim Broadbent,

41911996).

'f haven't even made it up Double WPI.mmy yet" (Chris Stephens.

7/21/1994). It is common to hear drivers make comments such as: "I broke my
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axle, ~ • f had to hop up a series of ledges, ~ ex 4/ couldn't make it up because I kept
breaking traction. ~ It is important to realize that no distinction between vehicle and

self is asserted with SUCh comments. Rather, an assumed unity is implied. Such
hannony coutd be the reason 'llIl'hy vehides are not seen as an overriding threat to
the back country.

Vehicle

as Animal

When one considers the historical milieu that has produced Westem

American cutture it is logical to see the step Rock CrawIef's have taken by eQuating
their 4x4s with horses.:It Horses were the instrument through which mythologized
cowboys gained their freedom to roam the great expenses of Western topography.
AcknoMedging this relationship, it has been stated that "without henes, there could

be no cowboys' (Slatta, 87).

The belief that horses afforded these men their

freedom from the constraints of an overbearing eastern society is still widely held,
despite much evidence to the contrary.oo This mobility is seen as having fostered
a cult of individuality among the c:owboys which is in many ways co-opted by Rock
Cra~.

Given this historY, it is no wonder that many individuals refer to their vehicfe
)0 Equaling vehicles wilh horses is not unique to Rock Crawlcn. Carolyn S.
Brown. in her study or tall tales, notes that Sergeant Bill Davidson recorded World War
II Gis replacing the horses in widely known tall tales wilh their more contcxtually
relcvant Jeeps (6-7).

.00

Sec: Beverly Slochjc's wPowcr and the Ritual Genres: American Rodeo."
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as if it were a horse. At the beginning of many trait rides it is customary tor trail

leaders call out. "load 'em up, move 'em our or "peck 'em up, move 'em out!" The
CONboy/pioneer image is unmistakable; and the alusion to rigs as being horses that

need to be packed and/or mounted is not hard to see.
4x4s are often referred to as: "workhorses," "packhorses," "4-whee!ed
steeds: and I have even heard "mounr used on trail rides. Mark Wel"kmeisl:er, an
avid Rock Crawtef and writer, provides further evidence by referring to people
getting out of their rigs as "everyone dismounted." He later uses the line, "if you're
saddled" in reference to being in one's 4x4 (1993, 62, 65). Furthering this idea,
storage bags that mount to the roll bars of Jeeps are celled "saddle bags." Many
drivers have pet names for their rigs which bear equestrian allusions; "Crazy Horse,"
"Knight-Mare: -Pack Mute,- "Little Mule" and "Lil' Pony" are several that I have
spotted in magazines or at

tra~

WIth these examples a

rides aver the years.

new significanoe emerges from the temI "trMd lightly.'

The play on words is unmistakable: to tread, as in walking (and galloping), or in
reference to the tread on one's tires. Such play hinges on the taciI: understanding
among Rock CrawIerS-in fact. most oIf-roeders-that a CD'Inection is made between
themselves, their4x4s, and the regular usage of horse imagery (fig: 2.16).
The significance to this discussion of

~ing animal

and 4x4 is that, once

again, the machine has been tlllnstonned. No longer is it technoklgical fad-a
product of the Ul'banWOf1cHt has been aftered into. !Wing entity. "is given animate

qualities that negate the destructive nature inherent to its reaijty as a technological

product. Further supporting this ideal is the fact that many drivers paint their rigs
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with

anima~nt

designs. Although fading in popularity in the late-nineties. animal

prints like CON. giraffe. zebra. and tiger were commonplace in the earty 90s.•' One

Jeep called 'Old Dog' had what

was

purported to be dog spots. And recently I

spotted a vehfde in Moab that sported a ca.bell dangling from its front axle.

Fig: 2.16 TheJeep·sfiUl'lladebas~and.Iike.horsewiTll.brokenle&.iT:_bcIMOUIo(ils
IIlIsay.1bisinqgefJgmW.W.Dpl')'5...;m_CIClII8IIigqO(horsemdJecpmdMs~OIlRtd:C"""·

I-stuns. (BiDM.Wdin. UpFroM. C1e¥dmd;WorIdI'\lbtisbineCo" 19.,.)

During a 1994 Moab E.5terJeep S.faritrail ride, our group encountered an
extremely difficult trail section. Bec:ci and I navigated our Bronco up the series of
broken stone ledges and then got out and ran beck to watd1 other drivers make their
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For more on animal print paint schemes see chapter three.
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attempts. Several rigs made it to the top with extreme difficulty. Finally, a rickety
looking Jeep CJ-5 was next in line. Miraculously, the vehicle slowly, but surely.
scratched its way up and over the ledges without hardly spinning a tire. As the tired
looking Jeep lumbered past us, we gave the driver "thumbs-up" signalS for a job well
done. He smiled, leaned out of the Jeep (its top and doors were off) with his left arm
and gave the side of the rig a series of gentle and reassuring pats on its "ftank," just
in front 01 the rear tire. Then he said something to the effect "She's old, but she'll
do anything!"

Vehicle As Half-Way House

The idea that 4x4s represent half·way houses between the city and the
outback is also observable. This realization came to me while reading Leo Marx's
"Pastoralism in America."

Marx refers to the Gilgamesh epic and asserts that

Enkidu's hut had become a "cultural half·way house" (43). He daims the hut acted
as a vehicle through which man was able to commune in a "two directional"
relationship with nature (43). Essentially, the edifice aded as a mediator, becoming
a means for introducing and bonding the two diametrically opposed worlds-urban
and back country-as represented by Gilgamesh and Enkidu.
Thoreau's small hut in Concord, Massachusetts, futfilled the same dynamic.
And like Thoreau's hut near the shores of Walden Pond, Rock Crawlers' vehiCles

provide a means for" individuals to venture into the wilderness without wholly giving
themselves up to its ravages. The naturalist's hut provided him with shelter and the
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basic amenities of 'civilize<r life, and so does the rock Cl"aWier. From its safety,
individuals can journey far -deeper tnto the outbaCk than poossitM on foot" (Randy

Robinson, 6/19/1997). "x"s enable trail ride participents to enjoy nature far from the
urban wor1d or the crowds typical of most parks. Drivers are also provided with
shelter from inclement 'lIIl'88ther.
Of course this protection can vary; like mysetf, many drivers

own

Jeeps,

Broncos, Blazers, Samurais, etc, and prefer driving them off-road wlth the top
(and/or doors) off. ToPess openness makes participants feel more united with their
surroundings. yet otherS, like Dan Wynkoop, owner of Mountain

west Off-Roed

Supply Inc., enjoy the relaxation of their journeys from within a plush, dimatecontrolled, stereophonically flawless, cabin.
One of Oan's favorite moves on hot, dusty, trails has been to pull up beside
drivers with open-air rigs, casually roll down the window on his Cherokee or
Wrangler, and between sips from a c:oof Diet Coke C3'1 that rests in a dash-mounted

holder, he smles and asks; 'how things are going?' (It is important to note that as
he does this he makes a disPaY of kloking at the dust swirling around the person he
is addressing.) It was twa for me to resist IaugtW1g at his understated rib as I stood
in the mtdst of swWting fine--grain red dust th8t is common to the southern Utah
desert After the exchange, Dan spins his window back up, salutes the person he
is addressing with his ooI8-be8ring hand, and ambles down the tlail in his dean, air
conditioned, environment. I must admit that I have occnionally been envious.
One afternoon several drivers visiting Mountain West Off-Rolfd Supply
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mentioned Dan's "love of refinement while on the trail" (811997). VoIhiIe they noted

that they prefer to enjoy traits from the open air, they also assented: "Sometimes it

is nice to have the plush comfort that Dan always has on the trail." They continued,
discussing the dust, \Mrd, and changing weather that can sometimes make an openair rig uncomfortable
No matter what drivers oon&ider"comfort" oMliIe driving traNs. vehicles are

not

seen as destructive intrusions into the wilderness (unless a driver fails to tread
lightly). Rathel", they are felt to be a form of mid-point or mediator from which the
back country can be erfoyed. INhen Glenn Wakefiekt

was asked if he saw an irony

in using his heavity modified Samurai-a mach~ enjoy the outback worid, he
answered:
I think rigs are bui"... to make sure you can get there... and back.
"Taking theWOf1d" in my book is the peope who bring their trailer and

motorhomes to these wilderness areas. How can you get a feel for
your surroundings if your ass is planted in front of a t.v. half the day?
The best built machines have very little "technology" in them and lots
01 good oId-fashkJned simp6e engineering. (1/2311997)

For Glenn, outback enjoyment is enhanced with "just enough" (just enough is subject
to widely varying opinions) tec:hnobgy to make the bip better, but

not enough to

detrad him from his surroundings (1/23/1997). Note that Glenn does not see his rig
as technological fact.

Rather. he desaibes it as the product of • simple-if not

antiquated-hare-bones building process.
Since Rock CrawMtr's do

not talk about the contradiction of using products

from the urban world to escape its grasp, I have had to ask others the same
question that I asked Glenn. VICtor MokIer responded:
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yeti, that has occuned to me. I agree that it is a bit of a... paradox; but
it is-I don't knew-I don't know haN to explain the paradox. It-ah-it's
definite+y there though. I don't know-I don't give it a who6e lot of
thought anymore. I stopped thinking about that one... lt's sort-of like
going skiing, but when you go skiing you end up on a man-made chairlift anyway. So. I would say, it's much the same as that...Still, a lot of
thought. and-It's a different type of driving in any case. And I think,
more than anything, it's the Challenge of trying to devetop the skills
necessary to get over whatever obstacle is in your way. (1/21/1997)
The question took Vietor by surprise and he was forced to work through the irony
while I listened. Interestingly, many-like VICtor and Glenn-resort to the idea of only
using enough technology to successfully negotiate the traits.
HaN much technolOgy is 4just enough" varies wJdety. For instance, VICtor's
fig is conservatively constructed. while Glenn's rig would be considered heavily
mOdified by even the most hard-core Rock Crawters. G6enn comments: -rechnology

guarantees my survival I guess. You watCh a movie like Jeremiah Johnson and see
haN it is to travel the same temlin wffi10ut technology. I want to be there... But I don't
want to die for it" (1/2311997). In this sense the rigs are seen as providing a means
of respite from the WOfking WOf1d, while otrering comfort and safety from the harsher
elements of the wilderness.
Essentially, for many drivers, it gets back to Randy Robinson's comment that
vehicles are the only way that the outback can be fully accessed (6119/1997). The
vehicles utilize technology in the way that the bl..Iider betieves is necessary to access
the areas he or she wants to visit. "I think that the main thing that you need to try
to do is get it so-first and above atl-{your]. ..vehicle is reliable. You dOn't have to
worry about problems with your vehicle 4 (Quinn Mortensen. 4/21/1996).

Some

drivers accomplish this with a "bare-bones" 4x4. Others use rigs that are fully
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modified for comfort or reliability. Many contemporary vehicles even have special
hot water heaters under their hoods that can tum cold stream water into a hOt
shower. like a wilderness vacation cabin, vehicles become a way of escaping the
urban world without giving oneseff over wholly to a ·primitive situation.·

CONCLUSION

For non-ROCk Crawlers the outbaCk may
landscape in which it exists.

seem

undifferentiated from the

Yet. for in-group members. these locations are

important places, resounding with culturally specific meaning. The "crux in (such)
matters of place is the role of perception" (Casey, 17). These different perceptions,
then. are aJlturalty acquired and transmitted. Outback locations are physically and
socially separated from their surrounding environs through usage, and the names
that accrue through interaction.
Rock Crawlers' view of the outback, "arises out of a resuess(ness or]
dissatisfaction" with the urban milieu; the outback acts as a temporary "altemative"
(Narvaez, 244). This perception is fraught with contlicting ideals. For instance. the

existence of the trails bespeaks continuing ventures into the outbaCk. In fact, many
trails see heavy usage. As such, they are not the pristine areas they are imagined
to be. Furthermore. using and enjoying machinery to access and experience these
places also seems paradoxical.
Contlict within a movement, however, does not negate the vitality or beliefs
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of that movement. Q

In fact, it has been noted that "Americans have always

celebrated both the wilderness and the pioneer's conquest of it" (West, 283, italics
added).

By lOOking at the tensions born from conflicts within a world view.

researchers can leam what is valued by that culture. Such revelations come by
contrasting lhe conflicting belief systems and studying choices made in efforts to
protect the entire belief structure as a unit.
For Rock Crawlers. this process reveals the importance of the outback as a
place bounded for escape or diversion from the pressures of the wor1<-a-day world.
This land aesthetic focuses upon the back country environment as Other. ROCk
Crawlers value such alternative ptaces according to two criteria: "awesome
challenges' and "stunning surrounding[s)" (Quinnell. 1997b, 50).

The need to

perpetuate this aesthetic affects the ways Rock Crawlers (indiW:luals and
collectively) act within the outbaek's bOundaries and relate to their vehicleS. For
instance, vehicles are viewed in ways that negate them as a technological fact
Tread Lightly! and other behavior modification strateges help to maintain the illusion

of a pristine environment while driving individual traits; they also protect these places
for future generations.
Chapter three takes the discussion in a new direction. Where the first two
chapters have focused

primarny upon metaphors conoeming the landscape, chapter

.~ Discussing the clastUng ideals of the industrial revolution, Eugene W. Metcalf

writes: ,.As fervently as Americans welcomed the unprecedented increase of new
consumer goods, they were also uneasy with the technology that manufactured them.
Fear of dehumanization and standardization was Jml of the general reaction to the
machines_ The fear was often voiced that man himself was becoming little more than a
machine-a "robof' to use a word that appeared at this time" (204).
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three examines how

~

and experient:iaI pen::eptions of the back country's

environment provide the impetus for vehicle mc::dif'IaItion. Thus. these perceptions
have a direct a1fect upon vehicle morphology. The fonns of theSe creations. then.
stand as a rhetorical dialogue with the landscape. As such, they can be read like
texts, furthering this expbration of the relationship between Rock Crawlers and their
environment

SECTION 2

THE VEHICLES:
TRAVERSING THE LAND

The modifications that we've seen over the years to the vehides, both from a
cosmetic standpoint and from a mechanical standpoint, [are] absolutely amazing!
You see things that you would think would be impossible for people to do to their
4-wheel drive vehides, to come to the red rock country of south-east Utah and
climb rocks at three miles an hour. It's amazing, absolutely amazing!
-Chip Brox, /nterview4ll/1996

How a group appropriates an artifact and attaches a cultural value to it beoomes
as revealing as the design of the artifact.
-Gerald L Poous, A Pfaos to Belong: Community Oraer and Everyday Spacs in Galven,
Newfoundland.

A Jeep chrobs the UQn 's Back near Moab, Utah. (Courtesy Jim Broadbent)

3
OUTBACK TERRAIN AND VEHICLE FORM
Creation entails use. lONsafcomposilioniilrJdc:onleJCl~in""~aa.sol1le
oo,eais flO( oBy Wi corllert oontut 15 in aqea. Mis notmR:l putety; lis. rec:on:l dthlll1WMi.,
theWOf1d,ablendinqofwilliilrJdnatunl. (HenryGlliSlie.'991.25~l

The secrellO suc:onsfuI four-'llll'heeling is matdW'lg Ihe 41(4 10 the tnIil
(Bnan C. Brenr'Ia'I. 38)

At this point I will -shift. gears" to contemplate the affect landscape has upon
rock crawling material culture. Although the community c:etebrat:es and expresses
itself through artifacts in myriad ways (I-shirts. plaques. calendars, trail joumaJs,

etc... ), my tccus here is upon the vehides.

They are, after all, central to the

community world view and are, like festivals such as the Red Rock 4-lo'Vheelers'

Moab Easter Jeep satan, products of attitudeS conc::erning the outback. These
4x4S. which

were originally mass produced. are reconstructed to confonn to the

values of the community using them. As such, rock crawting vehides can be read
as texts which articulate these values (Glassie; 1991, 263; Pye. 1968, 33),1 This

; Bernard L. Herman notes; "The use of objects as tcw...(isl a central tenet in
vernacular architecture and macerial culture studies. (and) recognizes the communicative
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chapter reviews two means of interpreting the outback, and the affect they have

upon vehicle construction. (1) Ontic impressions, simply stated, are understandings
conceming the realities of the landscape. These arise via direct and/or intimate
contact with the landscape. (2) Ad hoc perceptions

concern

the qualities socially

imparted to the land. 2 Each means of conceptualiZing topography has its own affect
upon rock crawler (re)c:onstruetion. Since 4x4s are built to perform within a specific
physical milieu. their constnJction becomes a marker for the values and ideologies
of those owning and building them. 3
The discussion of ontic landscape perceptions focuses on the realities of the
harsh driving milieus into which Rock Crawters venture. and hOw the ruggedness of
Ihe terrain elicits a force upon drivers to modify their rigs (Hufford, 1990, 42). A
discussion with R.D. Sear1e condudes the examination of antic perceptions. R.D.'s
delineation of the features he W"Ould include on

a Jeep 10 make it competent for the

trails he freQuents provides an interesting case study for the interactive rawtionship
between drivers and the outback.

Following R.O.'s comments, is a discussion

pertaining to ad hoc environmental perceptions, and their affect upon vehicle form.
This explores the impact that psyehological perceptions of outback space have upon
vehide form. To examine this dynamic, I use the metaphor of a loud conversation

nature of anifacts" (1995, 225t
- For more on ontic and ad hoc perceptions of the physical environment. see;
Lightfoot's "Regional Folldoristics."
, For a cOllCise description of how inlimate knowledge ofan environment is
revealed through the morphology of objects built to perform lhere, see: Mary Hufford,
"'One Reason God Made Trees': The Fonn and Ecology of the Barnegat Bay SneakbolC.~
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10 represent the immensity of the outback

spaces. To be an equal or dominant voice

in such 'conversations" requires specffic modffications to one's rig.
Before cntic and ad hoc perceptions d the environment can be investigated.
a brief discussion of netweM1ting and its pIaoe in the building dynamic must occur.
Rock Cr3'N\ef$ live ., Weslern American states. consequently

new vehicle building

ideas not only move through time, but also aaoss great distances.

Many

modifications are invented specifically for one topographic milieu but are quickly
adopted for topographicalty dissimilar outback lOCations. The process by which
knowledge of these moclifications travels from one location to another, and is
deemed 'important" or irrelevant in each new location, reveals much about the
communities involved.

THE IMPACT OF LOCAL AND REGIONAL NETWORKS

Before a cisaJssion of vehides as reactions to the terrain can be undertaken,

it is necessary to ~ the nature of rock crawling informational networks. This
is important because Rock

~ k e other

folk groups-are not a homogeneous

or isolated coml'l'1Ul'lily. They travel widety, and reed printed material from magazines
and the internet. Individuals take these ideas wherever they roam. Information from
popular sources, and from people met at events like the Moab Easter JHp safari
and the Sierra Trek (among others), finds its way into vehicular construction (F map
1). Such infomlational transfer is ubiquitous to the rock crawling milieu. In fad it is
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an accepted part of the 4)(4 builjj.up process But applying ideas from one locale to
another is contingent upon the applicability of these modifications to one's regional
topography. If modifications seem superfluous to a builder's locale, they are not
employed.
Although delineating the parameteno of this study is straight-fotwan::I,
describing my informant body is less so, and necessitates a cursory discussion of
socialization dynamics wrthin western rock crawling communities.

Informatiol'l

presented in the following pages comes primarily from my interaction with Rock
Crawlers in the Lone Peak+-~dub in Utah Valley, Utah (fig: 1.1). However,
this is by no means the fuJI extent of my information base.
communities-like other fofk groups-are

For, rock crawling

not homogeneous Of insular.

Discussing house construction in Calvert, Newfoundland, Gerald Pocius
observes:

~Any

researcher investigating regional architectural traditions in North

America would be hard pressed to find forms untouched by international 'styles,'
recent technological developments, «a pattern book «two" (1991, 198). Calvert
residents are by no means unique in their ability to blend diverging and (seemingly)
conflicting styles into a synchronous whole. Rock Crawters 11ft ideas from magazines
in a process not unlike Pocius' house builders' utilization of pattern books; wtlere
Calvert residents synthesize "international" buildtng developments they see while
travelling abroad, Rock Crawlers incorporate regional patterns they witness while
attending events in locations near and tar from home.
Rock Crawlers are extremely mobile:
We often drive several hours and/or hundreds of miles to participate
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in various events... The highlight of a year's worth of adventures is. of
course, the backcountry trips. where only a high-dearance 4X4 will
take you (v;e Tread lightly!)-anything to get away from the masses
(tourists). (Enemaerke. 10).
This individual and his friends are not anomalies. Texans think little of travelling to
Utah to kdo~ trails. Utah Valley Rock Crawters Chris Stephens and Charlie Copsey
(among others) often load their rigs onto trailers and head to the Baja Peninsula for
a weekend with friends from southern Califorr'lia.· Drivers from Colorado, like VICtor
Mokler, travel to South Dakota for the Dakota Chaflenge (F map 1).
During the 1996 Easter Jeep Safari. in Moab. Utah, I co-drove with Quinn
Mortensen on the secret Spire trail. One of the rigs on that ride had been driven
from Maryland to attend. Sfrnijar travels are frequently undertaken. Thus the nature
of the problem is reiterated: this is not merely a discussion of localized, insular
creativity, there is significant transfer of vehicie alteration ideas from one location to
another through inter-personal interaction.

These folks are from diverse

communities spread all over the Western United States (and farther)

If new

modifications are found to be valuable for traversing a specific terrain-regardless
of their source-news of their worth spreads.
like home renovators or re-builders, vehide builders are construction
innovators that foIkMt-set(sl of models" (Michael Owen Jones, 1980, 339). In hOme
construction, these models are gleaned from any source possible. including:
Evidence of such mobility is seen in the numbers ofCalifomian members of the
Red Rock .J-Wheelel's. a club located in Moab, Utah. These individuals are not members
there due to a lack of club affiliations in California. but due to their extensive interaction
with the club in Moab. Likewise, some of my infonnants in Utah Valley-like Chris
Stephens and Charlie Copsey-are members of, or associate with., Califomian clubs.
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how-to books, magazines, friends and acquaintances with some
experience relevant to the particular problem, suppliers (especially
knowtedgeabte people in harttware stores, lumber yards, and plumbing
and electrical stores), contractors and designers whO are hired to
assist or who are asked for estimates and then pumped for
information, other houses, tradesmen (observed at work and
questioned). (339)
The above list is extensive, and shows the ~ and diversity of sources available
to vernacular home builders. The networking process is no ress involved for those
reconstructing their rock aawler(s). 4x4 builders seek information or advise through
friends, local mechanics, specialty shops and outlets, magazines, books, and people
on trail rides; these networks also include internet web sites set-up for people
building their rigs to share information. 5 At these sites people obtain data about
modifications, directions for the building process of specffic vehides, and photos of
the finished products.
It is surprising how small the world gets with this type of technology. While
searching Rock Crawler intemet sites from my computer in St. John's,
Newfoundland, I came across photos and information conceming vehicles owned by
Shannon Shirk and several of my other informants in Utah, Imagine my surprise
when I ao::essed vintage Bronco infonnation only to see a photo of Shannon on the

Steel Bender trail, in Moab, Utah. And I was in the photo! Given the benefits of
such networking, it is logical to assume that "behavior in [the mOdification] context
is influenced by print, by oral communication, and by objects and activities that are

Myriad sites exist. some are: <wwwAx44u.comipublk2!am4x44w'4x4.hnnl>.
<www.4X4NOW,com, www.off-roadcomJ>.and<www.jeepunpaved.coml>. Each of
these sites links web surfers to a host of other locations with photos and information.
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observed" (Michael Owen Jones, 1980. 339-40).
A Utah Valley Rock Crawler's Samurai modificatjons exemplify the diverse
ways these informational networks function.

This individual was determined to

create a traikJnly 4x4 capable of performing to peak c:apadty in nearly any situation.
While the rig was at Totalfy Tubular, a local otf-road oriented shop, having its
suspension modified, the owner leamed of a mOdification that prevents front-end
hop. This problem is that a Samurai's front tires hop and bounce off the ground as
the rig scales extreme indines. While at an off-road event, this individual had heard
of a procedure that involves moving the shackles on the front springs from the front
of each spring to their rear (fig. 3.1).
This modification is complex, requiring cutting and welding of the factory
spring mounts:
The shackle sitting under the front bumper must be moved to the rearfacing end of the spring. Inversety, the spring mount straight down
from the ~Ir must go to the front and will be welded to the frame
hom. This moves the pivot point to the rear of the front spring, hence
the term shackle reversal. (Pietschmann,4s.6)
He subsequently saw a magazine article detailing a Samurai with this modificatton;
this furthered his interest.
He came to Mountain West Off-Road Supply to leam if this was a reliable or

efficacious modification. I told him that I had seen many such conversions performed
on Samurais and Jeeps and that the

new shackle location provides a different angle

for spring movement that not only stops front~nd hop, but also makes steering
slightly more responsive. Excited by this news, this individual went to Totally
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F'IC:J.I

Shac~~mD\Ie1hl:&IIackIe&omIhe&oolaf1hl:fiontspringlOitsrar.

Tubular to work out the plans for the "shackle reversal" on his vehicle.

Prior to undertaking the rnodific::aOcw1 on his rig, this individual had used three
differing information sources from networks to glean useful infonnation about the
reconstruction of his front suspension: (1) He ta"ed to peope that he met whtIe at
an off-road event, (2) he looked in magazines, and (3) he asked people at a local
specialty shop what they had heard about this modification. Once his vehicle was
completed, he tested the

new modification and found it so much to his liking that he

advised other Samurai owners to do

the~.

He then became an integral part of

the networking web, disseminating the information about this modification himself.
This example is important to the foIowing discussion because it is by no
means atypical. Innovabons such as this are learned and spread at every trail ride,
and through most magazines dedicated to rock aawhng. In fact, such information
diffusion is one of the reasons people attend trail rides, or read magazines for that
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matter. These interactive matIixes help individuals share similar tastes, aesthetk:s,
and mechanical approaches to spedfie probk!ms presented by the terrain. Rock
Crawlers from Texas, California. New Mexico and other states espouse similar ideas
concerning the land, and how it reUItes to them and their culture. Each of these

locations has sub-groups that dilg to their own ideas-ideas they share with fliends
in Wyoming or ~ W'hereYer they

travet.

This interadion makes it difficult to assert that I am concerned with purely
localized modification strategies.

They are. in all reamy. not onty culJed from

individuals in the Lone Peak 4-V\ofJeelers of the Utah Valley area but also from
multiple others. What makes these "borrowed" ideas regionally specific is that
builders only'borrow" the modifications they feel

wi. fit into their topOgraphic context.

If a modification seems relevant. it wiN be added; if deemed superlluous. then it is
avoided. (Sometimes ideas are tried and then changed when found to not won;).
Such choices arise from knowledge and perceptions regarding the terrain.

ROCK CRAWLER MODIFICATIONS AS INTERPRETATIONS
OF THE "EXPERIENCED" TERRAIN
Although rc:dt crawling is
it has taken on a form of its

not relegated solely to the Western United States,

own thete.

Scores of tec:hnicalty advanced .-ld visually

exciting vehicles are inevitably under construdion in communities boasting
significant numben of Rock Crawters.

And the outbaCk terrain these builders
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regularly explore affects their vehiCle constructing traditions (Prown, 1&82. 6_7).e
Thus landscape becomes an issue fof vehicular morphology beCause "style
comprises... pIace" (Getbrand. 59). The importance of the outback landscape to rock
crawler design is crucial to this discussion because no material expression of the
Rock Crawling community more obviously interprets these spaces than their rigs
(Glassie. 1975, 122; Pye, 1964.46-53)
The similarity of 4x4s clustering in differing regions speaks loudly about the
values and needs of the groups from which they spring,7 It has been asserted that
-regional folklore exists in

a region

a reflexive relationShip with a particular geographic area:

shapes folklore, and folklore helps shape a region" (Lightfoot, 185). Using

this basic assumption, it is not difficult to describe the ROCky Mountain/desert areas
in the American West as a rod<. crawling cultural region comprising interdependent
localized groups.
Concerning perceptions of regional distinctions. Yi-Fu Tuan divides regional
space into two criteria:

Countries have their factuIIl and their mythlCIII geographies. It is not
always easy to tell them apart, nor even to say which is more
important, because the way people act depends on their
comprehension of reality, and that comprehension, since it can never
be comP'ete. is necessarily imbued wfth mythS. (1977,98, emphasis
added)
. By \\"aY of comparison. my limited studies ufeast coast Rock Cr-awling reveals
that these groups tend to produce vehicles with less elaborate suspension and aesthetic
modifications. When modifications similar 10 western rigs are found. they are onen the
result of differing terrain-related goals.
This distribution and clustering of vehicle types in differing topographic spaces
also appears to suppon Gerbrand's hypothesis (59).
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The sense of region exists in the minds of those who interact with it in two distinct
forms:

antic and ad hoc

(lightfoot, 186). Ontic regions

are defined

by natural

phenomena, such as riverS, mountain ranges, and other geographic occurrences.
This coordinates with Tuan's "factual' geography, Ad hoc, like Tuan's mythical
geography, is a sociological delineation, defined by its existence within the minds of
those living in that region.· "These geographical, social, and cuhural facts combine
to manifest what human ecologists call a 'socionatural system'" (Hufford: 1990,42). t
Individuats living in such socionaturaI webs

are "bound together" and set apart

by the "intimate kl"lOW4edge they have of the environment and its WOf1l:ings" (42).
And, of more importance to the present discussion, this bipartite understanding of

space is "fused into a meaningful whole" through the "organization" of materials
which culminates in objects like rock CI'iIWIeB: (Upton, 1991, 158·9).

REALITIES OF THE TRAIL

The 4x4s. called "rock crawlers" by their builders/users, stand as
intetpretations of the physical environment. ae:tng as information catalogues, storing
knowledge and experience gained and shared cnmmunalty or by individual
innovators. They require intimate Itnow'edge of the western American mountain and

Echoing the notions that region is a set of mythical and factual perceptions.
George W. Pierson observes thll regions are comprised of ..heart and mind"( 12).
Edwin Layton argues that objects are imbued with "all kinds of implicit
assumptions about man. nature. and society- (173-81).
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desert topographies. '0 Ed Isaacson states that nearly all the modifications on his
Jeep resulted from knOwtedge gained through off·road experiences. In other words,
obstacles on a given trail or in
weaknesses Of a rig.
complete others.

a

specific environment point out the strengths

or

One trail may necessitate modifications unnecessary to

Knowing how to interpret the landscape and build one's 4x4

appropriately is an important talent.

This "envifOf"lmental literacy" provides the

impetus for new modifications (Ryden, 72).

Even choices such as using an

automatic or manual transmission can be affected:
You can hold on a steep incline with an automatic transmission.. You
can hold yourself on fll], and WOfk the vehicle back and forth. Kind of
crab it up on some of the steep stuff better with an automatic than with
a manual. There's disad....antages to the automatic, but that's one
reason why they are being used. (Jim Broadbent, 4/9/1996)

Changes 10 the vehicles, in fact the 4x4s themselves, can be seen as indexes
of ontic landscape perceptions. In this sense, the vehicles can be read as texts thai
·serve as portals of entry" (Hufford; 1990,42)'1 through which the community may

be studied and understood because they reveal the groups' "experiential kllO'Nledge
of place" (Ryden, 73).12 For Instance, the form of Victor Molder's Jeep becomes a

Ryden notes that "the specific roms that artifacts take on demonstrate their
makers' detailed knowledge of the qualities and demands of their environment: they
tailor...anifacts carefully to confonn and adapt to the physical conditions imposed by
their surroundings" (73). Richard MacKinnon notes that locations and foems of
Newfoundland homes in the COOroy valley are changed as a result of knowledge growing
from experiences concerning local environment (wind) (35-6).
:: For more on material culture as poltal ofenuy. see: Ames. 1980; Ames, 1986.
,: Suzi Jones argues that folkloric texts are changed 10 reflect a folk group's
adaptations to specific regional environments. Although she uses this argument to
conclude that regionali:ation-and its accompanying boundaries-are the group's
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commentary on a few specffic outback locations:

Almost all the modifications I've done to my Jeep were spurred by
experiences on the trail. I added the . . .pension 1m- to avoid
bottoming out· and gain wheet traver. No particular instance
[spurred these modifications]. I can remember one particular trip up
a loCal trail near Fort Collins when I was in college. There was a hill
with a bln::h dl'lOleS all thewwy up. I tried and tried. but I couldn't get
up. I kept falling into one or another holes and one of the...n.l~
opposite comers-would come off the ground and forward progress
would stop. That spurred me to instal awayber diaconnec:ts·. longer
stainless steel brake lines, and an ARB "Air locker" in the rear axJe.
(51211997)13
Victor continues by detailing his first trip to Holy Cross City (F map 1), an
extremely rugged trail. His troubles on the jagged rocks there-like the rocks ripping
his shocks off-initiated a host of suspension-re£ated modifications. 1~ Additionally.
between the attitude and the steep and off-camber nature of lhe trail,
I had proOlems with the stock c:arb[urelorj. Hence, the [Midrtion of) the
Weber carbo The section of trail above the city on Holy Cross was
also the point at which I started thinking about how to get lower
gearing. Coming down a nasty rock filII I had a hard time going slow
enough 10 avoid bex.mong, with the stock T-5 [transmission]:
(51111'997) (fig, 3.2)
He later replaced the stock "tranny" with one providing much lower gearing.

VICtOr a:ndudes the narrative: "I wouk:I say that my first trip to Holy Cross City
was a real eye opener for me" (511111997). n was a defining moment that revealed

response to pl~, her discussion of folldore: as a response 10 environment is imponant
for understanding a community's material replies to their environment (105·120)
., Corroborating Victor's comments, Alfreda Vaughn notes: "The type of
accessories [Rock Crawlers) tend to buy depends on the Wll)' they actually use their
vehicles and...the region in which they live and the terrain in thai area" (18).
. : "Made and used by people. artifacts relate 10 human values, needs, and
concc:ms... They reflect the spirit of the age, the beliefs ofa society, or a subgroup. or lhe
experiences ofan individuaJ'" (Michael Owen Jones, 1993, 182·95).
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the alterations that a

ftedg~ng

han:k:c:lre driver needed to make to enable his 4x4 to

master the temlin he was growing to enjoy (table: 3.3). He attests to the fact that
'use becoo1es aeation- when he notes that the Jeep's major modifications came as
a result of this interaction wrth a speQfic back country space (GIassie; 1991. 264).
Jeep vehides predominate among Rock Crawlers, but there is no single
automobile make or rnodr&I u'5ed for rock crawling. 15

Therefore the range of

differentiation appears wide when first viewing the speclrum of vehicles. However,
there are traditional ideals taken into account when individuals commence 4x4
construction. They must have enough ground clearance underneath their bodies 10
traverse traits without being ripped-up. This necessitates suspension and/or body
modifications.

To further vehicle stature, while increasing traction in rugged

conditions, targer tires with aggressive tread patterns are required.
circumferences dictate lower than stock

·power band" or zone of greatest torque and horse power. UsuaRy
axles are swapped

Larger lire

gears to thfow the vehide back into its
ge8r$

in the

to accomplish this. however transfer case and transmission

modifications can also ac:compIish the task. For truly 'hard core" rock crawling, a

locke" is instal)ed in at least one axle.
The dlanges noted above are the rudimentary modifications required on

The most commonly used vehicles are: Wranglers. CJs and the Cherokees
made by Jeep, 19305-1950$ Willy's "Jeeps", vintage model Ford Broncos (1%6-77). the
c:arly model Toyota Land Cruiser, Toyota pick-ups and 4-Runners, the Suzuki Samurai.
and to a lesser extent the full sized pick-ups and spon-utility vehicles (due to their
inhibited maneuverability resulting from their size). Since the early 90s the Land Rover
Defender 90 and the AM General Hummer have also gained a following.
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FIG: 3.2 Vietor Mokler scales a rocky hill DIl Holy Cross City traiL (Counesy Vietor MokIer)

TABLE: J.J PhysK:aI erI\1tJCr11"M1llS and the moddicabMS they have mandated on Victor's Jeep.

OlffBACK CHALLENGE:

SOLlff/ON:

Avoid bottommg out

Suspension lift

Need for greater wheel travel

Suspension lift

Steep hill with lots
of ruts and holes

Swaybar disconnects
Longer brake lines

ARB "Air Locker"
Off-camber and steep
nail conditions

Weber carburetor

Steep, rock'), descents

Lower geanng

Chapter Three
competently"

w

193

built vehides: beyond this point there is discussion and debate

concerning exactly how these Changes should be

a~ished,

what products

should be utilized, and if other fabrications are obIigatory.17 Despite the dialectic

conceming fabrication strategies, most drivers would agree that vehides shoukt be
expected to operate reasonably 'Nell in most envirol'vnental contexts within a region.

Vidor has commented that although he drives in Icx:ations throughout Colorado and
Utah, he enjoys -rocks," and while he has built his rig especially to drive over and
through them, he expects it 10 perform well in other lOCal terrains also.
Others build their rigs explicitly with western environments in mind. These
range from sandy desertscapes (there are several types of sand defined by group
members), to boulder·strewn mountain passes, to rutted and muddy dirt roads: a
vehicle that performs well in snow is a!so a bonus since many mountain traits are
snow-covered for significant portions of the year. Vehicles built with a specific
outback in

mind~xtrefneiy

rocky topography for instance-are acknowledged to

pertorm well in the milieu for which they were created:
Many of these rigs were built specifica/Iy for the aakota Challenge. It
The most interesting rock rig at the ChaIenge was a '76 Bronco driven
by Troy Upert of Williston, North Dakota. The Bronco sported fourW'heeI steering. Troy had twice the maneuverability of the other rigs
as he steered around obstacles. The best rigs haW] tall tires, lots of

. Michael Ann Williams and M. Jane Young provide UI excellent discussion on
the usage of grammar codes in material culture studies (40-5 I). Thomas Hubka explores
competence and form generation (426-32).
. For a discussion of this process, see chapter four,
An otT·ro&d event that takes place in Deadwood, South Dakota, within the
Black Hills Nallonal Forest.

Chapter Three .. 194

lift, pliant suspensions for maximum wheel travel and locking axles.
(Merritt & Owens, 44, emphasis added)
Many of the above vehicles are from states other than the Dakotas: the drivers
simply make the trek to this area so they can enjoy these trails_ Owners may also
construct their rigs with this event specifically in mind. Often, they add modifications
to a vehicle

so

that it may negotiate one specifIC location on a given trail.

Participants at the Moab Easter Jeep Safari sometimes evaluate the "goodness" or
"badness· of a given year's safari based upon their ability to negotiate a specific
obstacle deemed as their nemesis.
One trail providing such challenges for many Rock Crawlers is Surprise

Canyon, in the Panamint mountain range of Califomia's desert. It is

so difficult

that

designating it a trail may be seen by same as a liberal statement. Chris Stephens,
an experienced and wetl·known Rock Crawler. commented that during one of his
trips up Surprise Canyon the four vehicles in his group took eight hours to traveldriving and winching-one 400 yard section! Ao::ording to Ed Isaacson, Chris almost

rolled his Jeep endooOver--end while descending a waterfall on

one of his

Surprise

Canyon trips. The fact that Chris did not roll attests to his driving skill-and luck. (A
home video of this near catastrophe is routinely watched by participants of this ride
and their friends.) This near accident was not Chris' fault; the trail is demanding:
The trip is difficult enough for those walking-you use your hands as
much as your feet. And the driving is hampered not only by
precariously steep angles, but by the constant cascade of water
across moss-eovered rocks Slicker than mule snot...(The} seven
waterfalls on the road to Panamint are traversed by winching the
vehiCleS straight up (fig: 3.4). (Mark Vaughn, 14-15)
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nG: 3.. Damon Nalsen descends &#rpnse Canyon in Ius Jeep (Counesy Jim Broadbent)

Surprise Canyon has become the ultimate test for many Rock Crawlers; to
have completed it gives a driver bragging rights. And, like the trails in the Dakota

Challenge, even attempting the trail mandates specific modifications. 19 Describing
the vehicles on his trip, Mar1< Vaughn notes: 'All the vehicles had winches", locking

differentials· front and rear, roll bars*, air compressors·, tool kits, special highlift jacks- and full loads of camping gear.· Sarcastically ribbing the misconception

that Rock Crawlers are ·rednecks,· he finishes the description: "The only thing
missing was a gun mount on each roll bar" (15·16).
This rugged trail dictates that specialized products and extensive vehicular

Mary Hufford discusses how technology is modified for usage in specific
geQgraplucal spaces among cranbel'T)' bog owners (1985, 22).
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modifications be in~ted on rigs venturing there. Winches must be no smaller
than 8000lb units; often 4x4s have them mounted front and rear (figs: 3.5, 3.18).
These are necessary because in difficult trail sections, where there is no option to
tum around, the rig can be winched (pulled) forward or backwards.

Most vehicles

that frequent this trail also have on-board welding systems in case parts (axles,
frames, or steering componentry) break.

Vehicle tires 31 inches or taller are

required on participating vehicles by most trail leaders. Tires must be this size to

provide the space under a rig necessary for that rig to clear the sharp rocks
comprising the trail. Most vehicles run tires 33 inches or taller.

FIG: J.s A WlDch Sits above the front bumper ofthis Jeep. (CourteSY Jim Broadbem)

But off-road handling is not all that is required of rock craw1ing rigs. The
majority of them are also used as daily drivers*. They must, therefore, tackle daily
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trips to the store for groceries, to the library, shuttling kids to and from activities.
going to church, etc. .. Of these demands, AKan Otsen comments:
You know, people are more Tnto the back country exploring. They
want a vehicle that will be able to do it, and haul their family, and still
drive around tOW'l"l during the week. You know. do the grocery
Shopping, run the kids to school, and whatever else. (4/12/1996)
A good rock craw!er, then, is often a 4)(4 orchestrated to perform in a specific off·
road milieu while alsO matntaining comfortable performance on the street.
When asked what makes a good trail rig,2O individuals responded with
answers that not only revealed keen insight into the terrain they travef. but also
proclaim the idiosyncratic requirements specific trails place upon their vehicles. I
asked Chartie Copsey, a well known driver and fabricator! in Utah Valley, what he
considers the ideal combination of axle and locker for eJC1reme rock crawling. His
answer reveals the balancing act taking place as individuals decide what
modification is suited best for the terrain they travel:
Chartie:

o.n. ...

I think
* axles are-a SUpel" set..up. Ford 9 inches* are
super set-ups. I like lockers front and rear, but there's
arguments against that stuff too. You know-! mean, SO it realty
depends on what you are going to do. But for what I do, I think
that's the stuff. I like hard core rock crawling. Mtne's (his rig)
the pits; in the sand. My four·three (hrs engine disp&acement]

_: David A. Taylor asked Ne~oundland boal builders: "Whal makes a good
boal?" He noles lhal infonnants had "no difficulty comprehending the question,- and
provides a detailed response exemplifying lheir commentaries (1982, 79).
. : Due 10 thc numbers or people asking assistance rrom Charlie in Iheir 0\\"
vehicle modificalions, he opened his own shop: Just ~ Fun Motor Spons. Charlie
specializes in "made 10 order" fabrications, which he creates after consulting with
vehicle owners.

Chapter Three· 198
doeSn't pUsh it through the sand well with 35 inch [tall) tires. Z2

Davld:

Well, you've got a rock crawler. You don't have a...[1 would
have continued by saying ""nd-nill climt.r-.· but Char1ie
anticipated this.)

Charlie:

Right That's why I say its very individual on what you're going
to dO with the rig. I think that's the first thing you got to do
when you design a rig. That's like this Toyota that I'm building
over here. [Points to a near by Land Cruiser) I'm putting a fuel·
injected V-8 in it and the Ranger over4rive-. He keeps
lOoking at all these rock crawling rigsD that come in the shop,
or this Jeep, or Toyota over here, and he keeps saying; "00 I
need this?" You know: "I want to do that: And I have 10 keep
explaining to him, you know, "If you want to spend two
thousand dollars on that. and you're looking for a desert rig,
that's two thousand dollars that's not 'N'8I1 spent." (7/20/1994)

Rock crawting

vehicles emerge from

such commentaries as tools

orchestrated to perform in the specific extremes individuals meet while in "their"
outback. Such crafting blends traditional notions cooc:eming CX)l'T1petent performance

needs 'NittI individual opinions conceming the modification strategti considered to
achieve these traditional goals.:z.o
I asked R.D. Searle, a Rodt Crawler and "vintage" 1971 Bronco owner, if he

had a "dream-vehide" that he 'NOtid like to build-other than his Bronco. My purpose

-- Charlie has since built a new vehiclc which is discussed later in this chapter
a.nd also in chapter four.
'Wilhin ,he gamut of rock crawling rigs there arc sub-groups delineated b~"
types of lerrain driven M preferred by the driver, ie: desert trucks (fM those who favor
sandy deserts), rock crawlers (for those who favor extremely rocL.)' terrain). etc... It
should be noted that Rock Crawlers frequent most terrains in their area. but may build
their vehicle to the topographic milieu they prefer. [As can be seen, the lerm "rock
crawler" is layered with meaning. which is determined entirely by context. J
. For more on this blend. see chaplcr four.
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in asking this Question was that I hoped to eliOt an ans'Nef detailing a vehicle build·
up process specific to the rocky tenain RD. frequentS. RO.'s response was expficit,
providing just what I was hoping for-a catalOg of parts and modifications he believes

are necessary to venture into the terrain he enjoys. He proc:eeded, step by step.
through an imaginary venide construction

proce$S. ~

like all drivers' vehicle

constructions, RD.'s process is idiosyna-atic because it is the product of

experiences he has had off--road.
1 [would) take a Jeep Scrambler, because of the wheel base. Put
thirty-five inCh [tall] tires on it-try to keep the .....pen.ion litr down
enough, Put a fiberg.... body. on it that allows a lot of wheel
tr.vel· with the suspension down. In other words, most of my lift
would be tire lift Put a 350 Chev' eng;ne in it, with a throttle-body fuel
injection...a newer 350 Chev' engine or maybe a Corvette [tuned-port
injectionJ engine.. .And then probabty I'd put like O.na 60's· in it with
rewrM cUla·, 10 keep the... drive shafts off the ground and the axies
lat the 0JmId 8fgesl. I don't know what I'd use for a transfer cae·
'cause I've never really thought about it, But I'd probably go with a
five-speed (transmission) with a low first gear.. .I'd just have [the
vehicle llldes) low geared, probably four-fifty sixes 1-4.56:1-this is
extremely low). Something like that So that I'd have penty of hokt
IMck·, So aM I'd have to do is drop down [off Iedge$ or NIls without
using brakes). Probebty I'd have a Ioc:ker front and rear. I'd go for Air
Loc""· just for the simple reason you can kick it on and off.

(713011"')
R.D.'s lengthy list reveals that his drtving preference tends to be in rocky
terrain. The first due resides in his choice of 35 inch tall tires. Tires this tall provide
the vehide height needed to pass over the sharp edges of rocks that might come
into oontact with the rig along the trail. If he 'Ner8 interested in less arduous terrain

:'David Taylor asked similar questions to elicit descriptions concerning proper
boat morphologies for sP'=cific jobs and/or oceanic oondilions (1982, 77-82).
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a sel of 32 Of 33 inch tires could easily suffice: they would give adequate dearance
for objects routinety encountered in less rocky or extreme terrain.
The choices he makes to increase his wheel travel also signal plans for a
vehicle that frequents ·the rocks.· Wheel travel is the ability for the suspension to
cycle through a large range of movement. ill The more wheel travel a rig has, the
more its wheels stay in contact with the trail, instead of hanging in the air. Keeping
wheels on the ground increases control, as 'Nell as safety. As long as tires maintain

contact with the trail, a rig is likely to move in the direction that the driver wants it to
be moving. Extremely rocky trails require extensive wheel travel to negotiate large
objects such as rocks, tree stumps, ravines, and other demands (fig: 3.G).
Challenges common to such trails stop stOCk vehicles-with therr average wheel
travel of four to six inches-dead rn their tracks.
Conceming the ultra-modified 5-10 Blazer he used to drive, Chartie Copsey
estimated: ·From pictures, we're guessing 'we probabty (had) between 24 and 26
inches of travel on the front and probably about 16 (inches] in the back.· Chartie

now 0'Ml$ a Jeep CJ-7 that boasts well over 3 feet ottravet per axle. To prove the
nexibility of this rig, Char1ie "ramped· it for me (fig: 3.7). Ramping a 4x4 is a way to
lesl its wheel travel. This entaits running one of the rig's tires up the ramp; the
vehide is driven as far up the ramp as it can go while still keeping alf other tires in
contact with the ground. Using a mathematical equation that takes the wheelbase
into account. drivers can learn their· Ramp Travel Index.· (The equation is:

- For mOf"C on wheel travel, see chapter four.
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FIG: 3.6 Jeff Beach's Jeep-soown here backing up a rarnp--has extensive wheel travel. Such vast travel helps
keep the Jeep"s tires in contact with the rugged terrain.. (Counesy Jeff Beach)

to

FIG: 3.7 Charlie Copsey tests his wheel travel on a speaally-eonstructed ramp. Nonce that all tires remain in
contact with the growtd, providing traction for the Jeep's four comers. (More on "ramping" in chapter four.)
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[distance up the ramp in inches) divided by [vehide wheelbase in inches]

= X X is

then multiplied by 1000 = the RTI score. For instance: a Toyota land Cruiser goes
60 inches up a ramp and has an 85 inch ~se: [60 divided by 85

= .7058) x

1000 = the RTI index/score rounded to 706.)
Travel indexes indicate suspension flexibility. a SCOfe of 1000 is the best that
can be achieved for each wheelbase. The doser one comes to 1000, the better.
Charlie's rig ramps 1000. As we stood next to it, he pointed to Shannon Shir1o:.'s
Bronco, pati<ed near by. '"That can do about 800, but we're going to make it do onethousand. ~ He referred to a host of modifications planned for the rig's suspensioo
to improve its flexibility. Z7

While at the 1996 Jeep safari, I met an individual 00 Hell's Revenge Trail who
told me that his custom-built Jeep had over four feet of wheel travel.
expressed shock-and a littie disbelief-at this

When I

boaSt he drove the bright pink

rig

crossways over a large ledge. The Jeep twtsted, dropping ooly its driver's side front
lire off the ledge. All other tites stayed planted on the trail

at the top of the ledge,

He slowly drove forward, dropping the passenger's side front tire and the driver's
side rear tire over the ledge.

At. this point, onty the rear passenger's side tire

remained at the top of the ledge. SUI, all tires stayed in contact with the trail. None
hung in the air. This rig has the best travel I have ever seen; it is also known to be
one of the most competently built crawters to frequent Moab's trails. To build this

In recent years, there have been ramps set up al ofT·roading events. Drivers
run their rigs up the ramp in competitions. The highest score wins a prize. and Ihe
jealousy of others allbe event Achieving a high ramp index. is now a bragging right.
This is a relatively new phenomenon. nol existing in 1994.
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system. the owner combined parts from a host of vehides-many of them non-Jeep.
Traversing extreme territory usually requires an elaborate suspension lift to
give the rig added height 2e Essentialy a suspension tift entails replacing a vehide's

springs wUh taUer ones so that the vehide will ach;ew a taller stance. Constructing
his 0INf14x4. R.D. eschews all but minor height increases due to a roIl-over that he
and his wife had while rock crawW1g in the mountains near Moab. Utah. Nobody was
hurt. and once friends helped him get the Bronco back on its wheels they were able
to continue with their trail ride. But the experience caused them to re-think their

building strategies. Consequently. they LAiIize any moditications that add eIHrance·
but are not likety to signfficantty raise vehicle height or center of gravity. This choice

is purely pef$Of'l8l for the searleS. as many contemporary rigs are getting taller than
was previously thought to be acceptatMe for good baCk country performance.
R.D.·s ChOice of a fuel injected motor also falls into line with the requirements
of extremely rocky terrain. Carburetors "flood" when a vehicle is bOuncing up and

down or side to side. Flooding occurs when gasoline sloshes out of the carburetor

inSlead of going daNn into the motor. W"Ien this haIJpens the engine becomes "fuel
starved" and "dies" (or -kooks out") because

it is not getMg the gas. The reason for

this problem is inherent 10 carburetor design.
A "carb" is nothing more than severar bowls that are Med with gasoline by the
fuel pump. Gas from

u.se I::IcJrNts-moSt carbs have between one and four-is sipped

down into the engine. This design is fine for paved roads, but when terrain becomes

., Suspension lifts will be discussed at length in ch.aplCf four.
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broken or extremely steep the gas spills out of these bowls. To understand how the
gas sloshes out of the carb's bowts, think of a toddler eating hisIher food from a
bowl. The baby bumps and plays with the bowt wtlile eating. How much of the food
aetualty ends up in the child's mouth and how rnoc:h ends up on the floor within a six

foot radius of the high<hair? Apply this image to cal'buretion while off-road.
One rough trail caused my Bronco's carburetted engine to die more than 60
times in a three hour period.211 Not only is this problem a nuisance on rugged trails.
it can prove dangerous. In a precarious position. an engine dying could cause

human or vehicular casualties. Remember: steering and braking are often controlled
by pressure or power generated by a turning motor. Such dangerous instances

never OCCJr with fuel in;ection. When gas sloshes out of a carburetOr while bouncing
over a rock. or climbing stratght up a hill. fuel injectors continue pumping the gas
directly and smoothly into the engine. In fact. many fuel injected motors can even
run if a vehide is upside down. This ability makes them one of the most important

modifications Rock Crawfing addicts can make to their vehde(s).
A common addition to many Jeeps and Land CMsef's now is a fuel injected
motor from a Cor\'ette or a Camaro. These reliable engines are fairty easy to come
by. provide exceMent power. and can be implanted' in the baCk yard. or by most local
garages. Many vlntage-style Bronco

owners

use the fuel injected motors from

Mustangs to replace their carburetted units.
Quinn Mortensen drives a fuel injected rig. Although his previous Bronco had

.' Causing me to modifY my fuel delivery system for more reliable off-road
handling.
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a carburetted engine that ran extremely well, he informed me that fuel injection

provides "a much more controlled ride off-road" (fig: 3.8). Charlie Copsey, Chris
Stephens and Jim Broadbent, all commented similarly about their own 4x4's. Chris

states that fuel injection is one of the most important rncx1ifJcations a driver can make
to a rig. One of the most frequent swaps on contemporary rock crawlers is a fuel
Injected motor implant The Nielsen family, members of the Lone Peak 4-Wheelers,

FIG: 3.8 Fuel mjection keeps Qwnn's Bronco nmning smoothly, especially \\/hen he is on steep inclines

took a carburetted V6 motor that worked fine on the street out of their rig to implant

a fuel injected V6 in its place. Jack Nielsen comments: ~It's the best thing we ever
did" (12118/1997).

This process is not unusual, fuel injected motors are more

re"able in the outback, consequently they are found with increasing regularity in rigs

that routinely venture there.
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RO.·s axle and gearing choices also reveal that he has rocky terrain in mind.

Dana 60 aJdeS are uItra.fleavy duty units commonly found on three-quarter ton and
one-ton trucks. Such strength serves well under the immense stresses placed upon
pans in extremely arduous terTain. Dana 60S are atso made of heavier gauge steel,

rendering them nearty impervious to breakage when -crunched' against rocks. That
R.O. wants the axIeS'rev8"S8 cut' means they have the drive shaft input. or -pinion,relocated to the top of the differential instead of the at the bottom. This modification
requires special

.reverse-<:ut" gears since the ax1e is essentially upside down. (If the

new gears were not used, the vehicle would try to go backwards when the driver
wanted to go forwards.) This expensive process lessens the likelihood of rocks
bending the drive shafts since they are

now farther from the ground. It also keeps

the drive shaft angles from being too ·steep· (fig: 3.9). The angle a drive shaft
enters a differential is of major concern when raising the height of a rig; angles that
are acute lead to "binding," graduaUy destroying drive shaft. parts with use. Adding
reverse cut cvdes lessens this problem.
Placing .Iow" gearing in the vehide gives it pcl'IlI'8f'" at lOw' speeds or lOw' engine
rpm's.

This aids when dimbing steep inclines or large rocks.

provide "hold back" or "compression

~ng.-

Low gears also

This is the ability to create engine

back-pressure with lOw gearing in order to stow the vehicle down, rather than using
the brakes. In some off·road situations utilizing one's brakes can prove hazardous
or fatal. Sud'l dangers can occur when driving down a hill so steep that if brakes are
used the rear tires might lift. off the ground.

Compression braking is important

because it slows the vehicle without the loss of control that can be created by using
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FIG:,).' ..' SQndardrOQQonweisOll1heleft. Arewrsecut{revaseIOClliOlllweisonlberighf. Notice
differl:l"lCCSllltheans!etlwdrivelinesemer. Jlr..ersean:adesQ)keepdledriveiineWtherfromlhego::d-

the brakes.
R.D.'s final point concerns locke,.-, loc:kers keep both wheels on an axle
constantly rotating with power,30 This does not occur with factOl'Y~ujpped axleS:

these only spin one tire per axle (even on 4-wheeI drive vehicles), tf a tire ends up
in the air-whidl occurs regularly in extremely rocky ten'ain (figs: 3.11).3.12)-a locker
ensures that power stiU gets to the other tire on that axle, rather than merely
spinning the airborne one, Combined with extended wheel travel, lockers guarantee
that each axle is continuously pulling the vehide in the direction intended by the
driver. In extremely rocky terrain kx:kers are

not a luxury, they are a necessity.

RD.'s anS'#lo'8f, as discussed above, reveets much conceming the terrain he

knows best. Yet, some drivers are not so extensive in their basic requirements.
Chris Stephens is widely I"8CClgnized as a trail leader for the Hell's Revenge trail at

~:

Lockers will be discussed at-length in chapter four.
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FIG: 3.10 Glenn Wakefield gets a rear ure aubome on the Pntchett Canyon tr3iJ In Moab Locker-eqUlpped
out of such SItuatIOnS under their O\lm power than those WIthout lockers. (Counesy

ngs are more ilkely 10 get
\\oWWotr-roadcoml)
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FIG: 3.11 A Jeep gelS one tire air-borne as it climbs out of a "'tub." Lockers make climbing from the tub
possible (Courtesy Jim Broadbent)

FlG: 3.12 On S/edgehammertrail, Jim shows !hat even 4x4s with lots ofsuspensioo travel sometImes '"'lift" tires
Lockers In both axles help him pull through this situation WIth no problems (Courtesy Jim Cole)
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the Moab Easter Jeep Safari" who has a considerably modified rig. It was even
shown in a 1996 magazine detailing the year's Jeep Safari action. According to
Chris: "I think the

two most important things 'NOUkl be front and rear lockers, and fuel

injection' (7/1994).

It is interesting that his 1976 Jeep CJ-7 has (among other

changes) the roIlowtng fabrications: a tuned-port fuel injected Corvette motor, a

heavy duty Ford 9 Inch- rear axle,

~

in both aJdes, an automatic transmtssion

from a Chevrolet pick-up truck, a reinforced frame, a custom built roI1-eage, and
seats from a 1993 Saturn. Yet, the modifications he considers atlcial for traversing
extremely rocky terrain are the fuel injection on his motor and the lockers in his
axles. He asserted that it was these modifications, combined with his later addition
to the list of 'an automatic transmission: that made him feel he could "rely on [his)
Jeep' off-road (7/1994).

Ali these modifications must be carefuly balanced against each other so that
a wortting vehide emerges from the "btJild..up,·

or building process. Faced with the

QUery, 'lJVhat is the most important modification on 'fOOl' Samurai?" Glenn Wakefietd

replied:

\lVhich of yOUr c::I'liknn is your favorite? You can't ask a QUeStion like
thatl They" interconnecl, and it depends heavily on the type of trail
and terrain you enjoy. For my type of stuff, I'd have to say that
gearing is the first thing that anyone should modify. Wrth proper
gears, you cen go slow enough to get over most mild obstacles
without smashing your vehde, by hammering away-trying to get up
something.,.even if you lack somewhat in clearance. Next 'NOuld be
to improve your clearance-lift [and] tires, followed by tradian adding
devices in your diff's [differentials). Now if I was II mid-western '-""
boy wtro played in the mud, the most important thing would be to get
ll1e Moab Easter Jt!ep Safari will be discussed in chapters five and six,
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a big set of 'meats {fires] to go to thtJ neatest bog. Different strokes
for different folks. (1012411996, itales added)
Assertions by Charlie, R.D., Chris, and Glenn prove that when '"¥I'e begin to
learn about consumers is when they abandon the role of consumer and become
creators" (Glasste, 1991.263). The vehicular modifications these Rock Crawters
consider pertinent do not coincide with those of the average auto

owner:

rather, they

reflect the harsh trail conditions of the outback into W'hich they venture and know.

But Rock Crawlers' rigs are not soIety the product of direct interaction with the land.
interaction which is ontic.

The vehides are also the product of ¥J hoc spatial

perceptions. These perceptions are imbued with the ideeIs and myths alluded to by
Tuan's assertion that

·countries (and

by extension, regions) have their.. mythical

geographies· (19n, 98).

ROCK CRAWLERS AND THE PERCEIVED ENVIRONMENT

The perceNed.

0(

ad hoc, view of the environment in which one

~ves and

4-

wheels is also aucial to vehicular construction; this context refers to the
·psychological environment: in wtlich the group operates. (McCart, 1974, 248). This

is different from antic understandings which result from physical experiences in the
back country topography. AD hoc perceptions, instead. arise from psychological
impressions of these spaces. Such impressions entail beliefs about how and why
a space is the way it is. They may even construe the reasons why this space is
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different or more important than other locations. 32 These impressions can indicate
"emotions... locaJ residents attach to place, feelings which arise from a knOWledge of
place-based history and identity and whiCh inevitably tinge their contemplation of
their physical surroundings' (Ryden, 66). Rock crawling vehicles arise from these
perceptions; being reactions to impressions concerning the nature of baCk country
spaces, they are the concretion of these values. 33
Such impressions infonn vehicle morphology and aesthetics.

They also

provide, among other things, the impetus for vehicle height, tire tread styles,)ol the
usage of chrome and other polished surfaces, both faux and functional body armor,
and-above all-paint schemes. This occurs because the rigs are Msymbolic systems
that facilitate folk expression on...deeply felt communallevel[sr (POUlsen, 10).
In her discussion of Barnegat Bay sneakboxes and their relationship to the
landscape. Mary Hufford comments: "Not only does the sneakbox play an important
role in the task of setf-definition, but it enhances the experience of losing oneself, an
avowed function of the meadows for men in the region" (1990,52). She elaborates
upon this pOint, discussing the means New Jersey hunters use to camouflage these
small hunting boats.

'Nhen finished, a craft and its owner fully blend into their

See: Ryden. 83...4, 86.

William D. Moore presents an intriguing discussion concerning how Masonic
lodge fOnTIS at the turn ofrhe century were influenced by masons' perceptions of
masculinity in a changing social dynamic. Although his discussion does not take
landscape into account. it doe.t show the interaction between group perceptions of the
surrounding world and the morphology ofthe objects they create (26-39).
'; A study of tire tread designs. and their significance to driveTS. would be a
study in its own right.
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marshy hunting environment. Like rock crawlers. this technology helps individuals
escape from every-day life. But in the end this exam~ contrasts sharply with that
presented by the rock crawting tradition.

It is true that Rock CrawteB create thefr vehicles as a means for escaping
into a symbolic landscape offering seemingly unlimited space-space in which they
could lose themselves. However. this is not the case. Instead. rock crawlerS are
often painted and/or decorated in ways that ·shout" their presence. creating a
situation diametrically opposite to that sought by sneakbox craftsmen.
The rigs exist within a metaphorical dialogue. This ·conversation· involves
the land. the myth of the open spaces and freedom of the West, and the Rock
Crawlers' answer 10 theSe ·identities· through 4x4 construction (Baudrillard, 61).

The height.

t:Iokj

paint schemes, and !\ashy modifications utilized in their creation are

responses 10 challenges arising from the perception of this set of identities. An
experience I had during the 1994 Moab Easter.1eflp Safari illustrates this concept.
I had just returned to Moab with my wife, Becci. after a day of desert Cl'3'W'Iing with
the Lone Peak

4-~.

As we trundled dOwn the street: looking into shop

windows, two acquaintances approached us. They excitedly commented that they

had seen us on the trail th8t day. I asked where, since I knew they had not travelted
with our group. and I had not seen them

~sewhere.

Their response indicated that

they had been miles WWWi. but hal recognized the unmistakable paint scheme of our
Bronco as we inched over a sandstone fin- further out in the desert.
When we engage in a verbal conveB8tion with more forceful or loud
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we must become more vocal to make ourselves heard.

experience

~
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Rock Crawlers

a similar situation in the back country. The power of the land's (real

and/or perceived) immensity is a -big voice" (figs: 3.13, 3.14). To assert their place
in this -conversation: drivers make their rigs stand out by making them what one
individual at the 1994 Jeep Safari referred to as "bigger than life." The 4x4s must
fill this space; they must assert the

owner into the outbaCk scenario so that slhe may

stand as an equal-or more powerful-voice. 35 Our two friends had seen us because

we were,

as it where, as big as the rest of the desert that day; we were a powerful

voice within the dialogue. Many drivers build their rigs similarly, trying to create rigs
that shOlit their presence into the immensity of the outback space.
A magazine article reviewing a 1941 Willy's MB Jeep notes the rig's body and
paint modifications: -[The builder) wanted to paint the body a bright COlor that would
stand out in the back country, and. after some research, settled on 1977 Corvette
Yellow. The results speak for themsetves" (Philips, 49-50). What is not written, but
is revealed in the p+ctures, is that the vehide's roll cage and bumpers are painted
metallic gold. The combination of yellO'N and gold truly makes the rig pop out from
the desert topography. Asserting that the vehicle was painted specifically to stand
out in the bad<. country is

not surprising, and supports the idea that drivers feel

constrained to powerfully interject themselves into a milieu that might subdue their
·voice."
VehiCles are often graced with eye.grabbing COOrs and bold paint schemes.

, Roger M. Downs and David Stea discuss scale and its relation to the
perception of environment (64-6).
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FIG: 3.13 Large spaces could overwhelm Rock Crawlm. Bold paml schemes help 10 prevenl thts

FlC: 3.14 large expanses sud! as tfus one leKIlO make pec:lJMe feel smaI.I bVor IlJSIgruficam.
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Kitsch colors like bubble.gum blue. ·slime" green, canary yellow. and "boo-berry"
purple commonly appear. Many rigs gleam under the sun with bright reds and
oranges: white is commonly used (figs: 3.15-3.23). Often drivers paint their 4x4s
with contrasting colors. For instance, Charlie Copsey's Jeep is bright yellow with
bright blue thunderbolts runnmg over its hood (figs: 4.36. 4.37). The combination of
yellow and blue creates an effect that truly stands out.

Allan Olsen, a Jeep

Cherokee owner, achieved an eye-gripping effect by painting all the accessories on
his white rig black. The contrast between these opposites is heightened by a single
leal stripe down the side of the vehicle (fig: 3.24). On many rigs, anything that can
be painted is given a matching coat. tying the vehicle into a unmed whole. Such
paint schemes create vibrant disptays that stand out in any landscape.
Many drivers do not consciousty try to build rigs that shout their presence.
Commenting on what he has done to make his Samurai aesthetically pleasing, Glenn
Wakefield indicates his pragmatic approach to vehicle aesthetic properties:
Not much. I covered up a big rusty area with the front bra. 16 I paint
over body rust with a can of red paint that looks similar to the stock
color-but isn't. I paint the bumpers black when I scrape them on
rocks.. .I'd rather spend time 'whee{ing than buffing the vehicle.
(10129'1996)
Although at first Glenn seemed completely funetion..criented in his estimation of
vehide aesthetics, a slightly different tone emerged when I asked him if his red paint
was the stock color: "Yes. At some point I think I'm going to go for something a linle

A bra is a vinyl covering that stretches over the front of a vehicle to prolect it
from road debris nipping up from other cars' tires. Off-readers occasionally use them to
protect the front ofa vehicle from branches or rocks along trails.
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more wild-like maybe a giraffe or leopard paint job As it is now. I just don't want to
take the time [to paint it]. Too many other hObbies" (1012911996).
For Glenn. like many other Rock Crawlers, function seems to be the priority
when it comes 10 vehicle creatiOn: "In my c1ub-'Ne spend time bUilding performance
mods {modifications]. I only know a couple (people] that actually really spend time
on aesthetics· (1012911996). However, eventually having a "wild" paint SCheme wilt
help to assert Glenn's presence. It is important to underStand that Glenn is like most
other serious Rock Crawlers in that paint and graphics are secondary to
pert"ormance. Although modifications must be functional and aesthetically pleasing,
the actual paint job is usually done last. after important mechanical modifications
have taken place. This practice is opposite to some auto-enthusiast groups. who
undertake paint jobs earty in the modffication pmcess. As far as paint is concemed,
many Rock Crawlers would "rather see some scratches and dents from a rig that
sees rocks, than some bitchin' behemoth that only sees Main Street" (Glenn
Wakefield, 1012911996).
During the summer of 1997 Glenn began a major rebuild on his Samurai.
This originated with the purchase of a new "plain·black ding and rust-free body" that
he acquired for three.hundred dollars.

Despite assertions abOut his pragmatic

building habits, the body did not stay plain

Of

black for lOng. As part of a host of

other modifications, Glenn had it sprayed"Jeep Citron Peart Green.' This color is
nearly impossible to miss, and adds 'Neight to his comment that·
Each vehicle has its own "lOOk.' t like 4)(4s that show an owner's
individuality. I'm tired of the standard old (Jeep] with 33 inch [tall)
BFG's (tires). Boring! And they wonder why their rig never gets into
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fiG: 3.16 A yellow RublCOfl-bound Land Crwser "mh Its m3tdung tnIiIer. (Counesy www.off-roadcoml)
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FIG: 3.17 This bright-pink Jeep boasts a hand-built body and custom--fabricaIed extended-travel suspension

FIG: 3.18 Brad Nelsen's red CJ·7. Brad even painted the Jeep's axles to match the body
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FIG: 3.19 An OI1Il1ge Land Cruiser drives over Moab Sandstone. Notice the a1urrunum.prOlected comeni.

FIG: 3.20 Notice the care taken to even pmsmpe this Jeep's frame withycllow, red, and blue.
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FIG: 3.21 This Cberokeeboasts a "'break·away~ paunsc:heme borrowed from low nder uadrtJan.

FIG: 3.22 The bngln blue body on fun's Jeep stands OUt U1 the Jockhamtrrer tra.il 0Ulbad. (CO'.Jl'teSy Jim Cole)
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FIG: 3.23 Bogbl red racc-style bumpers on Quinn"s Brmco help n to stand out (Courtesy Qwnn MortenSeD)

FIG: 3.24 Allan Olsen's white Jeep Cherokee.
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the mags [magazines). Get something different and be unique.
(Glenn Wakefield, 10/29/1996)
It is not uncommon to see rigs standing out with more than mere bright colors,
they visually scream with ftame jobs, scallops, and all manner of striping (figs: 3.253.29). Most of these designs stand out because of contrasts created by the colors
and angular shapes used. A current trend involves painting rigs with animal-print
patterns. 37 During the 1996 Moab Easter Jeep safari vehicles painted in zebra
stripes, giraffe spots, tiger stripes, leOpard prints, and even CON spots were easy to
locate (fig: 3.28), One vehicle, entitled ~0k:I Dog," sported what was purported to be
a dog spot pattern. These wild prints make vehiCles stand out in the desert, and
even in the most dense forest, IJVhen trail rides comprising vehicles painted in such
a fashion string through the back country, they are visible for miles. Individual rigs
can be distinguished from equally far; they stand in vivid contrast to the landscape.
Flashy alterations are not soIety accomplished with paint, bUt can be achieved
with the usage of other items which Ed Isaacson calls "doo-dads." Doo-dads are
"glitzy" add-ons like door hinges or body panel plating which are made from stainless
steel, aluminum,

~diamond

plate," or chrome, and make rigs stand out even more.

Often these additions are functional, but their aesthetic quality is just as important,
if not more so, than the ob;ects' overt function (fig: 3.30). In this sense, these body

. This could visually link the vehicles with habit that many drivers have of
conflating their rig with images of frontier animals. The dynamic existing between the
animal husbandry of the fronticr West and conlempmary rock crawling rigs is discussed
at length in chapter two.
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FIG: 3.25 T",'O Jeeps ...,th scalloped pamt

nus panem is also knov.n as the Mmodified f1ame..}Ob~

(Courtesy

Jtm Broadbcm)

FIG: 3.26 A red and ....tute scalloped Jeep
Broodbom)

awaItS

mil

aetlal at.

hotel parlcmg Iol:

III

Mo.b (Courtesy Jun
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FIG: 3.27 100. Stephens' Jeep CJ·7 and its immaculately paillted flame job.

FIG: 3..28 A Jeep Cherokee wnh giraffe spots. Many wild prints like this show-up at the safari.
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FIG: 3.29 A flame job bearing Jeep Wrangler tackles the Jackhammer trail. (Counesy Jim Cole)

FIG: 3.30 A chrome grille, chrome nerfbars*, chrome bumper and polished a1wninum rims give the Netlsen's
Jeep, which is built for heavy rod:: crawling, a flashy and tough look.
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modifications can be viewed in part as "fiction· (Batchelor, 68_9).)1 That is, their

rugged appearances often do not have as much to do with protecting the rig as they
do with 'suggesting the imagined excitement' (68) of a bullet proof"' 4x4 that IS
·bigger than life.·

A prime example of this ·fiction· is using polished diamond plate aluminum.
This plating, which sports a raised diamond-check pattem across its surface, IS
applied generously to many rigs and is commonly found along vehicle rocker panels
and rear COlTIer$ (fig: 3.19). If the vehide contaets a rock. the diamond plate takes

the abuse rather than the body to which it is attached. Although it is used to protect
the vehicle from rocks. the plating looks rugged. and makes the 4x4 shine and
glimmer in the sun. It is frequently applied to many places, functional or not, where
sunlight might strike it. In fact, many vehicles actually have whole body panels
constructed from this shiny material, making them hard to miss. Diamond plating
also finds its way into vehicle interiors-pblces where trail rocks are not likely to hit.
like diamond plate, d'uome is similarty used to dress-up rigs. Chrome (and
stainless steel, which looks like Chrome. but does not rust) may find its way to
bumpers, rear-view mirrors. l'ghts,

nett ba"-, door hinges, and even

shodc.

absorbers. However. dlrome is usually eschewed on Ioad-bearing components like

drive shafts or axles, 8'1d atso on roll ba~.)t This is because the chroming pn:x:ess
. Jean Baudrillard refers 10 such -fietion- as -formal connotalion,- and notes'
"Tail fins (on American cars) were a sign nOl ofrea/spced ~ofa sublime. measureless
speed. They suggested a miraculous autOO1atism, a son ofgr1lCC" (S9).
.. Chroming such pans is common, however. amon@ the show-lruck circuit (a
differing off-road oriented roll.: group).
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weakens metal by up to 20 percent. Weakening parts which are routinely

~ced

under immense pressure off-road is dangerous and counter-productive.

This

furthers the idea thai many of the dress-up items are used more for maintaining a
-'ook" than for function.
Ed Isaacson dressed his Jeep CJ-7 with chrome highlights such as the front
grille. rear-view mirrors. door hinges. hood hinges. nerf bars. and bumpers
Aluminum diamood plate "tall comers" cover the rear comers of the Jeep, protecting
them from rocks. But Ed told me there is another reason for their presence; they
hide some "big dings" that were made on the Sledgehammertrail. These "doo-dads·
contrast. and offset. the rig's metallic blue paint The combination of blue paint, and
functional but gleaming body armor, makes the unit stand out while off-road.
To round out the package. Ed added polished aluminum rims.

The

combination creates a rig that is functional and aesthetically pleasing. (During the
Summer, 1998, he repainted his Jeep leal green). Most drivers opt for aluminum or
chromed rims. like many other additions, these rims are primarily for aesthetic
purposes. They do not perform better than a similar sized standard steel rim. but
they do offer more nash. They add a final stroke to the palate which has become the
artist's masterpiece. And like the other aesthetic additions, they help drivers to
assert themselves in the immensity of the baCk country that might swallow them.
An example of similar dialogic interaction with one's surrounding landscape
is revealed in the architecture of the American mid-west. Structures such as silos,
water lowers, and other "assertive" edifices declare or pronounce the human
element into the overwhetming plains of the mid-western states (Wright, 75).
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There's a simple reason for the grain elevators. as there is for
everything, but the forces behind the reason. reason behind the
reason, is the land and the Sky. There is too mud'1 sky out there, for
one thing, too much horiZontal, too many lines without stops, so that
the exclamation. the perpendicular had to come. Anyone who was
bom and raised on the plains knows that the high false front on the
Feed Store. and the white water tower. are not a question of vanity.
It's a problem of being. Of knowing you are there. (75--6)
Although the mid-west plains situation is not an exact parallel to that existing in the
Western mountains or deSerts, the immensity of the terrain evokes similar emotions.
In an overwhelming land reverberating with excessive 'volume,' individuals in these
lowns assert themselves in ways similar to Rock Crawiers. Breaking the rhythm and
continuity of that immensity with emblems of self is a means drivers use to keep
themselves from being consumed within the "volume" of this space.
Folk housing in Utah has been observed to follow the same dialogic aspects,
asserting onesetf with a powerful landscape:

A house does not mean. but says. Placement of chimneys and other
acts of folk building may have important functions as psychological
boundary markers. They say...this is what I am, this is what I meanwhat else could I be? What else could I mean? (Poulsen, 6)
The structures, then, become more than effigies standing against the onsh1ught of

a symbolically overpowering environment. They reveal psychological boundaries
erected by symbolic object utilization; they delineate and assert individuals within the
context of their society and environment.
4X4s buitt by off-roader's from the mjd.westem states provide a nice foil to the
present Western ROCk Crawler discussion.

The sparse trees and dearth of

mountainous terrain in the rnid·west has generated a vehicle style appearing tp
thrive there more than in any other region of the United States. These are the
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outrageously tall sllow" and monster trucks like "Bigfoot.. "USA 1." "Extreme Over'f(ill,"
and other giants made famous by extensive media coverage (figs: 3.31, 3.32). SuCh
vehides. too, are products of a socio-environmental dialogue. The enormity of the
smooth and open landscape, when combined with a lack of large trees to break-up
the sky. produces overriding vehicle building goals centering upon achieving "nose
bleed" height and excessively ftashy paint (which is considered tawdry by many Rock
Crawlers). Wrthin their group, such modifications are status symbols. More than
li~ely

such lavish excess results from the need to assert themselves into the

expansive mid-western environmental milieu.
Echoing Chris StephenS, who calls such rigs "utterly useless: many Rock
Crawlers laugh at these vehicles. In their world such monstrous trucks

are utterly

useless beCause their size prevents access to mucn rock crawling telTain. One
aftemoon,
truc~

a Mountain West Off-Road Supply customer brought his ultra-tall show

to the store to show off its progress. Standing nearly 10 feet tall on its huge

tires. the trucKs Chrome gleamed above the tops of the other rigs in the parking lot.
As he pulled away from the store, Quinn Mortensen lOOked at me and breathed a
sigh of relief. Then he commented on the rig as

a waste of time and money.

He

wondered why someone would expend so much effort on a 4x4 he "couk1 not use."

Rock Crawlers view a 4X4 that is modified but not taken off-road as a tragic
squandering of time. money, and a vehicle. Many fail to understand why individuals
WOJ1(

so hard to

create such a "waste." These sentiments echo the observation that

group-specific "fofms" are often "meaningless to the outside observer because of his
lack of interaction with them. but [are] no less viable in their respective positions wtth
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FIG: 3.31 Monster trud Red Rock gets ready for a performance Ul 51. John's, NewfoWldland

FIG: 3.32 The Unckrtokerdwarfs the man gUllhng the dnver ullO the arena III SI. John's. Newfoundland.
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the group" (McCarl, 1974, 246), For mid-western builders, monster·sized trucks are

logical and valid expressions, With the rock crawling milieu they are not. Due to
contrasting social outlooks concerning the topography, and the importance 4x4s
within these contexts, different groups create very different types of rigs.
Discussing Howard Wight Marshall's worX with basket maker Earl Westfall,
John Michael Vlach notes that belief influences a craftsperson's creative process:
A man with deep-rooted religious convictions, (Earl] sees basketry as
descending from the "old Bible dayS," Thus, his worX and his belief
reinforce each other, because every basket perpetuates a "Biblical
tradition" 'Nhile simultaneously his religion validates his basket making.
(303)
In a process not unlike Earl's basket ......eaving, Rock Crawlers' vehicles are products
of their beliefs regarding expansive nature of the back country.40 A twofold benefit
results from this traditional creation process: (1) beliefs involving the land affect
vehicle creation and r'I'IOfPhOlogy, and (2) the existence of the rigs serves to bolster
and perpetuate the values from which they arose. The circularity of this process not
only ensures the strength of the ideals inllOlved, but also creates a tightly knit group
with values that are spoken as loudly through their material culture as their oral
genres,

" Jules David Prown provides an excellent discussion of material culture
approaches to the study of how objects relate to the beliefs and values oflheir o\\mers
andior crafters (1982, 1-191.
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CONCLUSION

The idea that objects communicate their creators' ethos is not foreign to
cultural studies. As earty as t974 Robert McCarl argued that ......elders in a machine
and welding shop actively engaged in "a communicative process" each time they
exercised their trade (243). He elaborated upon this theme by asserting that their
"product and process" were bOth "8 means of communiCation" (244). Similarly, ROCk
Crawlers fashion rigs that reveal their "intricacy of kX:a1 knowledge of the nature and
physical properties... of the(ir) geographical milieu" (Ryden. 63).

Because of this

communication. the 4x4s function as symbols!l uttering community values
conceming the landscape. Because meaning is "stored in symbols," rigs

assert what

Rock Crawlers are. what they prize, and what they believe in (Geertz, 1968.303)
The vehicles comprise two distinct interpretations of the landscape: ontic
(experience-derived) and ad hoc (mythic). Hence, each vehicle can be read as a
witness of both personal interpretations of the specific outback spaces a driver
frequents and general communal-based ideals concerning the region. As such,
"form and style remain fundamental indicators of pervasive cultural values" (Pocius;
1995.419). Form and style do not result from a passive process. Rather, they are
at the forefront of eaCh rig's grammar because "material folk culture is a direct
product of the symbolic process" (Poulsen, 71). Thus, rock crawlers represent much

Prown discusses objects as ·-metaphors which conform to the shape of
experience," this is pan of his assertion that objects are symbolic realizations or "beliefs··
and··values··(I99I,149).
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more than simple 4-wheel drive vehides, they symbolize t.nierstandings wising from

interaction with the outbac:k!2 and the mythic. taken·for-granted, beliefs regarding
such spaces.
Now that general ideas surrounding the relationShip between vehicle and
topography have been introduced, a more itH:tepth discussion of vehicle c:onstruetion
can ensue.

Chapter four investigates how the performance and design of each

competently built rock crawler results from a culturally understood vehicle fabrication
grammar. Individual builders formulate their rigs by employing myriad strategies to
accomplish this conservative

IT'IOl"PhOI09Y (structure).

The utilization of such

strategies combines cutturalty he6d notions conceming proper 4x4 form w9th personal
gestalts of how this form is best achieved. Of course, intimate knowledge of the
outback landscape through which the vehide builder travels exerts a constant force

in this process.

'. For more on this see: Kenneth l. Carper's "Building as A Response to
Tcdrnological and Creative Processes," and Tom J. Banuska's ''The Fitness Test:
Building as A Response to Hwnan·Environmental Factors."

4
PERFORMANCE AND DESIGN IN
ROCK CRAWLER MORPHOLOGY

Han;l~e people want raong snodts. sopI'Wslicated lift kits. nign-end suspen5ion conponentS.
armor plates, ~.., produCtSll\at aIItJrlIt for [al Iodong Ot lin'i*l $lip difIerential_ {SIeYe
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Three vehicles methodically scratch their way alOng an arduous trail deep
within the westem Califomia desert. Hardly recognizable as a trail, their path is a
conglomeration of sih·like sand, slippery creeks. waterfalls. and boulders ranging
from lhe size of bowling balls to thOse as big as the autorT'lObtles themsefves. The

trail is made more di1'ricu1t by the canyon·s towering rock walls; their jagged stone
prohibiting the tra~ from bypassing any di1l'iculties. These walls exact a heavy
toll upon the body.WOf1l. of any vehde unlucky enough to slide against their roughhewn edges.

Despite the foreboding composition of the route. each vehide

successfully negotiates the trials they encounter.

The lead vehide e:t'8'Ms over a deep crack in the glWlile surface, plunging the
driver's side front tire deep into the crevice. Dropping three feet beJow the vehicle's
body, the tire contacts the bottom, spins slowly, and catChes on a ledge. Traction
gained from the ledge pulls the vehicle safely oyer the gaping maw of jagged rock.
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The second vehicle straddles a four toot wide and .six foot deep gap betNeen two
Volkswagen Bug·sized boulders by ~ng a tire on each of the boulders and
dimbing them like stone -ramps." The final rig edges along a stream to the base of
an eight foot waterfall; sIcMty its tires spin IJltiI it gains traction on the 'Net rocks and
edges its nose up the taoe of the waterfall. When the front tires reach the top edge

the rig is nearly vertical. A quick burst of gas from the driver and the rig heaves up
and over the top. Each 4x4 has passed through lhe difficult sections unscathed.
This fictitious-yet oommon-event demonstrates the realities of rock crawting.
Outback driving takes palience. sensitivity 10 changes and subtleties in the terrain.

and Quts. But no matter how gutsy or talented a driver is. if hislher rig is nol equal

10 the challenge the driver is doomed to failure and possible injury. The ability to
combine specific modifications that create a rig capable of negotiating back country
challenges is a hallmark of competent R(ld( Craw\er$.
This chapter considers these indMduals as bric:deuB,' or vernacular
designers who utilize a negotiation pmoess involving conservative and innovative
This approach otters insight into the complex assemblage process they

ideas.

undertake.
haphazardly.

Successful 4x4 -buitd--ups,- as this process is called, do not oc:cur

Rather, Rock Crawler.> have "rigorous, highly structured design

methods for generating and refining" vehicle forms (HUbka. 426), Using mental
templates (Glassie: 1975, 17; Hubka, 429), or

base

design forms which Rock

Claude Levi-Strauss originated the idea of the vernacular builder as bricoleur.
Although his notion is somewhat more conservative than mine-he sees the folk designer
as drawing Qn(v from a limited range of conservative, localized ideas-the terminology
and process he describes are ne\o"ertheless important (0 this discussion (1966, 16-22),
I
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Crawlers know and recognize, drivers spend hours planning for. and worxing on,
their vehicles. 2 This process involves manipulating parts culled from a host of
sources and utilizing the expertise of equally numerous craftspeople throughOut the
automotive industry.
The discussion then touches on the implementation of these procedures.
which involves making "two major choices in the SEMedion of design" (Pocius. 1979,

274). The first of these is when builders begin their work with tacitly held communal
notions regarding vehicle morphology, Of form.

Often. these notions are so

ingrained within the communal ethos that "the deSigner's normal habit is [consklered)
mere common sense" (Pye. 1964, 65).
Despite these "restrictions," builders are free to make their secondary
choices: moving beyond basic construction assumptions, they use innovative or
idiosyncratic means for achieving these modificationS. The resulting 4x4s reveal the
values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions of the community and the individualized
needs of the builder (Pn:M'l'l: 1982, 1; 1991. 145).3 Thus,

a relatively small inventory

of building assumptions produces a wide variety of vehicles (Glassie: 1975, 68).
Case studies foIlO'N to illustrate different approaches six drivers took to create their
rigs. Each study introduces the builder(s), outlines their construction process, and
touches upon the impulses leading to the strudural changes made to their rig.'

~ For more on generative building "languages," see: Christopher Alexander.
l

~

See also: Edward Sapir- 49

For more on the impulses leading to object morphologies. see: David Taylor's
'''What Makes A Good Boat?': To~d Understanding A Model of Traditional Design."
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A discussion concerning the process by which these ·build-ups~ take place
foIlCl'NS the case studes. Just as the rigs themselves are a patChwOrk of parts and
modifications, so are their construction processes. Each ~x~ is completed through
a host of different stageS. These regulat1y take place in a variety of locations, and
through a plethora of peop6e and services.

VEHICLE CONSTRUCTION AS BRICOLAGE

During the Summer of 1996 I was conducting research in london. While
there, I had the opportunity to tour the Victoria and Albert Museum with the noted
material culture scholar Jeremy Aynsley. As our small group entered a 20th century
display. Aynsley commented:

~Most

people of this age buy things, they don't take

lime to create them" (612511996). In this consumer ag&-when nearly any product
can be manufactured and sold to a wide market-Rock Crawlers take pride in the
fact that they create their own vehides. In fact. most dO

not consider a 4x4 theirs

unless they have buitt it Since each rig Is a combinatton of traditional structural
motifs and personal gestalts of the topography. buying a pre-modified rock crawler
is frowned upon. It is held that suc:tI rigs cannot come from the blend of personal
knowledge and design negotiation necessary to suit the owners needS.
The cool response and suspicion many cast upon thOse who purchase pre.
modified rigs was exemplified when an individual attended the 1994 Jeep Safari in
a pre-modified Jeep that he had purchased from 8 well known driver. Comments
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circulated among many safari participants that this individual

was "trying to buy his

way into· the community. Some peop6e joked abOut his inability to propefty utilize the

rig's abilities off-road. 5 At the 1996 safari I asked a driver from the individual's locale
if he had seen this rT\CW'l. He replied. "I haven't seen him ., a while. I think he scared

himself on

a trail.' The implication was that the woukj·be Rock Crawk!r did not

belong on the trail in the first place.

The requisite driver. vehicle. and land dynamic comes when one is aware of
ead"l and every aspect of the rig, and how these combine to function in the outback.
A driver's 'capacity for absorption in [trail driving) hinges on his intimate knowledge

or his 4x4 (Hufford: 1992.54). This relationship must be built. For this reason,
Hummers5 --now available to the public-are viewed with a mixture of loathing and
excitement; loathing: because of their off-the-showroOm floor capabiWties which
require almost no modifications; exdtement because Hurrvners are so well built that
they are capable vehides light off the Showroom tIoor and require almost no
modification (fig: 4.1). Hummers' pre-made attributes. which shoukj estrange the

rock crawfing COrmlunity', also intrigue them. Many Rock Crawlers react angrily to
the Hurrmer presence because their drivers do not have to work on the vehicles to
make them competent Yet, these folk are often caught-as on one home videoquietly marvelling over the vehides' incredible abiifties, Of course such comments
are infrequently said within ear-ShOt of most Hummer owners.

I

For more on drivlng and technique. see chapter five.

b

A 4x4 buill by AM General for the U.S. military but now available to the public,
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FIG: 4.1 A Hummer SIts In the parking lor IOMountain We'" OIfRood SuPply"

Three vehicles at the 1996 Moab Easter Jeep Safari conspicuously articulated
the pride crwners take in constructing their vehide. Each had a logo emblazoned on

its tailgate: one, a Samurai, sported the caption, "Made in Japan, Built in America.·
A Jeep CJ-7 displayed a similar phrase: ·Real Jeeps aren't Bought, They are Built.·

Another Jeep exhibited a shortened variation of the second message: -Built Not
Bought.· These phrases, and others like them, 7 occasionally appear on vehides,
and assert the owner's responsibility for the 4x4s present fonn. The message is
overt: Rock Crawlers take pride that they assemble the vehicles they rely upon.
Rather than being the output of a thoughtless reaction to one's social and

regional milteu, rock crawlers result from conscious and well planned design

1A Jeep displaying a similar phrase-'"'Real Jeeps are built one part at a time"showed-up at Mtn. West OfJ-Road Supply during the Summer of 1997.
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negotiation. s In this sense, each completed 4x4 is a "product managed by a
(creative] genius" (Henry Glassie. Fife Conference. 6113/1997).9

This intricate

assembly process has been termed "briCOlage" by scholars. who note that builders
take active roles as "bricoleurs" (Glassie: 1972, 260; Hawkes, 51; Hubka. 429-31;
Levi-Strauss. 1966. 16). A bricoleur is like an artist making a collage. The collage
progresses as the artist pulls differing images and forms into his/her work. making
their multifarious textures integral to the artist's vision of unified creation. Likewise,
the Rock

Cra~r

chooses from among various modification strategies for each

aspect of a vehicle's construction. This pick-and-choose process slowly creates a
rig fitting the form of what the competent Rock Crawler-that is one that builds the
right rig for the right situation-must include for the trails onto which s/he ventures
(Briggs, 3, 6-9; Glassie: 1991,256-60; Hymes. 32-4).

RESTRICTED CODES

Part of the vehicle building process entails making choices regarding what
must be modified. Such choices are influenced by basic concepts regarding what
vehicles "need to have" to work proficiently in the baCk country. These basics are
so ingrained within the group's world view that they are often "taken for granted"

'Glassie's "'The Variation orConceplS Within Tradition..."' reviews numerous
.:xampJes regarding the morphological choices builders race during the creation or
obj.:cts. For more on designers and design negotiation. see also: David Pye, 1964, 21
• He continued, noting that each creative act-within a constructive tradition-is
"an unrolding or genius."
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(Bernstein, 63; Csikszentmihalyi, 21). This cache of rudimentary morphologIcal
assumptions dictating rock

aawter fomls comprise what are known as the "restricted

cx:xies· of vehicle creation (Bernstein, 57).'° Restricted codes "regulate" (57) vehicle
form and are "characterized by a high degree ot...predictability" (Upton. 1979, 180).

These are the accepted and conservative standards that must be incorporated on

a rig tor it to be a rock crawler." Such norms form "the weight of...familiar{ity that)
continually exerts subtle pressures: and to which the builder conforms as sJhe plans
and undertakes the construction ot a rig (Toeiken, 34). Thus, these building tenets
are "restricted" in that they control the over..alt structure of the rock crawler
Such building schema "depend upon an assumed body at interests and
identifications" (Upton, 1979. 180), and make up the basics of the morphological
code.

As stated, they account for the "predictability," or the basic structural

similarities. between the rigs. Traditional 4x4s incorporate the following changes:
a suspension lift; talter than stOCk springs are the basis tor this modification
larger than stock tires; this means that they are both taller and wider
low gearing
relia~ fuel delivery to the engine
a "bullet proof," or reliable, drive-train
roll-over protection for vehicte occupants
important "extras," which increasing numberS now feel are mandatory:
traction aiding devices, lights, winches, ergonomic changes, and body annor

10 Restricted and elaborate codes an:: analogous to the conservative and dynamic
forces elaborated upon by Barre Toe/ken in The Dynamic... ofFoitiore. Following
Upton, however, I use Bernstein's teons because they directly colTelate with a structural
approach, and they an: more suited to the tee:hnicalities of vehicle construction.
II Commenting on the effect ofcreative codes upon traditionaJ object
morphologies, Henry G1assie has noted that objects ace -fonned out of (creators' I wills
and managed by tradition" (Fife CQnftrence, 611311997).
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This rudimentary vehicle form has evolved to meet Challenges the phYSIcal
environment places upon the 4x4s. Through years of traversing back country traits,
drivers leamed that differing aspects of the topography impinge upon vehicles in
distinct ways; these building traditions are reactions to those understandings. Such
performance enhancing basics have been referred to as "performance correlatives"
(Taylor. 1980, 194-7).

This delineation mal1(s any "form of the (4x4J which

significantly affects its overall functioning" (197). looking at these "basics· reveals
how they affect rock crawler performance in the outback.

Suspension lifts

large rocks, stumps, logs. deep crevices, ruts, and uneven terrain that twists
vehicles are common trials on mountain and desert trails (figs: 4.2. 4.3). These
situations can force one-and even two-tires into the air. Jagged rocks can rip and
gash sheet metal. Employing taller than stock springs lifts the vehicle and allows
larger tires; these help raise the rig over trail dangers.

This modification also

provides the Chance to supplement softer riding springs, offering essential extended
"spring flex." Flex is a springs' ability to progress through a range of compl"ession
and extension. (PUlling a slinky apart and pushing it together provides an idea of
flexing springs.) Flex, also known as "travet," is the ability each spring has to atlow
wheel movement into and over trail irregularities. Stock springs often lack extensive
flexing ability: Rock Cra'Mers devise new suspensions that offer thts needed quality.
Rigs that have "lots of travel" keep tires in contact 'Nith the ground. thus
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FIG: 4.2 Glenn Wakefield crawls over a boulder-strewn trail in his Samurai. (Courtesy www.off-road.comf)

FIG: 4.3 A SamUflll gets ready-to desceodHigh Dive hill, near Moab_ (Courtesy Dan Wynkoop)
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continuously maintaining traction. ·Suspension travel is paramount for rock crawling.

[A] truck doesn't have any traction uniess the tires are on the ground-fts that simple·
(Quinnell. 1997a, 30). A rig that keeps traction is one that can do nearly any trail
because it crawls through difficult areas with control.

This also means it is a safer

4x4. This is because stiff springs bounce vehicles over and into objects. A vehicle
that is bouncing is not in control and could end·up rofting or damaging parts
Many Jeep builders

are now taking the springs, which are mounted under the

axles at the factory, and mounting them over the axles (fig: 4.4). Moving springs
over the axle allows builders to raise vehiCle height without using a highly arched
spring. Traditionally, springs with more arch are used to raise a vehicle, but having

_vehideftont
vdlideframe

<::::>
-~.--

spr:n<;W1derlheaxie

more arch decreases a spring's ability to tiex downward. Placing a spring above the

axle instantly produces live to six inches of vehicle lift. And 8atter springs can then

be used to increase downward spring travel. The "spring-over" is quickly becoming
a favorite among many hard-<:ore Rod< Crawlers because when combined with ftat,
very soft springs, it produces extreme suspension travel.
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VehICle helght IS aso Increased (only) on

Ie8T

spnng type suspenSIOns

Dy

me

aoomonot klngef'"$l'I8CkIeS (fig: 4.5). Located atoneendofre spong ana spanning
between it and the frame, the shackle is a moveabkt link !hat allows the spring to
tIex. Usually shackleS are replaced because the stock units crack under extensive
usage In rodl;y terrain. When more heavy-duty shackles replaCe the stOCk units,

owners often opt for UghUy taller l.I1its. These raise vehicle height roughly an Incn.
Taller shackles also allow s1ightty more spring flex.

+---vehiclelTont

rl(;:".5U-~spnnEstlK:tUesart~Iear-5llf\lD5"X"51i'c1m_101'Wlle:ctratDC:bescLra.sedbel$t

I

ne addition of new springs is usuaIty ae:cornpwied by new shock absOrbers.
Actually the term 'shock absorber' is a misnomer. The real job of
abso1)ing the 'shodt' faUs to the springs, while the shock abSOI'ber is
a 'damper...The shock moves togeIherwilttthespring's travel, but not
so rooc:::h to IIbsorb the shock as to keep the aping from continuing to
oscillate. (Cote, 6)

Proper shocks are as imperative to performance as springs. Considering shocks,
drivers usually keep two goels in mind: (1) Street handling and comfort, and (2) otfroad handling and comfort. As mentioned, good shocks curb the oscillattons of a
'NOfking spring. As such, "the shock is a

~one

of the foundation of every off-
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road truck;" but there is a fine line between adequate and over-kill (8)
Good $hOd(s let the springs move freely white damping their excess bOuncing
action. Fi"" enough valving systems also decrease "body-roll" during cornering at
highway speeds. orr-road, shockS must be soft enough to let the springs flex so that
in irregular terrain the Wheels move smoothly and freely over and around any
obstades. A mis-applied shock will slow down the suspension's ability to react to
the terrain. They may even prevent springs from cyding at aiL Shocks with little
travel. and/or excessively stiff valving, 12 will -hang-up· the springs before they can
achieve their full fteJring potential. Proper shock applicat;on exists on a fine line
between good road handling and excellent back country pet'formance.
Many drivers now use multiple-adjust shocks like the Rancho "9000" or the

Doetsch Tech "ATA XII" to give them the beSt handling characteristiCs of both

wOOds. These can be tuned by the tum ofa knob on the side of each st1oc:k's body,
(They can now be tuned by controls placed within the vehicle so that drivers can
tune the shocks 'on the fly. ') The units can be tuned-in Jess than a minute-to give
the exact performance qualities desired for any driving situation.

I~ Most shocks used off road function by a series ofintemal valves that regulate
the flow of oil within the shock. Qn.road: very few valves open, producing a finn,
controlled ride, Off-road: more valves open, allowing the oil to flow more freely,
producing a smooth off-road ride.
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Tires

Like taller suspensions, larger than stock tires are used to keep rock crawlers
above trail dangers. The height increase that taller tires afford also keeps vehicles
out of deep water when fording streams or rivers. But tires can perform another
important function. like a suspension system with good flex. they help to provide
grip.

Cole Quinnell notes that ·traction and vehicle control are the t'NO primary

qualities that separate a great rock crawler from a tow-strap junkie" (1997a, 28).
Proper tires are important for maintaining traction, thus ensuring control.
Most off-road tires are considerably wider than stock.

The extra width.

combined with an alT8y of tread pattems, ensures that vehicles maintain traction as
much of the time as possible. No matter how rocky, rutted, or steep a path gets, if
traction is maintained, vehicles can continue in a controlled, safe manner
Tire treads are terrain-specific. Some are designated as "aH·terrain." These
have mild tread patterns that wear well on the street, provide excellent traction in
snow, and adhere well to rocks. They are usually distinguished by a closely interlocking tread design. A11-tefT'ain tires work v.9I for drivers whO do not frequent hardcore trails and need tires that provide lengthy street wear (fig: 4.6). "Mud" tires
feature a more radical design. They do not last as lOng as all-terrains because of
the wide gaps between the big tread "lugs: These big lugs catch on ledges and on
the bottom of muddy or wet areas to provide traction. Most hard-core drivers use
mud tires because of the superior traction they offer on difficult trails. Except in a
few situations, mud tires usually perform better in ol't"-road situations than all·terrains.
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Many Rock Crawlers acknowledge this difference in performance by calling all-

terrains "highway tires.·

FIG: 4.6 An all-terrain tire is on the left, while a mud tire is on the right.

Low, low, Low Gearing

Hills of mind boggling steepness, ledges up to five feet in height, and loads
of big rocks, these are "hard core" rock crawlers' favorite driving situations. But to
competently negotiate these spaces the vehicles must have more than just big tires
and abundant wheel travel. They need ·steep gearing.· Steep gears are the low
gear ratios (numerically high: 4.88: 1 is lower than 3.50: 1) that allow vehicles to

slowly crawl over large rocks and up steep hills, without lurches from heavy
applications to the gas pedal. This is because

putting on larger tires decreases the power the drivetrain delivers to
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the ground, because the engine, T~, transmission, and
ditrerentials have to 'NOfk harder to bJm the larger tire. To make up for
this loss of power, the gear ratio of the differentials may need to be
inaeased (\owered). (Delong, 1996, 54)

Lower than stock gearing helps provjde additional traction by Increasing power
outpUt,

or torque, to the ground-even if larger tires are not being used.
Drivers with low gears don't have to ·punch" the gas to get over or through

an obstacle.

Such tactics can destroy the rig, the terrain, and the driver's

reputation.· 3 A slow approach. afforded by low gears. maintains control and is less
likely to break traction and parts.
The real key (10 tackling rocky and difficult trails] is in proper ge8ringparticularty with a manual-transmission-equipped truck. The slower
you creep alOng a trail. the more precise control you have of your
vehicle.
This is why four-and five-speed manual trannies
{transmissions] with 6:1 first·gear ratios are the rage, as are 4:1
transfer-case conversions and super steep axle gears. (Quinnell.
1997a.3O)
Low gearing resulting from these modifications also hetps when driving down

steep inclines. Sometimes an incline is so great that if brakes are used a 4x4's back
tires may come off the ground. Low gearing provides the vehicle with "hoId-b8ck;.

this is the ability to slow a vehicle using gearing rather than brakes. (Think of driving

30mph in first gear. The drastic. lurching, :skJwtng that happens when you abruptly
let off the gas is caused by hoId-back.) Some vehides have gearing so steep that

their drivers have to use the gas pedal to drive down hills. On the Lion's 811ck, a
steep and treacherous obstade in Moab. many vehicles only use gearing 10 slow
lheir progress down the htIl. "Riding" the brakes could 'Near them out. or warp them

IJ

See chapters five and six for discussions concerning acceptable driving habits.
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DRIVE-TRAIN OF STANDARD 4-WllE.EL DIUVE
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from the heat generated.

lO'N gearing can be accomplished by replacing gears in the axle differentials
(fig: 4.7). Another way to drop the gear ratio is using a transmission or transfer

case*l·with low gears (fig: 4.7). A newly evolving technology entails replacing the
stock gears in some transmissions or transfer cases with lower aftermarket sets.
For instance: I replaced the gear-set in my stock Ford ·C-4" automatic transmission

I' The transfer case is responsible for lowering the gear ratio for 4-wheel drive
and splitting the power between the front and rear axles.
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with a set nonnatly used in drag racing. This provided me with an 18% lower than
stock first gear: second gear is 12% lower than stock. Third gear remains stock for
comfortable highway driving. Transfer case kits

are used to drop gearing more

drastically. One of these is available for samurais: it drops the 4-wheeI drive low
gearing by 112%! A new gear-set was recently developed to drop Jeep Wrangler
and Cherokee transfer case gearing by 50%. And a transfer

case kit for Toyotas

has an incredible 106% drop. These kits make it possible to build vehides boasting
4-wtIeel drive ratios as low as 200: 1, a feat thought impossible in the late 1980s.

Reliable Fuel Delivery

Extreme terrain is filled with

excessiv~y

steep climbs, inching over and

between objects, moving along trails that seem like mere footpaths along cliffs. and
crawling across bad side angles known as ·off-cambers.· In such situations it is
imperative that engines run smoothly and reliably. If an engine quits, more than a
paint-job may be at stake-lives could be in danger. While most drivers don't think
of the death extreme, they do seek engines that provide reliable power.
Car1::luretors are often the subject of modifications designed to prevent them
from failing to supply the engine with gasoline while bouncing over rugged terrain.
Some makes-which are favored on hot rods and race cars-are problematical offroad. A few carburetor brands, however, are better at avoiding trail-induced fuel
starvation than others. Special modifications-many of which come from off-road
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racing'~-also help

carbS to deliver fuel smoothly to the engine. Many people with

carburetted rigs. however. have found that the best way to ensure reliable fuel
delivery IS to use a fuel regulator. These units are instaHed along the fuel line
(between the gas tank and the carb) and onty allow enough gas into the carb to be
used by the engine. Fuel regulatcn darn give the earb enough gas to allow it to

slosh out. of the bowls while going over rocky terrain, or to spill out while inching up
and down steep inclines.

Fuel regulators frequently have the added benefit of

providing enhanced gas mileage.
Matt Smith was having trouble with his Jeep's engine "dying" while attempting
sleep climbs. After one extremely frustrating trip he installed a fuel regulator: he
reported that it "completely stopped my problem." I was SO impressed wtth his claims
that I purd'lased one fO( my Bronco. Before InstaNing the fuel regulator, one rough
trail had caused my engine to dte more than 60 times in a four hour period. (11 was
so frustrating that I started to count the number of times

my motor died.) After the

installation. it only died three times during an entire day on the same trail.
To avoid the carburetion hassle, many drivers replace their stock
carburetionlengine systems with fuel injected motors. "Injected motors" always
supply a perfect amount of gas to the engine-sometimes even if the rig is upside
down. Additionally. throttle response. or the immediacy and sensitivity of engine
reaction 10 input from the gas pedal, is unbeatable with these systems. This means
heiQhtened control. Added to the oontroI dimension is the fact that high attitudes do

II

A different 4.wheel drive community.
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not adversely affect injected motors.

The thin air at high altitudes renders

carburetted mottn S1uggish-throtUe response is unpredictab6e.

With injected

motors, elevation makes little difference: drivers frequenting a range of attitudes
favor the units for this benefit.
Many Jeep owners. like Char1ie Copsey and ems Stephens, use fuei injected
motors from Corvettes. Trans-Ams. and ful/.siZed Chevrolet pick-up trucks

also

regularty supply fuel in;eded engines tor Jeeps or Land Cruisers. Owners of older·

style "vintage" Ford Broncos, lHc:e Shannon Shil1l;, use injected units from Mustangs.
Full-sized Ford pjc:k-up trucks alSO occasionally supply them. The reason for these
specific choices is ease of installation or compatibility of parts

Bullet-Proof Drive Train

Having a "bulet-proor rig refers to the vehicle's ability 10 resist br'eakng-doIm
while enduring oft'-road extremes. The tenn bul~-proof, then, is used to connotate

a rig's indestructible nature. And a rig's drive train is the chain-like combination of

engY>e-transmission-_ case-d<Ne _

. - (09' '.7). Basically ij fonns

the route through which a vehicle's power fk)ws from the engine to the ground.
Having a bullet-proof drive train, then, Is more complex than merely incorporating
one part or one modification into one's rig. It entails building the entire engine-toaxles system with parts that are known-via personal experience or traditionally held
wisdom-to be strong and reliable under

heavy~uty

usage.

Transmissions, axles, engines. transfer cases, builders constantfy replace or
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rebuild these parts. As soon as one part is "beefecHJp· it Shifts the stresses of tough
driving along to the next weakest part. Buiders must carefully consider the strength

of each part in the chain so as
When this OCCUf$, that

not to put too much pressure on one single link.

one link is likety to snap while off-road.

And. of c::ot.ne, as

Murphy's Law hOk3s, it will always be as far from a town as possible.
To enSlXe a buIIet-proofdrive train, builc:Stn inc:::orporate parts from a host of
sources. Shannon Shirk utililed parts from many rigs on his 1968 Fon:t Bronoo. The
fuel injected engine came from a late model Ford Mustang; power flows from it
through an automatic transmission that was borrowed from a newer model year
Bronco. The transfer case came from yet another model year Bronco. The axles
under Shannon's rig were built using a host of parts from multiple vehicle
manufacturers including, Ford, Chevrolet, and Intemational Harvester. The resulting
patchwork of parts forms a system that he feels is reliable in neany any situation.

RoN-<>ver Protection

AJI off-road rigs must have some form of roI-over protection. "Rolling' is not
something Rock Crawtefs plan to do, but when driving in radical environments

precautions must be taken: "It may not be realistic to expect most sport-ute owners
to put a big piece of ugly btac:k pipe inside their expensive rigs, but if you're going to
be climbing a lot of hilts, you'd better do it anyway" (DeLong, 1996,47). Vehicles
with "roofs" (non-removable tops) don't present a problem to passenger safety
because their factory tops provide protection. Open-air rigs-those with removable
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FIG: 4.8 A Jeep climbing POlato Sa/od Hill loses traction and begins to roll. Notice that it only has a roll bar
(00 cage kit) and because of this the windslueld folds over as it rolls down lhe hill. (Counesy Mark Milner)

FIG: 4.9 (Courusy Mark Milner)
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nG: 4.10

(Courtesy Mark Milner)

FlC: 4.11 (Courtesy MarIe Milner)
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prob6ems to passenger safely. Thus, protection must rome in the

fonn of a roll bar. A roll~r is a large tubuAar hoop arching over the passenge1S at
windshield level (figs:

~,8-4,13).

It is usually mounted in the vicinity of the rear wheel

wells inside the vehicle, Some extra·strong units go through the body and mount
directly to the vehide's frame.
RoB-bars provide a moderate degree of protection, but in the event of a bad

roll. or a roll in extremely arduous terrain they may fold. To avoid this. many Rock
Crawlers add a roIl-<:age to the roll·b8r. A roIl<age is welded to the roll bar and
passes over the occupants. A second hoop is placed directly behind the front
windshield. The "cage kit" fully encircles the occupants, keeping them safe. 16
During the 1994 Moab Easter Jeep Safari Chris Stephens lead the Hell's
Revenge trail. As vehides attempted to dimb a tormidab'e obstade known as

Potato Safad Hill, he spotted a top6eSS vintage Bronco with no roll-bar or roll cage
and was aghast that -.-,yone oouId be that stupid," Chris immediately informed the
owner that he was not allcMed to continue on the trail ride without a roIl·bar, T'NCl
years later he was still unab'e to befieve that • person wou6d drive without any rollover protection, and recalled the Hen's Revenge incident as 'one of the dumbest
things I've ever seen.·
The Red Rock 4-WheeIers proudly assert that thanks to roIlbar/roll cage
protection, no one on an o1'ricially sanctioned Easter Jeep Safari trail ride has ever
been killed.

Peop6e do, however, occasionally get into situations where such

A roll-cage saved; my life when I rolled my 1968 Bronco during a freeway
accident in 1989.
I.
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protection is not enough. Deaths do rarely occur, but due to the infrequency of such
accidents, none of my informants have been present when an trail disaster lead to
a death. Rumors do occasionally circulate about such accidents. and one garage
in Moab--wilh a specially constructed to'lN/retrieval vehicJe--has a wall devoted to

photos of accidents that have occurred on Moab area trails. Many of the wrecks
depicted on this wall resulted in deaths.

Important "Extras"

Although there is constant debate among builders about whether the following
modifications are "required: they do not always faU into the changes necessary for
a rig to be regarded as competent. However, they do regularly appear on rock
crawlers that frequent arduous terrain. Builders routinely modify, add, or replace'
body armor, winches, lighting, and axle differentials.
Body armor comprises a host of protective bOIt-ons owners can add to a rig
to safeguard it against rock damage. Favorite armor among many are "neff bars."
Nen bars are thick steel tubes that extend out from the frame between the tires and
directly below the rocker panel (fig: 4.14). These tubes protect the bottom of the rig
from rock damage. After the front tire moves over a rock Of log, the area on the
vehicle body just behind the tire is prone to coming down hard on that object. With
nan bars, instead of causing body damage, the object strikes the nen bar and then
slides, or "nerts," along it rather than the body. Cok! Quinnell advises: "You can
protect the rocker panels on your... truck from damage with nel'1 bars. They
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decrease your clearance. but the thousands of dollars worth of body damage they
save is worth if (1997a. 30).
Bumpers are also modified or replaced. The object is to provide strength and

protection while also increasing approach and departure angles. Approach and
departure angles are the amount of overhang* extending off the ends of a vehicle
past the tires (fig: 4.15)." Large overhangs scrape on objects. This can damage

both terrain and vehicle. Additionally, it is not uncommon for a rig with significant
overhang to get caught because the bumpers have wedged onto something (fig:

4.16). Placing bumpers as tight to the front and rear of the rig as possible is

17 Increasing approach and depanure angles is another reason for lifting the height
of a rock crawler.
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FIG: 4.IS Approach and departure angles.

FIG: 4.16 A BlllDCO catches ItS rear bwnpercn the rock of Frencltle's Fin IS

It

tnes 10 climb a hill 00 Fins 'N'

rn"'BS trail The ~ wedged so bghtJy thai the tlres oouJd not obtain enough tnIctxJn 10 pullu free. Olher

partlapams had to work together 10 dislodge It.
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advisable

leaving as much tire openly exposed as possible at the front of the rig

is also a bonus-this leaves space to approach large rocks with the path to the tire
unobstructed.

Powerful lighting is a must for night driving, and stock headlights are simply
not strong enough to dO the job. The reason stock headlights fail IS because they
are not bright enough, thus throwing shadows across the trail.

Dangerous

irregularities in the terrain hide within shadows cast by boulders or ruts. Drivers not
seeing these lur1o::ing dangers could navigate their rig directly into (or onto) one.
Brilliant aftermarket off.mad lights flood the terrain with illumination, obliterating the
possibility of danger lurking within a shadow. These lights can be placed on top of
the rig, but tree branches often rip them off. Many serious drivers place them on the
bumper or the pillars at the windshield sides.

Some use another option, more

powerful off-road headlights. Stock units are 45 watts on low and 60 watts on high.
Several companies

now produce race headlights that "crank" 80 watts on ICoN and

100 watts on high. One company even makes a headlight that produces 90 watt

lows and 130 watt high beams. These stronger headlights are exceptional for night
time off-road use.
Winches are an option for some and a necessity for others. This depends
upon the trails one frequents. New trails are becoming increasingly difficult and
mandate the presence of winches: "There's nothing like a winch to pull you out of a
stuck situation. It should be one of the first add-ons you buy" (Delong, 1996,49).
The SJedgehammertraii is so bou6der-strewn that vehicles without winches might get
impossibly wedged between the rocks in many locations. In fact this has occurred
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to some drivers within twenty feet of the trail's head! The Surprise Canyon trail has
waterfalls in excess of fifteen feet tall which must be climbed. Without a winch this
trail would be equally impenetrable. Usually they are placed on top of the front
bumper (figs: 3.5, 3.7, 3.18, 3.26), but drivers now use them on the backs of their
rigs too.
Locking axle differentials are the premier "extra" that one can add to a rig
In fact. many, like Chris Stephens, feel that a vehicle must have them to be
competently built.

Chris has repeatedly stated that "locking diffs" are the most

important modification a driver can make to a rig. Also known as "lockers," they are
the ultimate in providing traction for extreme driving.

lockers are devices that

replace stock axle differentiation units to negate much of their differentiation. This
means both wheels on a 1000er-equipped axle nearty always tum in tandem
With a locker-equippecl axle on twisted, broken, and rocky terrain. where
wheels regularly lift off the ground-no matter how good wheel travel is-traction is
constantly maintained. This does not occur with stock "open" differentials, which
always route power to the wheel with the least traction. Consequently, when rigs
with stock axles get -in a bind: lifting a tire high off the ground, the open axle will
send power to the tire languishing in the air rather than the one planted on the

tra~.

By comparison, a "locked" axle routes power 10 the wheel on the ground and the one
in the air. "To send maximum power to your wheels, you need to prevent the
unloaded wheel from spinning, and the way you do this is to k:ldl: the open
differential" (DeLong, 1996,51). With power to the ground, the "locked-up"1ig will
pull itself through the difficult area, while an "open" rig will not (fig: 4.17). Having a
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Bodl "iIffIS spin
left IlresoolZTltraetion

"locking differential and a strong axle assembly [are considered by many to be]
crucial" (Quinnell, 1997a, 30).
This conservative body of ideas and concepts concerning vehides and their
overall form is the source for rock crawler building traditions (Jones: 1989, 236-45,
250). Such concepts are

so ingrained within the ethos of the community that they

seem to members like self-evident truths (Herman, 1984. 68·9). These "truths"
constitute "an adherence to a traditional base concept-a specific structure of
cornponents-and an empk)yment of a traditional

set of rules that prescribe a range

of additive and subtractive variation" (GIassie: 1974, 231). The tradition, and hence
the range of these personal approaches, is always in transition. For instance, as late
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as 1993 most serious Rock Crawlers eschewed tires taller than 35 inches in height.
In fact. most rigs SPOrted 33" tall tires. It was commonly felt that tires greater than
35 inches lifted vehides too tall to effectively perform in many off-road contexts due
the 4x4's resulting higher center of gravity.
However, at the 1996 Moab Easter Jeep safari an inordinate number of
vehicles with tires 36 and even 38 inches in height were being used (fig: 4.18).
Although most vehicles still ride on 33 inch tall tires, larger siZes are nO'N' accepted
and are regularly utilized due to new suspension and bOdy modifications-not to
mention pressures placed on drivers by increasingly difficult trails. Despite rock
crawlers being traditional creations, their "continuity" does not generate a stagnant
pattem (Griffith. 165). Traditional vehicle forms. as noted, are in constant flux.
Malleability inherent to the build-up tradition results from the demands placed on rigs
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and drivers by new and more difficult contemporary trails. the availability of updated
technologies, and personal innovation.

ELABORATED CODES

There is tremendous variation in the configuration of 4x4s. This laCk of static
forms within the corpus of vehicles is due to what are known as Elaborated codes
(Bemstein, 62). Elaborated COdes are "characterized by low... predictability" (Upton.
1979, 180).

Essentially, this aspect of the building process is where builders

"elaborate" on the conservative assumptions from which they work. They choose
"from many...alterations which allow {them] to express [their] experience in a
particularized, differentiating manner" (180).'8 Simply stated,

once individuals decide

to build a rig and tacitly assume the restricted codes (suspension, tire size. gearing
changes. etc... ), they are then free to decide how these codes can be implemented
(Bernstein. 62: Jones, 1989, 126-31; Taft. 112, 127). Beginning with these basic
tenets, builders have

a plethora of choices from which to choose

The range and combination of elaborated codes brought together in one
vehicle is what makes it distinctive and personal (as well as a discourse on the type
of terrain the driver frequents).

Thus, tradition neither implies stagnance nor

,. Concerning this dynamic. David Pye has noted: "Free workmanship shows that.
while design is a matter of imposing order on things, the intended results of design can
often be achieved perfectly well without the workman being denied spontaneity and
unstudied improvisation" (1968, 71).
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archaism. 19 Some drivers may opt for taller suspension lifts to fit larger tires. Others
may use a ·shorter" lift and cut their vehicles' wheel1N8lls-the sheet metal around
the wheels-to make room for larger tires.

Many drivers opt for suspension

·packages· produced by companies like Rancho. SupetWft, Trail Master; Teraflex.

Wild Horses. and others. as the basis tor a new suspension. Currently. complex
modifications using stock springs also provide excellent off-road handling benefits.
Many drivers achieve low gear ratios by using very low gearing in their
·pumpkins· (axle differentials). C>ther.i, wishing to spread the strain of lower gears 2(1
throughout the drive train, also lower gearing in the transmission or even the transfer
case. Some people simply use a stock roIl·bar for occupant safety, white others
weld complex roll-cageS-which come in kits or can be custom·buitt-into their rigs
The point is. basic concepts controlling rudimentary vehicle form (restricted
codes) are only the beginnings of vehicle modification. Individual creativity and
expertise is evinced through'pIay" with the possibilities presented by the elaborated
codes. or the range of approaches possible to solve each morphological problem
besetting builder.; (Bor1and & livesay, 40; Briggs. 7; Hubka, 431). Henry Glassie's
discussion of architectural variation among English and Gennan house types
touches upon the process of CDf1lbirmg culturally transmitted concepts about space
to produce new house forms. This description could easily describe vehide builders:

19 Hubka's anicle "Just Folks Designing..:' refutes the idea that traditional
building methods emasculate the anist.
:0 Lower gearing is smaller in size, lessening its relative strength. By using gears
which are not as low in many drivetrain locations-instead ofvcry low gearing in just one
place-the over-all strength ofone's drivetrain is retained.
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[Each rig] is an inventory of Ieamed concepts. The (creation] process
consists of selecting from among...c::oncepts. some dthem new. some
of them okI... Some concepts are futly acx::epted. some are modified.
some are tom apart and combined with oIhers. and some are rejected.
(1986,411·12)
For Rock Ct'8"Mers. the breaking apart, cxmbination. and modification of CX)f"lstruction
techniques is initiated by asking questions such as:

How high should the suspension

be lifted? How should the lift. be accomplished? Should the tires be 33 inches tall,
35 inches. or bigger? The range and variety of modification choices are limited only
by one's imagination

or walleL

Following is a discussion of six nx:k crawlers, and the process by whdt ead'1
arrived at its form. Only general modifications are outlined beeause a full desaiption
of anyone vetricIe woukt require readers to have

an extensive automotive

background. Additionally, each rig would require its own lengthy chapter. For a
graphic depiction of the desired outcome for each vehicle modification

see

the

performance correlatives table included at the end of each vehicle discussion. By
locating the 4x4's performance COl'TetatiYes (ie: suspension, tires, or gearing) on the
d'lart, readers can compare choices made by the buWder's. The differing selections

made by buikiers for each correlative hint at the

range of modifications possibte.

Photos depict each Jeep's di1'rerent stance, and structural differences.

5evef'a1 drivers even took me to photo kx:ations that would "shOw off what [their) rig
can do.· Jim Broadbent produced an itemized list of Mure modifications, which is
induded, The list was already in existence

at the time of our interview; copies were

merely made available to me. The existence of this list-whether readers understand
its specific lexicon or

not-attests to the continualfy ftuetuating rock crawler form.
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The rigs rarely keep a single morphoklgy for extended periods. Drivers constantly
reconfigure them in an unending quest to bring their form into harmony with the
requirements placed upon them by the outback. In fact. the following vehfdes will
not be recogniz:ab6e as the same units appearing in the phOtos by the time this
dissertation IS defended.
Each rig is captured here in

one phase of a continuous process. Jim

Broadbenrs and Charlie Copsey's vehides underwent major suspension changes
just months after my interviews and photo shoots. Matt Smith's Jeep

now has a

brilliant-white fiberglaSs body; this repfaces the rust scarred one he had at the time
of tile photo shoot. Focusing on "the mechanicals," Matt told me the body was his
"fast priority;" but when the mechanical changes to his 4.4 were "nearly finished" a
car slammed into his driver's side one morning as he drove to work. MatI took this
"opportunity" to replace the Jeep's body with a rust-proof fiberglass unit.. In 1997,
Ed Isaacson re-paintec:I his Jeep, changing the steef-9rey paint seen in the following
photos to teaJ-green. He also added a

two inch body IHr to provide more room for

his tires. In January. 1997, VtdorMoklerdiscussed a list of changes that he made
to his rig since we met during the Jeep S.f8ri in 1996. One of these changes was
a

new motor. Initially, my impulse was indude the most recent information on each

4x4. Then I realized that this quest alone is worthy of a thesis.
I have limited this diSCUSSion to Jeeps. By confining the review to Jeep
vehicles, I can focus upon the actual morphology of the rigs rather than becoming
mired in explications concerning the differing suspension designs between various
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vehicle manufac:::tl,nrs. This strategy has benefits and dr.w.Oacks. The benefits are
that readers will easily see the similarities and differences between the buikting
strategies of the various individuals. A sense of continuity is thus created through
listing a series of analogous rigs. The drawb8ck is that without seeing the full range
of vehides, and their attending modification strategies. readerS may regard the small
seledion beIow-and hence all rock a8"tII4ers-as a goup of near1y identical vehides.
This they definitely are not.
Each vehicle manufacturer generales schools of thought.
modified Jeeps often sport deSirable

For instance,

Dana "300" transfer cases. This is because

they came stock in Jeeps for several yeas: they are transplanted with relative ease
into Jeeps that did not

come with one. However, vintage Ford Broncos-like

Shannon Shirk's-are rarely found with D.na "300 transfer cases because the
R

extensive modifications required for installation are not worth the benefits the unit
provides. Instead, Bronco owners opt for a different: "t-case" that suits their needs
and is relatively easy to install. This transfer case, not coincidentally, is rarely found
in Jeep vehicles.
While reading about the foIkJwing Jeeps, keep in mind that the smallest
morphoJogical differences produce rigs that not only differ visually, but handle in
radically diverse fashions. An inch of suspension trave! or height can make the
difference between a vehide that finishes a trail and one that doeS not. Each driver
below uses parts he believes to be reliable. The different aspects of each vehide
have been orchestrated to form 8 whole that fundions as a single unit. Each Jeep
represents 8 well etafted vehicle; some are buih. for tougher trail action than others,
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but all suit their owners, who know the landscape into which they venture.

Jim & Justin Broadbent's 1987 Jeep Wrangler

Jim and his son, Justin, like driving extreme trails,l1 therefore their rig is
modified 10 perform well

on My difficulties they encounter.

To accomplish thrs task

they drive a 1987 Jeep Wrangler. Jim Chose the Wrangler because its size 'allows

it 10 gel into tight spots easily.'

Smalfer vehide sizes usually provide more

maneuverability. Besides. a bigger vehicle was not needed for the two of them.
(They are

now building a larger Jeep Saambler to provide room for full-family trips.)

The suspension was one of the first aspects of the vehicle to be modified.
Jim has had at least three different systems on the Wrangler. One spring set·up

gave all the "ex he needed otr-road, but it was so soft that Jim was 'scared {he]
'MJUId rcA [the vehide) on steep hills.· The system they now use is what they want
and is comprised of soft one inch lift RanchO Suspension springs mounted over the

axle. This gives the Jeep approximatety six incheS of highty flexib'e, yet oontroHed,
suspension lift.
One inch lift ShaCkles were used to mount the springs to the frame. The
spring-over operation provided approximatety six or seven inches of lift:; thrs affords
:1 Trail difficulty is rated by the Red Rock ~·Wheelers on a I to 4+ scale (1.2.3.
3.... 4,4+). A I level trail is no more than a dirt road. while a 4 is much like that
described at the opening of this chapter. A 3 or 3+ rated trail is very difficult but can be
managed by a moderately built rig. In Moab. some trails are raled 4+ and have five foot
ledges that must be climbed or dropped off. Such trails can only be completed by the
best drivers who drive the most highly modified vehicles.
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It also

provides dearance so the body will not get rock-damaged on tough trails. The
suspension is damped 'Nith adjustable Rancho"9OQO'" shocks to provide a ride that
can be tuned to suit any temtil"l. The suspension combination provides so mUCh
wheel travel in the rear that the gas tank had to be altered to allow the ax)e's full
range of movement without making CXW1tad: and ripping a hole in it. This suspension
lift has been rombined with a one inch

body~ifl

Body lifts are another way of raising

the body height from the ground. This is accomplished by placing a spacer between

the frame and body. The body and suspension lifts provide enough room for 35 inch
tall and 12.5 inch w'de Kelly·Mud Terrain· tires (33 inch BFGoodrich ·All-Terrain"
tires are used for daily driving on the street).
To keep gearing low with the 35 inch tall tires. the Broadbents opted to
replace the Jeep's stock 3:54.1 axle gears wfth 4.56: 1 sets. This extremely low ratio
provides more than enough

~

in any situation. But gearing is not enough for the

type of 4-wheeling they do, they also needed strength.

So instead of merely

reptacing the gears in the SkXtl: axies, the BrOlkI:lents repIKlecl both axles with units
from heavier trucks. The front is now a

o.n. ......,. which was taken from a hatf·ton

Ford pick-up trucK; the ,.,.. axle is a NWfM cur-

o.n. "SO- which was taken from

the back of a 314 ton Chevy pic:k-iJP truck. These ades provide strength in situations
that would destroy stock Wrangler axles.
This strength means safety and security in dangerous locations on trails far
from town. lNhile the

new axles 'W8I"8 being built, Jim and Justin had another major
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modification installed: lockers. Both axles contain ARB "Air lockers." These units

give drivers the abilrty to fully override the differentiation m the axle. providing

traction to both wheels on each axie. by merely pushing a button. This modification
means that aU tires continually pull the vehide, even if one (or even two) tires is m
the air. The Broadbents knew that for the type of trails they frequent stock open"
M

differentials oould never provide the continual traction they need.
The axles bOast another major rr.odification: a custom four"wheel disc brake
system. They were installed to help the Wrangler maintam control through deep
water crossings like those on Fordyce Creek (F map 1). one of Jim's favorite trails.

Rivers get the stock rear drum brakes

wet rendering them useless. The brakes

were also installed with the steep indines of Moab, Utah. in mind. Drum brakes heat
up under constant usage; disc brakes stay much COOler. Cool brakes are effective
brakes. The rear drums on the Broadbents' Jeep were replaced with discs taken

from

a Cadillac. The front aJde'$ stock discs were replaced with a set from a

GMC pick up truck. 80th

sets are the largest that

3/4 ton

could be found and provide

reliable "slop on a dime' braking.
The transfer case of their Jeep was also chosen with off-road usage in mind.
It is a Dana "300" unit taken from an earte- model Jeep CJ.

The new -t-case" was

used instead of the stock Wrangler unit because of its increased strength; it also
offered modification options

not

avaUabte for the stock t-ease at the time of the

modification. The Broadbents felt its versatility and increased strength made it a
logical choice. This new unit was then mated to a New Venture ".500" manual
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transmission

The new transmission was taken from a 3/4 ton Chevy pick up. It

seemed a logical choice tor the Broadbents for two major reasons: (1) It is an
extremely heavy-duty transmission that is not likely to break under rock crawling
extremes. and (2) because of its low 6.5:1 "granny Iow"n first gear. Such incredibly
low gearing, when combined with the axle gears. creates a rock crawler capable of
inching over or through anything without hardly a touch to the gas pedal. Such
smooth transfer of power is something to be envied in tough terrain. Extremely low
gearing also means the Wrangler has great "ho+d-back- on steep Moab trail
descents.
The engine is currently the stock Jeep Wrangler "256" straight 6 cylinder.
Although Jim is planning on repJacing it with a Corvette "L·98" fuel-injected motor,
he has been relatively pleased with the stock unit. This does not mean, however,
that it is in its stock form. It was -tweaked" to provide"s few extra horse-power" with
additions such as a header/after-maocet carburetor/air filter combination. This allows
more air to flow through the engine. providing increased horse-power. quicker
throttle response, and reliable perfonnance off-road.
The Broadbents use the stock roll·bar to protect the rig's occupants. And to
make the Wrangler seIf-su1fident, they added many other modifications. One of the
best is the Link An; welding system mounted under the hOOd. This system, running

:.: "Granny low" is a lerm used by Rock Crawlers to denole extremely low
gearing. Such a first gear is actually 100 low to be used on the street and is skipped
during the normal progression of shifting. But during rock crawling this gear provides an
~.xtremely slow and controlled movement through difficult terrain, It eliminates the need
for harsh or quick bursts of speed which could lurch the rig into a rrouble situation.
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off the Wrangler's pclINe1'-boosted electrical system. allows them to weld broken
parts back together on the trail. Such systems save hours of walking or towing to
get the rig to a shop.

Instead, broken axles, the frame. bumpers. etc...can be

mended right on the trail. Other drivers who break parts can also benefit from Jim's
system
"Nen bars" have been installed 10 protect the Jeep from jagged rocks. In
some cases-like

on

SJedgehammertrail-Jim uses the neff bars to slide along large

rocks that would rip his rocker panels. The 9000 pound winch on the front of the
Jeep also helps get the rig out of off-road binds. In fact. trails such as Surprfse
Canyon, Jacldlammer. and Sledgehammer cannot be run without the aid of a good

winch.

The Jeep also sports a set of Dick Cepek off-road lights for plenty of

illumination on rides lasting into the night. For Mure modifications, see Jim's list of
planned changes (figs: 4.21a. 4.21b)
Jim frequents some of the most extreme and difficult trails in the western
states. His jeep has been modified

so as to perform well in any of these situations.

Ber.....een the Summer of 1996, when Jim was intervie'oYed, and the Summer of 1997.
when this chapter was written. Jim has fully Changed his suspension two or three
times. After learning that "the new suspension did wetl on rocks, like in Dakota-but
did not do well

on

the steep climbs like at Moab" {61S/1997)-Jim changed his

suspension back to a relatively conservative four inch tall spring under-axte design.
Retuming from the 1997 Dakots Challenge he reported that his articulation was not
as extensive as it had been with his most radical suspension, but that he frequented
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Moab the most, "so it should be set-upto perform best there" (81511997).
Jim has tried rT8IY set-ups on tvs rig. Each

one has played with c:oostruetion

rules to achieve the benefits he has felt to be Wnportant on the trail. After going from
mild to wild, he is back to using the best fotm for the terrain he frequents the most.
Jim adds. "it did well lin Dakota] this year. I onty had a fuel pump go out on me
there... and

we fixed that on the trail" (81511997).
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nc: 4.19 The Broad'oents' Jeep sits in the desert. (Counesyof Jim Broadbent)

FIG: 4.20 Justin shows off the Wrangler's extensive front wheel travel. Notice the winch and nerfbm.
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Wraalie'r Dec:isioas a1kr Safari .. '"'"
I.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
1L
12.

Reposition froIIl brake lines
Fabricale or buy and install heavy dUly front shock mounts
a.
repair shock right front
Emergency brake cable install (orde~d Six States)
Jamboree R.adi: mounts install OIl tile carrier
Oil leak rear differcnti.a.l
HPC front and rear differential covers
Suspect power steering pump may be going out
Left front Super Winch bub I ARB is not working
Cap ends of nctf ban
Rancho PUce doesn't light up
Install Ready Air and Tank (have) with air hose Quick connect
Roll Bar
a.
cosmetic Wrangler style with seat belu and bar pad/covers
b.
Maintain sound bar: soft top: and hard top features
c.
interior lighting on front roll bar

13.~

14.
1.5.
16.
17.

18.
19.
20.

a.
runs blaclc smoke
b.
sometimes diesels
c.
kills on steep venical
d.
Jack has other jeu
Gas tank will fill to full only if take time _.tank .leu like an air
pocket inside .. .air vent blockage like before?
Remove and sale AMC 2.58 cc 4.2 L 6 cylinder engine elc. • ••
Remove and sale Cenler Force clutch, adapter. and NV 4500
transmission ...
Install~/twness/Camaro radialOr(have)
a.
steel or steellnided hoses
b.
sensors
c.
gauges
Install 70084 Cprn;n; !@D$mjssjon/harness(have)
a.
LOKAR shifter and dash light indicalor
Fuel pressu~ pump and puge (have)
Ou.al exhaust

21.~

a.

_

b.

22.
23.
24.
25.

new heavy duty '" - Tom Woods •••
Differenli~ angle correction •••
Steering castor IIOe-in and sleering wheel alignment
I want ana-sway bar foc higbway IlKS Quick disconnect
Axle Perch I

HaIf-doors

nC:4.21. Jim·sptannedmoclificaionf. (eo..te:syJim8roldlen:)
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26
27.

a.
Besc lOp upper ball pDa' Jty1c
Cosmetic dtiap for WfMIIer
a.
floor board
b.
carpet
Other items to buy and iDstalI (1MB):
1.
Mepco Sleel Hone Super seats (otber'?)
2.
Master Rack dub rack
3.
Tuffy ccosole
4.
Confer uunk or Delta box
Coalcr UDder scat box
6.
Mepro ......... bo=(?)
7.
(]I
a.
(Jacobs! Wraopr Products wire assembly)
B.
amplifter
8.
velcro pb handles
9.
rewire drivina:liabts heavier wire
10. rear back-up li&hE
II. car phone CODSOle/ parts
Parts 10 rerum. &0 Mt. West: (Justin)
a.
Scnmbler top
b.
body lilt kit
c.
exchanle Safari cover for rail gutter Eype
Spare Parts:
I.
£root drive shaft •••
2.
~ drive shafE •••
3.
U joints froat
4.
U joints rear
5.
Ujoints.$tlaps
6.
ARB valves

s.

30.

28.

7.

28.

ARB comrol swiECh

8.
Right froat We and knuckle I U joinE
9.
Left from axle and knuckle I U joiN
Wran&Jer I Scnmbler - fiE Wrangler top if; Dot possible buy the CJ
7 bard top and doon at this time ••• use money from sale of
Scrambler hardtop Slooo - $1200; doon $300; Wrangler enaine
assembly $1100 -1300; NY 4500 and Center Force clutch and
Advanced Adapter plaae $2000-$2200; opprozimDuly $4000.$4500.; II&. PIn, money for WAngler cooycnjQD OaOOr IDd
mjscellaneQUS P'OI) Ind rcmljndr;r JOWIrd Ssmmb1er

29.

Follow-up we:
a.
Scrambler fenders etc.

-Gary

b.
c.

-Dave
-Dave

rt(;: ....llb

454 Wirina harness
454 1'81

~1In·,p!awIed~oomiIr.ued.

(CowtesyJtm8roahnl:)

: : :

: : : :

: : : : :
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Matt Smith's 1980 Jeep CJ·7

like the Broadbents, Matt Smith is a member of the Lone Peak ...~ .

But the similarity of clIb affiliation does not

mean that the Jeeps are modified alike.

Man chose a 1980 Jeep CJ·7 instead of a Wrangler for tris buitd-UP. This c::hoice

resulted from two factors. First. Man wanted a small, agile, rig for the back country:
and second. it had to be affordab6e for his family budget. He found what he was
looking for in the CJ-7 he currently drives. It was small and fit into his budget.
The first modification Man made to the Jeep was replaclng the slock
suspension with a softer one to improve its rock crawling capabilities. He chose a
set of 2.5 inch Rancho Suspension springs. Combining this tift with one inch taller
shackles provided approximately 3.5 inches of suspension lift. Movement of the new
springs is damped by a set of adjustable Rancho '9000" shocks.

like the

Broadbents. Man has found the versatility of these shocks to be noteworthy. This

lift. is relativety mik2, but Man has found that it serves him weft. Recently he has
attempted more dit'ficult trails and is planning on replacing the springs with a set of
3.5 inch Superlift tM'Mts. He believes these will give him a taller stance over the 33

inch tall Dick Cepek"Mud Country II" tires that he purchased dUMg the Summer of

1996 (fig: 4.23). He also thinks the Supert;ff springs wiH give an even softer and
more compliant ride.

Matt retained his stock axles. But the gears were changed from the stock
3.5:15 to a low 4.56:1 set. These bN gears are excellent tor crawling over the rocky
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FIG: 4.23 David Mosher mounts a set ofnew tires on Matt's Jeep at Mountain West Off-Road Supply Inc.

terrain he enjoys. When replacing the gears, Matt installed a Loc-Right locker in the
rear axle. Like the ARB ~Air Lockers- in the Broadbents' axles, the unit in Matt's axle

provides traction to both tires. But this unit differs from ARB lockers because it
cannot be turned on and off. Matt noted that he needs a locker for the trails he does
and that the Loc-Rjght perfoons well and fits his budget. The differential in his front
axle is the stock "open" unit.

The stock Dana "300" transfer case is retained because Matt feels-as do
many-that its performance simply cannot be beaten. It is strong and provides good

gear reduction. Matt figures he has the best unit available and does not need to
change it. His stock transmission, however, was not as desirable. It was discarded

and a Borg Warner"T -5" manual unit from a 1984 Jeep was installed.

This
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transmission provides Matt with the lOw gearing and strength needed for tough back·

country driving. PJthough he is currently planning to replace this lXIit with one that
has a 5th gear for freeway driving-Matt says that the 55 mph (maximum speed)
highway drives to the trails with his low geared Jeep are a nightmare-the off.-road
performance has been exemplary.
Much of Matt's time has been spent on his rig's motor. 'Nhen aSked why he
spent so much time on it, he commented that this resutted from his love for hot rods.
He decided to keep the stock Pontiac 151 "ron Duke" 4 cytincJer engine for his build"
up. The 4 cylinder, while giving good gas mileage, also provides a respectable
platform for a torque producing power source: this means that Matt will have reliabte
power while aawling at slow trail speeds. The engine has been thoroughly re--built.
On top of the engine, a weber carburetor feeds gasoline 'NI'INe a Cagle fuel regulator
assures that this

now is smooth.

According to Matt, the Cagle even allows the gas

flow-without sIoshing-into the engine while the vehide is dmbing straight up or
down ledges. He also swears that his Cagle improved gas mileage by approximatety

30%. Matt is so happy wtth his Jeep's performance using the Cagle that he assured
me that any carburetted vehide he builds will have one. n
Matt currently uses I'd stock rtJK.bar for roII-over protection, but he notes that
a roIl-cage will soon be added. The Jeep's dashbOard sports special gauges 10 help
him keep an eye on his motor. He has replaced the stock engine gauges with
accurate Autometerracing units (fuel pressure, oil temperature, water temperature.
.:..I In raCL based upon the improved performance orMan's Jeep. and his rave
reviews of the Cagle, I put one on my Bronco.
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voltmeter). These help him monitor the 'vital statistics" of his engine at all times.
To help Matt see the numerous trail obstades at night, he augments light from
a set of Dick Cepek race headlights with t'NO Dick Cepek auxiliary lights. These are
mounted high on his windshield frame. A special extra-capadty 26 gallon fuel tank
allows Matt to go farther into the outback without having to carry spare gas cans.
Matt's Jeep is

a great example of a rig that is a compromise between the

desire to have a hard-core 4)(4 and the need to use it every day as a daily driver
Each modification step Matt has taken not only uses construction techniques
designed to make It perform off-road, but also takes his family's needs-and budgetinlo account

Consequently, he spent "more time on mechanicals than looks:

However-as previously noted-shortly after discussing his Jeep with me, Matt was
involved in a serious accident that deStroyed the rig's driver's side. Rather than fix
the body, Matt opted to replace it with a fiberglass unit. His Jeep is now brilliant
white and will remain rust-free. He reported that the new bOdy "works great. why
wouldn·t it" (7/1997)?
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FIG: 4.24 Matt Smith's Jeep with its set of new 33- tall Dick Cepe! "Mud Country IF tires.

FlG: 4.25 Man's Jeep sits on the sand at Utah Lake.
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"Doc" Ed Isaacson's 1983 Jeep CJ·7

Or. Edward Isaacson has also built a praiM'N'Orthy Jeep.
member of the Lone Peak

4-~rs dub.

He, too, is a

and uses the rig for outings such as:

club rides. camping, hunting, and Chances to gather his family together. He notes
that he chose to build a Jeep because he had wanted one from the time he "was 8

youngster: His approach to building the rig has been to "beef-up" its weak links so
as to -nip any problems in the bud," that might occur on tough trails.

All

modifications are oriented towards aeating a bullet.proof rig capable of competentty
traversirlg any trail without the danger of bl'eaking parts-which Ed said that he used
10 do "every time I went out."

Ed opted for a Rancho 2.5 inch suspension lift. He is pleased with the soft

ride the springs give and says lhat it provides improved performance over the stiff
stock springs. Ed also states that it rides significanUy better than interior systems
he tried eartier. when he "did not know how to build his Jeep correctly." He added
a set of 314 inch lift Con-Ferrsh8dOes to boost vehide height. This provides room
for the 33 inch tan Kelty "OTR" mud tires to progress through their full range of
movement. The springs are damped by Rancho "5000'"' norH.djustable shocks.

Ed got tired of fixing broken axSes after driving tough trails, so he had a pair
of healty·duty ones built. He informs me that he has had no trouble with this set.
The rear is a custom-built Dana "44" with 4.10: 1 gears. The axle shafts themselves
are heavy-duty Moser units. whk:h are known for their resiliency and resisUlnce to
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shattering. A rear ARB "Air Locker" provides manually adivated traction. The front
axle also has an 'Air L.oc:ker'" in it. The front axle is special beCause Ed had Char1ie
Copsey. another Lone Peak member, dlange the light duty front Dana "30" axle into
a heavy duty Dana "44: The stOCk Dana'3O" housing

was used. but heavier-duty

Dana "44" "guts" have replaced the stock unit's insides. This may not seem special.

but this combination has never before been ac:comp6ished. The benefits are a
smaller extemal axle size-hence more ground dearance-and a lighter weight than
that of a Dana -44." Despite the lighter weight and smaller siZe, the axle is as strong

as the Dana "44.· which is regular1y sturdier.
Ed

saw no trouble 'NittI the stoc* transfer case and manual transmission. But

the straight·six engine has been rebuilt with some mild performance additions. This

combination provides more horsepower. as well as low-end torque. for rugged rock
crawling. Gas enters the engine through a

Crawlers, Ed

~carburetor.

lJke many other Rock

uses a Weber because it is retiab6e otf-roed. No matter tlO'N rough a

trail gets. these units provide consistent fuel

now-a

trait not found in many

carburetOfS. The carbl.ntOr dtaws air ttln:lugh a wasNbie (and re-u58bte) t'ligh-ftow'

K&N air filter.
The CJ·Ts exterior haS some special features. Ed installed Smittybuilt neff

bars to protect the undercarriage during trips onto rugged outback trails. He also
removed and replaced the stock bumpers with heavy duty units offering more
protection. These also allow the Jeep to scale larger ObjectS wTthout scaping on
rocks and other objects. A Ramsey 8000 pound winch is mounted to the front
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bumper. The winch is used

extensivelY on diI'I'icuIt trips like Surprise Canyon-which

is one of Ed's favorites. FOt rT'IOWlY other trips, it haS proven useful in helping others
out of trouble. A dual battery system ensures that there is always enough power
flowing to the winch.

The Jeep's rear

COfT1ef$

are protected by aluminum "tall

corners.' This aluminum comer plating protects the body from being gouged by
jagged rocks common to trails like Sledgehammer.
Ed always considers parts he believes will make the rig reliab'e off-road. The
interior of the Jeep exemplffies this goal as much as the undercarriage. The stock
roIl-bar has been extended to a full roIl-cage with custom-bent tubing. This "cage"
provides considerably more protection than the stOCk ron.bar. Occupants sit on
OOI'Tlfortabie aftermar'f(et bucket seats. The seats cut-doNn on fatigue that mounts
duling bouncy back country trips. The interior also has several lockab6e organizers
for equipment and parts that might be needed on the trail.
Ed has built a Jeep (or usage on some of the hardest trails in Utah and
california. Although its form is not as radkal as some of the other Jeeps on these
trails, it is, nevertheless, built extremely well. In fact. its body and mechanicats are
in far bener c::ordtion than many of the other rigs on traifs he frequents. This attests
to Ed's good driYng aDIities.

"atso resultS from his striving to use onty the best and

most reliable modifications on his 4)(4.
Not long after discussing his Jeep with me, Ed reptac:ed its engine with one
from a Jeep owned by Jim Broadbent. His old engine had seen many miles, and it
was time for a

newer and more ~ one.

added deep. plush, .sheepskin covers to all the

For additional oomfort, he haS also

seats. These ·breath well" and add
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off-road cushioning. All of these modifications comprise the complete unit whiCh Ed
and his family use to travet off-road. Ed and his Jeep are often brought-up by Rock
Crawlers in the Utah Valley area as an example of a driver and Jeep that can
venture near1y anywhere with reliability.
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FIG: 4.27 The Isaacsons on the Sledgehammer trail Notice the chrome nerfbars. (Counesy Jim Broadbent)

FIG: 4.28 The lsaacsons climb Surprise Canyon This trail necessitates lockers. (Courtesy Jim Broadhent)
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Chip Brox's 1978 Jeep CJ·S

Chip Brox lives in Moab, Utah, and regularly uses his 4x4 on some of the
toughest trails in the American West Moab, the mecca of north American rock
crawting, is as rugged as it is beautiful. Consequently, Chip's Jeep must be ready
for lough usage on the sandstone rocks surrounding his hOme. He chose a CJ·5
because its small size enables him to easily get into, and out of. tight situations
common to this locale.
Chip took a no--nonsense approach to suspension design, opting for basics
known for their reliability. He began with soft riding 2.5 inch Rancho springs front
and rear. This mild lift was bOOsted slightly with k)nger than stock Tomken shackles.
The combination of springs and shackles provides approximatety 3 inches of
suspension height To this, he added a QJstom-built 2 inch body lift. A body lift lifts

the vehicle's body by raising it away from the frame with space;s. It is an easy way
to gain height without chItnging the suspension. Instead c:A using graphite btocks-as
is common with the mass--produced body lift kits-Chip machined the spacers from
solid aluminum blocks. He feels that they are less likely to sheer during the harsh
jolts occurring on heavy trails.
The five inches of added vehide height create different handling
characteristics. To control the vehide better, Chip added Rancho "9000" series
adjustable shocks. Uke many serious Rock Crawlers, Chip uses these rather than
other types because of the versatility they offer. Their adjustability allows him 10
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change their damping to suit any driving environment
Chip's

ro-oonsense 8Jlr)f08Ch to modffication is carried through to his axles.

Only the parts he feels are weak links were replaced. The stock rear AMC model

02CY' axie was retained along with its stock 3.73:1 gears. A Detroit Locker provides
continuous traction to the rear tires through the most unruly terrain. (This, like the
Lock-Right unit in Matt's Jeep, wor1ts constantly.) The stock front axle was also
retained. This unit, a Dana '30: also has 3.73:1 gears. But Chip did not want a
Detrrit Locker in the front axle because its lack ofaxnp6ete dit'l'erentiatio can aeate
steering difficulties while in 4-wheel drive.

Instead, he opted for an ARB 'Air

Locker: The ARB giveS Chip the option to tum off the locker in the front end when
he doesn·t need it, making steering 'much easier:
The Jeep's stock Dana 02(1" transfer case was rvtained because Chip saw no

need to replace what has been probIem-free. The stock transmission was disposedof to provide room for the manuat t:ra"lsmission mosl widety used by Rock Crawters,
the near1y indestructible Ford °T-18.· This transmission, taken from a heavy-duty
Ford truck. is thOrOughty bullet: prtXlf.

In addition to its strength, it boasts an

extremely low 'granny" first gear. Chip has

not Md to put lOwer gears in his axJes

because of the low transmission gearing. Avoiding very low axle gears is a bonus
because the lower the gears used, the weaker they become, due to the smaller teeth
used for reduction. By spruding the gear reduction throughout the entire drive train,
Chip avoids kx:alized breakage. The low gearing easily spins 33 inch tall and 12.5
inch wide BFGoodrich "Moab EditK>n Mud Terrain" tires.
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Chip's pragmatic building technique extends to the motor; the stock 304cid

va engine is retained.

Conservatively rebuih, it

uses a

stock, reliable, Motorcraft

carburetor. It does, however, bOast high performance exhaust headers, which vent
spent exhaust gasses away from the engine. While I was interviewing Chip he
proudly displayed a set of Hooker headers that had been ceramic coated by his son
The units awaited a free afternoon when Chip could install them.

The ceramic

coating on the headers reduces engine compartment heat by up 10 20%
Heat is an enemy of a rock crawling engine. Ultra-slow outbaCk speeds don't
allow enough air through the radiator to adequately cool vehicle power plants. And
hot ones don't live long; the addition of anything that reduces heat in the engine
compartment is beneficial.

Because of high ambient heat in the raw desert

topography Chip frequents, these headers are an important addition.
Chip built the front bumper on his Jeep so that he could fit a front winch
without -reducing air flow to the radiator.' He feels that his special design helps to
keep air flowing into the engine compartment. The winch has proven helpful for
reSOJing less skilled drivers while Chip leads traillides during the Moab Easter Jeep

Safari.

An Olympic rear bumper protects the Jeep's "rear end.' For increased

passenger safety Chip augmented the roll-bar with a Smittybuilt roll-<:age kit. He
also added custom seals that provide comfort during long off-road tnps. Rough trails
in such a short wheetbase 4x4 can be harsh on those inside; these seats add a
touCh of comfort.
Chip's Jeep has been built to perform specifically in the southern Utah area.
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That Chip changes very liUle on it now aUests to his confidence in the rig's
construction. After all. Chip reasons, there is little need to change what works well
already. Chip has, however, installed the set of performance headers. He notes
that they wo"" well at boosting engine power and also at keeping the engine
compartment cool. During a 1997 trail ride he noted that under extreme flexing
situations the driver's side header knocks the floor boards under his feet.

He

informed me thai some minor changes are in order so that this problem could be
resolved. As with the rest of his rig, Chip takes care of all the important details so
they will not become problems while on a trail far from home.
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FIG: 4.30 Chip's Jetp parked durIng a break while (Xl meSa/I CrukCan)lOll trail.

FIG: 4.31 The custom body lift bkrls are VISible betY.-een the body and the bumper at !he back ofOup's Jeep.
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VICtor MokIer's 1985 Jeep CJ-7

VICtor is from Boulder. Colorado; I first interviewed him during a break on the

Hell's Revenge trail. during the 1996 Jeep saf.ri. He is an avid Rock Crawler who

goes to Moab when he can: he also spends mud"l of hrs time exploring the difficult

mountain tr'aU around Boukter. His rig has a distinctive look .-ld performs ~I. so
when he came over to talk with me about my research. I took the opportunity to ask
him some questions of my own.
Victor's rig sits on 3 inch tall Black Diamond Suspensions springs. He has
tried several suspension systems and feels that these ride best. The soft-riding
springs are attached to the frame via one inch lift Tomken st8::k1es. Non-adjuslable

Black Diamond"xr shoCks damp spring osoJation. He used these shoCks because
they are "made to WOI1t with the springs."
VIdOr retained hrs stock axles and their 3.54:1 gears. He did. however, put

an ARB -Air locker" in the rear axle to facilitate traction in rough environments. He
M

also retained the stock Dana "300 transfer case because of its strength and gear
reduction. The transmission. however. was eXchanged in favor of a better unit.
VICtor implanted a fWJw Process "435"" manual transmission scavenged from a 1 ton

Ford truck. This transmission is extremefy strong and provides an incredibty low
"6.81:1 'granny

Iow'~

first gear. He states: -The reason I chOse that transmission

was it has one of the lowest firsl-gear ratios. And it has 8 very simple design, and
as such, its easy to repair. 1 can do most of the work myself" (1121/1997). like
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Chip's gearing strategy, VICtor spreads gear reduction throughout his drive train
rather than dropping it drastically all in one place. This strategy provides reliable and
low reduction.
The CJ·7's motor is relatively stock: the "258 straight-six has had its output
M

boosted with the addition of a Weber carburetor. Vietor Chose the Weber for its
ability to reliably feed the engine gas during the roughest terrain-whiCh many similar
units fail to do.

The carb draws its air through a high.flow K&N filter.

The

carburetor's reliability is enhanced wff:h a fuel regulator. This unit, like that in Matt's
Jeep, gives Victor's rig the ability to ascend and descend steep terrain without the
engine sputtering.

In the mountainous and rocky areas Victor frequents this is

imperative for reliable performance.
Engine power is fed to the ground through 32 inCh tall Mickey Thompson
"Baja Belted· tires. Victor Chose these tires because of the sidewall protection on
their tread design. This refers to the way the treads wrap all the way down the sides
of the tires, protecting them from cuts by rOCks or roots. This tread also provides
excellent traction in near1y any terrain. At 12.5 inches, these tires are wider than
most other 32 inch tall tires.

This width gives him the wide stance he feels is

necessary tor vehicle stability.
The stock roll-bar was enhanced by the addition of a Smittybuilt roIl-cage.
This combination provides VICtOr anc:l his passengers with the protection needed on
potentially dangerous trails. A set of Smittybuilt nerf bars protect the Jeep's rocker
panels from rock damage.

The front end is protected by a Currie Enterprises
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bumper. This bumper allows VIdOr to approach large rocks wtthoul: scraping. It also
protects the

Ramsey 'Pro-9OOO'" windl mounted to the vehide's frame. Like VICtor's

other additions, the winch ~ him traverse rough terrain common to the trails
windjng through the Rocky Mountain chain. A high power Optima bettery provides

ample electricity for the winch. 150 watt KC lights provide lighting for night trail rides.
Inside, Victor's major change was the addition of comfortable Flo-Fit seats.
The seats provide a snug, comfortable. fit that keeps passengers from bouncing
around during tough trails. VICtOr's CJ-7 is a unique rig. Its mixture of good design
and function-oriented additions make the Jeep competent-but not overbuilt-for the
trails Victor travels.
VICtor'S Jeep sees rtlgu*" heavy usage on b'ails throughout Cokrado. During
the Summer of 1997, he discussed some of the modifications that he has made to
the rig since the Summer of 1996, when we initially discussed its form. The list was
extensive. For instance. he has comp6etely re-built his motor ~because it was getting
tired.' He buJlt it to stock specifications, using upgraded parts so that it woukt be
'reIiable: He is nt:NI planning to

~slightly drop'

the gear ratio in his iVdes.

One common aspect of each of the d"lange$ VdOr has made to his Jeep is
that they resulted from VICtor's experiences off-road. He takes these incidents to
heart, then searches for modifications to remedy these situations. VVhen he has
found what suits his experiences, the changes are made to the Jeep. This process
has created a rig that perfonns comfortably and reliably anywhere VICtor takes it.
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FIG: 4.33 Notice the sidewall tread protecting the sides ofVietor's tires. This keeps rocks from slashing them.
(Courtesy Victor Mokler)

FIG: 4.34 Geanng and a locker combine to help Viewr scale Tip-Over Challenge on Hell's Renmge trail. Chris
Stephens. the trail leader, spots for Vietor in the upper left comer. (Courtesy Victor Mokler)
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Chal1ie Copsey's 1978 Jeep CJ·7

Char1ie Copsey is probably the most I'lartkXn Rock Crawler that I have met.
He spends virtually every spare moment on a trail somewhere.

His love of 4·

wheeling is so great that he Quit his job as master mechanic al a Chevrolet.
dealership in Orem, Utah, 10 open a business of his ONn-Just For Fun Motorsportsthat specializes in constructing rock crawlers. This allows him to be involved with
the Rock Crawling community all the time. He is also a leading force in the Lone
Peak 4-~. Chartie has a rig that is as radical as the trails he freQuents and
it speaks of his ful~time commitmenl to rock crawling.
Chartie started the modifications to his Jeep W'ith the suspension. As on the
Broadbents' Wrangler (whose suspension he bui"), Charlie opted for a spring-over
ax1e conversion. To give the softest and most flexible ride, Chartie used stock Jeep
Wrangler front springs at each his CJ-7's four comers.

These long springs-

mounted over the axie;lrovide approximatety five inches of suspension lift. All the
Jeep's stock spring mounts had to be rep£ac:ed to accommo:iate the new springs.
longer lengths and increased widths.

Char1ie attac::hed the front springs to the

mounts with the Shackles moved to the rear of the spring instead of the front. This
Mshackle reversal- helps the Jeep dimb ledgeS and steep hills better.

Such

operations also make the ·SIOppy" Jeep steering more responsive.
Chartie uses the mu"iple adjusting Rancho "9000"" shocks on the front cude
to tai\or·fit his front ride quality to each scenario he enters. On the rear alde he uses
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Rancho "5000- non-adjustable shocks.

According 10 Charlie, the compktted

suspension system not arty provides impressive wheel
The suspension is

not the only aspect of this

driving. ChaI1ie scrapped the stock axles,

~

tra~,

it is also bu!Iet proof.

rig that is

set-up for extreme

both with heavy duty Dana -44"

units that he ax'tstrueted. The rear sports '-.10: 1 gears and a Detroit LOd<er. Like
the Lee-Right unit in Man's Jeep, this works full-time and cannot be turned on and
off like an ARB. Charlie is adamant in his support of the Detroit design and uses

them in both axles because he believes they are the strongest lockers on the
market. He stresses that he only uses something he can -afways rely upon.- The
front axle also has 4.10:1 gears. Both axtes are fitled with custom-built "guts" for
ultimate strength. Due to the strain Charlie routinely places on his Jeep's parts he
only uses the very toughest

~

avai&abIe to ensure that his rig will not break dOwn.

Charlie implanted a Dan. "300" transfer case because of its strength and gear
reduction.

He added a few custom modifications to the t-case to make it more

versatile. These c:hanges allow him to switCh into front-wheel drive and rear-wheel
drive. Stock units cannot do this. This modrfication allows him to route power to a
given axle in the unlikety event that the other axle is broken. This also allows him
to "shut off' his front

axte in tight steering situations off-road,

since the Detroit can

make it hard to steer.
A -7QO-R4 automatic transmission was scavenged from a Corvette. Char1'"
M

believes thai one of the best modifications to a vehicle is the addition of an automatic
transmission. He feels that on rugged temlin the transmission can do the work of
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"feathering power" to the wheels.

He stresses that this is better than drivers

attempting to use the clutch in regularly occurring awkward situations. Of course
some drivers argue for the benefits of manual transmissions, but Charlie always
uses automatics. He believes the "700-R4" is a great unit because It can be easily
built for heavy off-road driving. Because of its overdrtve, the '70D-R4" also provides
comfortable vehide use on freeways. even with low axle gears.
Charlie's engine easily turns the rig's radically treaded 33 inch tall and 14 inch
wide Super Swamper [mud) "Bagger" tires. He started with a Corvette 350cid
engine and re-built it with a host of high-tech modifications and parts.

va

This

combination provides exposive, yet reliable, power. Instead of camuretion, Charlie
uses a tuned-port fuel injection unit from a Corvette. However, the unit is not stock.
He customized the computer control and modified the fuel injectors tor extremely
aa:urate and reliable fuel transfer. Throttle response is immediate. and controlled,
in any situation-even if the vehide is upside down!
The engine's exhaust is vented through ceramic coated racing ·shorty"
headers. The coating helps keep engine compartment temperatures as cool as
possible. Charlie kl"l(Wo$ engine heat is otten a rock crawler's worst enemy and, like
Chip, he has taken steps to eliminate this dangerous situation.
To further aid engine cooling, a special heavy-duty radiator sits behind the
front grille.

A mechanical dutch~ted tan is spun by the

"pusher" fan in front of the radiator aids the dutch fan.

motor: a second

The "pusher" fan is an

electric unit controlled by a thermostat that activates It at a specific engine
compartment temperature. The two fans, coupled with the special radiator, keep the
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engine at safe temperatures. even on trails during the hottest desert heat.
Inside the Jeep is a roIl·bar taken from a Jeep Wrangler. Chartie ~kes its
design because it gives peop6e in the rear seat shoulder seatbeIt harneSSeS, a safety
option other roI~ do not ofI"er. A aJStom.buiIt rok:age was grafted to the roI~r

to further protect vehide occupants. Aftermaril.et seats aadM! occupants; these

comfort.atMe units prevent the fatigue that occurs on long, rough, trails. Chartie built
an aluminum dash to house Autometer"race series gauges that monitor all engine
functions.' Chartie notes that knowing what is "going on under the hood· helps
drivers stop bad problems before they occur.
Char1ie built the front and rear bumpers. They are considerably tougher than
stock and. like the tsaacsons' bumpers, provide room for dirTOng over rocks without
scraping. Above the front bumper is a 9000 pound winch; it is mandatory for the
brutal trails Charlie frequents. like Sledgehammer and Surprise Canyon. Chartie
also constructed a heavy-duty spare tire carrier that mounts to the rear bumper.
After discussing his Jeep with me following the 1996 Easter Jeep safari.
Charlie went on to romplet~ re-construct the rig's $U$per1sion. The

new creation

pushed known suspension design to the limits. and was bUlt to maximize

suspension travel for extreme driving. However. after several months of usage he

switched It all back to the system he was using at the time of our discussion in 1996.
He switched badl; because 'you want to stay pretty conservative.

That's more

reliable· (7/1997). Although conservative for Charlie is still fairly radical for others,
il is important to note Char1ie's modifications always try and test the newest and
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most current alterations. These changes reftect his efforts to constantly push both
his own limits and those of his mad'line.
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FIG: 4.37 Owiie's CJ.7matraillme-up dunngtbe 1996MoabEmlerJupSajari
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THE PROCESS AND PEOPLE OF RIG BUILDING

Vehicle building entails more than a series of parts coming together. The
process involves people, time, and many construction locations. This does not ocx:::ur
quickly or randomly. Rather. most vehides are created through a series of "buildups· -or discrete building projects-that can )engthen a vehicle's creation oyer
months and years.

In 1992, Jeff Dixon, a Rock Crawler from Provo, Utah,

commented on this process after returning from a lengthy trail ride on the Rubicon
trail near lake Tahoe, California (F map 1). He noted that many of the rigs there
had been years in-the-making. He was especially impressed with a few 4x4s that
had been built by retirees.

Accon::Jing to Jeff. several of these were produced

through a construction process extending tor twenty-five years or more.
like rock crawter ~ , bui6d-ups are s;milar to a collage Buitders
use a host of differing resources and strategies to c:oUed and install parts in the
construction process of their 4x4s.

In tact. good rig builders are reatty master

organizers. At anyone time several di1'rerent pro;eets may be under way. Good
builders must orcheStrate parts, mechanics, deaMn, friends, personal time, and
other resources all at once to complete their rig.
Parts are found through local junk yards, auto parts dealers, distant mailservice specialty houses, or they are traded with other Rock Crawters. Considerable
time is spent finding the CXWT9d ones; often a singte part may have varying qualittes
depending upon the year it was created. For instance, Shannon Shir1( needed an
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"earty Dana '20' transfer case" for his Bronco because they utilize
than the tater rTIlXieIs' (Shaman

Shi~,

~a

lower gear ratio

411996). The necessity of a specific mode/-

and its relative scarcity-can make a search for this, or other parts, more difficult
than a simple trip to the local Ford dealer. Often, the ROCk Crawters, themselves,
know more about the statistics of these parts than the auto dealefships.
Netwol1<s within the community

~

to locate such parts. Once "the word is

out" that an individual needs a part, others use their own contacts to help find what

is needed. For instance, during a conversation about Jeep Wrangfef" suspension
and drive train building strategies, Kevin Perry, a Utah Valley Rock Crawler, asked
me to "keep a lOOkout for Intemational Scout axles" (9/1311997). He wants them
because they are the strong Dana "44" axles.

Plus, they have desirable "high"

steering knucktes that cannot be found on any other vehicle.
Through networks, Jeff Dixon was able to acquire body parts. information,
and axles, for the land Cruiser he built during the earty nineties. He was informed
about Specter Off-Road Inc., a business in California that speciatizes in performance
aftennarket parts for land CruiS8f$. Others simi/arty leam of shops or collectors that
deat in specialty components, or that sefl hard to find factory parts. Netwon<.ing is
a crucial aspect of the construction process; without such resources rock crawlers
simply could not be built.
Once parts are found, they are inCOf'POrated into the vehide in one of two
ways: either the builder does the work, or they have a specialist do it. Vietor Molder
describes his building process at length: his comments are indicative of many Rock
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Crawlers attitudes towards building-up a rig.
I do about seventy-five percent of the work myself. Basically,
evE!f)'thing I can do. I do. I do all the maintenance work: changing oil,
difllerentialj oil. t-case oil, brake pads and shoes. greasing etc. I do
all the body work and painting, all the eJectrical work, all the
suspension work, replacing aJdes, tranny swap, engine swap etc. The
engine will be rebuilt by a machine ShOp, and I have the differential
and gear WOf1o; and welding done by a shop. I purChase most parts
pre-made rather than fabricating things myself-motor mounts,
bumpers, tire carrier. etc. That's not to say that I dOn't make things
myself. but most of the stuff I buy. I would like to leam how to weld
though, it's just a very handy skill to have. (5/1311997)

Victor. like most builders, does as much of the work on his rig as he can. Of course
some people have greater mechanical abilities than others. For instance. where
Victor replaces his own axles. others may enlist a local specialist to do such work.
Ed Isaacson, Jim Broadbent, myself. and others, have hired Charlie Copsey-a
fellow Rock Crawter with special talents and a shop-to do axle 'NO(1(.
A specialist may not always be a mechan;c in a shop. certain Rock Craw\efs
may become known as ·specialists· in certain modifications. When Allan Olsen, a
Cherokee-owning Rock Crawler in Provo, Utah, produced a stunning front bumper
for his rig, Dan Wynkoop (also Cherokee owner) was so impressed that he asked
Allan to fabricate one for his rig. The completed bumper was then powder coated 2•
by Brian Tanner, another Rock Crawler who owns a ·specialty coatings" and paint
shop (coincidentally. Brian is also a Cherokee owner).

As mentioned earlier, builders must be master organizers. While an axle is

Z' Powder Coal is a special finish that is sprayed on (primarily metal) objects in a
powder form and is then baked on in a large oven at 400 degrees. The resulting finish
looks like paint: il is often used by Rock Crawlers because of its long-term resiliency.
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being worked

on in a shop, a vehicle owner may be at home in the garage preparing

the suspension. At the same time, a Jow.geared transfer case may be en-route from
a specialty dealer a state or more away. Meanwhile, a friend could be custom·
welding new a roll cage. All these discrete actions must be tracked and managed

so that the vehicle comes together as a synchronous whc:Me.
Construction occurs in yards, driveways, garages, rented stOl'age spaces, or

even at a friend's place. If a driver has a spot that is easily ac:cessitHe or convenient
it can become work space:
I have a garage, and I do all the work there. Except the stuff I have
to fix on the trail that is! I also do lhe real heavy work.-tranny and
engine swaps-at my friend's house in his garage. It's bigger. and he
has a cherry picker (boom-liftl. air tools. and an electric impact wrench.
Not to mention, an extra set of hands and another brain never hurts.
He's helped me refine several modifications... lts a good way to get
well planned out modifications. (VICtor Molder, 511311997)
Usually this work occurs after a builder's daily job anc:Uor during the weekend.
However, others spend even more time on thetr rig. During the Summer of 1997
Glenn Wakefield took

a month off from work to rebuild his Samurai full-time,

Above, Vidor deSCribes his wa1t in terms of associations with others. This
is common because this interaction is one of the most important aspects of the
building process. Vehicle build·ups beCOme social events. Friends gather to help,
comment on the modification, or discuss past and Mure trail Fides as the work
progresses. Some come just to watch. Nearty every time a builder speaks of the
construction process, friends or associates are included in the commentary. Rarely
is a Rock Crawler seen working on their 4x4 alone.
In addition to the social aspects provided by rig building, group interaction

Chapter Four· 316
also helps to alleviate the heavy costs associated with construction.

Many

modifications necess8fY 10 ready a rig for the trail are expensive. For instance, the

parts and labOr to install an ARB "Air LCJd(er" in one cvde amount to approximately
t'Nelve-hundred doMars. Having an extreme-duty axle custom-buitt by specialists

such as Curry Enteqxises or Advanced Four-Wheel Drfve can run between fifteen·
hundred and three-thousand dollars. And suspension systems can run from fourhundred to thousands of dollars.

Installation by a mechanic costs e\len more.

Asking knowledgable friends to help on these projects often saves lOtS of cash.
Regardless of help from friends, rOCk crawling is an expensive sport. Jeff
Dixon reported that some of the \lehicles on the Rubicon trail exceeded fifty.
thousand dollars. 4x4s frequenting the Moab Easter Jeep safari may cost e\len
more. This is not to say that every rig enlails such finances. Many dri\lers build
excellent 4x4s for less than twenty·thOusand dolJars. However. rock crawling does
require three things, time, money and friends. As such, dedication to the way of life

that goes along with the sport is also essential to fabricating a "trail-worthy rig.•

CONCLUSION

The vehicle construction tradition is born oftundamental principles conceming
outback conditions.

These concepts form the conservative base-often tacitly

assumed-from whim builders cull as they begin the assemblage process (8emstein,
57).

Utilizing this canon of principles, builders are free to explore a range of
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modification strategies held wfthin communal networl<.s (Taylor, 1982, 78-9; Pocius,
1979,275). Some builders, like Chip and Matt, utilize fainy conservative means to
adlieve their desired ends. proving that "inventiveness is frequently... discemed no
less in subtle variations upon traditional themes than in grandiose innovations· (Bird,
51). Others, like Charlie, employ new ideas and products. In this fashion, building
strategies consistently create fresh designs within a traditional framework.
Innovative and radical vehicle forms are continuously produced, while builders
maintain their assemblage within the auspices of tradition.
The six 4x4s discussed above highlight the conservative, restricted. aspects
of 4x4 construction. Yet they also exemplify the dynamic, elaborated, nature within
the rock crawling vehicle building tradition. They are conservative because they
arise from a restrictive, communally held, grammar dictating each rig's baSIC
structural formulation. Ha..vever, builders then combine their own creative impulses
with their experiences of the outback to elaborate upon these conservative ideals.
The process is thus subject to the individualistic ideals of each 4x4 owner. Each rig
emerges as its builder's interpretation of the modifications necessary to competently
perform in the back country
To achieve this balance, builders assemble their vehicles like collages.
Pieces are considered, fit. and re-tried until successful outcomes to specific
problems are achieved. Thus construction is as much a cerebral process as a
physical one. All the discrete parts must eventually come together to form a unified
whole, or the final product is flawed.
MorphOlogical studies such as this one often have a negative side effect.
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That is, studying rules and procedures can down-play the importance of the
individuals carrying out the artistic processes. Like other builders and artists Rock
Crawlers are not automatons, mindlessly building. It is important to remember that
such creative procedures are carried out in a specific cu"ural context.. Neither are
these folk lone creators, fabricating objects in seclusion, like Michael Owen Jones'
reclusive charr builder, Chester Cornett (1989). Rock Crawlers assume that building
is a social procedure: others are enlisted in the mu"ifarious projects that cumulate
in a lrail rig. Friends and colleagues are integral to making decisions and carrying
out the physical labOr.
Build-ups are often protracted, entailing hours and years of wone Builders
do not drop piles of cash on a mechanic's desk at one time. Rigs can get expensive
because they are the cumulative product of years of worK. Rather than sitting in a
garage during a single elongated construdion process, they are usually driven
bet..veen mOdification spurts. After all, as Quinn Mortensen says: "They are built to

be used, not 10 sit there and look. pretty.Chapter five shifts from the discussion of vehicles to elucidate trail rides. Trail
rides provide the link between the social aspects of rock crawling and the cu"ure's
views of the landscape. These experiences-rooted in perceptions conceming the
value and qualities inhererlt to the outback-are central to maintaining the communal
strudure of rock crawting. Because this play is neither random nor haphazard: it is
bounded. controlled. From start to finish, each outback excursion is regulated by
rules and ritualized behavior sequences. Trail rides-and the socializing that takes
place before, during, and after these events--become forums for perpetuating views
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conceming the character and value of the landscape. hOYt' one should interact with
this landscape, and even what is acceptable social conduct.

During these

sequences more than mere play takes place. cultural ideals and expectations are
played out--performed-in a public scenario. The back country landscape is the
stage upon which these performances take place

SECTION 3

COMMUNITAS:
CELEBRATING THE LAND

This is a good way to leave town and do something [my son] really gets a kick out
of. For me, it also helps me forget stresses of everyday life. When you are
hovering on the edge of destructing your vehicle-you forget about the lillie
pressures of life and let the adrenaline flow.
-Glenn Wakefield, InteMew 10129/1996

The landscape is not simply a stalK: backdrop, but a dynamic player.
-Mary T. Hufford, ChaseWOttd: Foxhuntmg and Storytellmg In New Jersey's Pine Barrens

Beh,nd lhe Roclcs trail nde participants gather to watch vehIcles ancmpl the climb up While K"uckle HIli. a
SIX fOOl tall sandstone ledge. (Courtesy Jun Broadbent)

5
SOCIALIZING IN THE OUTBACK

Sacred places MYe bien delned 85 1ho6e..•I8nd:Ic3pes...-.ic:h ~.-.:Iewen eXXlI ~
palIlIms..clspec:illlrtlualsalClXT'mUnityIife. (JoM8*.134)

The main reason 19otoll'le safari is ror~. IM¥efrieodslllO¥erlhecounlJywflOare
"wheelefs: Moac is. place to Me them a118nd spend lOme IiIM fogether haWlg Ml. I enjoy
seeing Olhef riglrd meeting ~ peop6e too. (Glenn WIIl<efiIJld. 1(12411996)

The sun has lisen

_I into the sky but the morning air is still brisk.

And the

lack of cloud oover foreteMs a hot afternoon. so members of the Lone PNk ...
Wheelers arrive with the tops off their vehides. wearing jackets and ftannef shirts to
keep warm LW1tiI the chill is gone. Bristling with excitement. they hop from their rigs

to greet each other,

check~

modiIications maie to the vehides since the £ast dub

trip, swap stories. and m8ke Iast-minute ad;ustments before the group leave$.. AI
the appointed time, the p81rty takes off.

travel~ng in

a convoy towardS the mountain

trail.

Soon they are in the mountains far from town. Approaching 8 rocky sluice,
the group stops and participants get out of their idling vehieles to survey the rocks.
After walking through the section of trail;tetting to know it-several drivers hOP into
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their rigs. each awaiting a tum to negotiate the tw'isted and fractured path. Other

dub members have remained among the rockS 10 guide the driYefs with shouts of
encouragement and hand signals. Still other dub members sit at the sides of the

trail shouting praises and jeers. After,,1 the vehicles have traversed the rocky test.
everyone gets back into their rigs and the group commences further along the trail.
The fotlowing discussion focuses on the social impact that back country
spaces have upon those venturing within their bounds. Due to this influence. these

locations are c:entraI to the nx:k cnrwIing way of life. This centrality arises because
they are lOcations for sodal interaction; in fact. rarely do indiv'duats enter them
alone. They a'8 experienced through the group dyna:'nic. This·sociaI nature· of the
outback is maintained through

sets of rules. Breaking any of these can destroy

group unity oc the very iMusion of being in a "pnstine" wilderness.
The tenuous existence of the back country depends upon the actions of those

interacting wTthin its bounds. This chapter looks

at trail ride rules; because ruleS

goveming outback social interaction perpetuate the values and structure of the
community venttA"ing there.

Consequent:ty. the very existence of rock aawting

culture itseff is equally dependent upon adherence to behavioral tenets practiced
during these trips.

tu_

The outb8ck. then. bee:omeS a bum for teaching and

~

sanctioned social interaction th8t inevitabty defines the group (Geertz. 1-27).

T h e - " , _ _ - . - .... llllistenceof .... _ .

the questions: ·What is it?" and ·How is it constituted?" Rock Crawlers view these
spaces as WOf1ds apart from those of ordinary life. They are zones where the
community gathers together to WOfk as a unit to traverse the landscape in their rigs.
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As such, these locations are constituted rituaMy, and maintained as distinct

outback must be created and boonded-separated. The outbaCk, then. is

not a

specifIC tract of land. Rather, it can be any wUdemess space into which a group
ventures.' It need not always be far from civilization. This may seem contradictory.
yet it is not.

As long as trails seem remote, and offer ChanCeS tor communcM

interaction among beautiful vistas, IOC8tions may be deemed "outback" by those

Rock Crawters venturing thet'e. This does not. however, deny the fad that remote
spaces are most often favored.

Describing what he liked about

~

in Farmington, New Mexico.

Shannon Shint noted: "The nice thing waS... you got up and drove five minutes from
your hotel and you were at the

trai~.

I mean, literaftv, its right there in the

middle of town. Almost. And there's just tons of different trails right there; that was

fun" (4/21/1996). Shannon exagget1IteS the trail's location in IlHation to Farmington
to emphasize its proximity to the town.

F()l" Shannon, and many other Rock

Crawlers. physical distance from the urb8n WOl1d is not atways what engenders

feelings of escape. Rather, it is a location's ability to provide feelings of being apart
from everyday life. while being together as a group (Huizinga, 12. 19). The Moab
Rim trail. as with many of thOSe in the Moab area. overtooks Moab from its loCation
on the towering djffs surrounding tt. town. Yet it, like traits venturing far from lown.
I Drivers rarely go into the outback alone. They regularly venture there with
other vehicles. or at least with 5c:veral people in the vehicle. The nature ohhc: terrain
makes driving solo dangerous; 'one drivers could be stranded if the: vdUcle becomes
disabled. Additionally. solo trips negate the soc"l aspect inhc:renc 10 Rock Crawling.
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IS regarded as the back country.

As a "floating" c:oncept. outbadt locations are made real through group
interaction-SUCh as rituats and/or play-that "inscribes" the tracts of land with

community-based meaning CHut'fofd. 1992, 9).
actions that perpetuate rock crawling QJtture.

This meaning gives rise to the
For Rock Crawlers the inscribed

landscape is not an abstract CQflCBf:Jl Radler, it is a IWIIily

no wnetl the community

ventures and exists.

This reality is created and experienced in three distinct stages: ptfJPflration,
the outback, and the retum. These periods are anak>gous to the staged scenes
constituting a play. Each is a bOunded reeIity existing as an integral part of the ptay,
but distinct unto itseff. These phases are important, for if one IS deleted the play
ceases to function. 2 The events experienced during each stage of a trail tide, like
those of a play, are of utmost importance to the group while within the bounds
setting this time and

sp8C8

apart. tt is important to note that the outbaCk is a place

created and bounded in phases, during which meaningful social interaction OCOJrs.
There Rode Crawlers engage in efticacious and meeningfut activities that have
powerful ramifications extending into the WOl1t-a-day worid.

: These stages are aJso analogous to Arnold Van Gcnncp's pre-liminal. liminal,
and ~st·liminaJ phases of riles of J:8Ssage, see: 11re Riles ofPa.uQge.
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RITUALIZED ACTMTIES AND PLAY

BefOffi a diso.Jssion concerning back country ventures can continue, it is

imperative to address the relationship between ritualized activities and play. Often
these two performetive contexts are perc:eiYed as existing at opposite ends of •
spectrum, one-rituaJ-being serious, the other-play-being frivolous.

However,

these perceptions impty a false dichotomy which obscures a close retationship
linking these two foems of performative expression (Birrell, 354; Driver, 82, 98-9.

164: Huizinga, 5, 8, 18-22).
First, it is important to understand the nature of play.

Yes, play can be

frivolous; yet more often it is "performed in the most perfect seriousness" (Huizinga,
18).

Play takes on its seriousness because it is reguIarty "8 representation of

something"...and"representation means dispIa'( (13).3 Often, the attitudes. beliefs,
morals. aspirations, ·cuIture specific...codes,· and eYen wortd view of a comrmnty
are exhibited during the

~

sphere (Mirade, 64). Think of the basic moral codes

inherent to pIaying~. This dliIdhood game depids "good in conIicI: with evil,'
and the bad guys are nearty atways punished for their imagined transgressions

(Bloodworth, 57). Such oonsequences are part of the game Mes. No matter" how
basic:, these values-maint8ined by a

set of rules-are graphically performed during

the play action (Caillois, 8; Hughes, 95-6; Huizinga, 10-11, 21).

As such graphic displays, play teaches. It also reifies the nature of society

J

See also Roger Caillios. 39-40; Patrick Biesty. 6-10.
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and creates or maintains order (Huizinga, 10). Ptay thus has the ability to be a
stabilizing and creatiYe force within.society.·
Trail rides embody the above-mentioned aspects afplay. Therefore, they are

more than the mere""" of tension, they are culluraMy significant episodes which
encapsulate-portray-community values. They repre~t chances 10 share "signs

codes which constitute it as a

societY and renews its devotion to those values by (its J

acts" (Shils & Young, 67). These

acts "preserve..

reassert. ..or reconstrucl .. the

[community) order" (Birrell, 355, 364).
ThuS, for Rock Cnrw1ers. trail rides

are moments of soci8Ity important play

(Bauman. 61.5). This play is beneficial to the participants on two levels: personal
(individual), and soc::i8' (group).

This is because these events bring together

individual Rock CrawlerS and their community for lhe reciprocal advantage of both
(Birrell,355).

The nature and benefits of ptay are thus doseIy related to ritual. which can
be described in similar tenns (Rappaport, 2.9·54).' Ritual. too, is responsibkl' for
"the estabtishmenI: d order and the deepening of oommt.If'laIlife" (Driver. 166). The

two cultural expressions are also similar because of their ability to "transport the
paroc;ponts to anoIIler wcr1d" (Humnga. 18). Both, _ . conjure • "time and
place set apart from routine living. (Peterson. 258). This transportation can be either

, Play also has the power to be a negative and/or destructive force within society.
J "Play and rituaJ grow togetheI" as dual focuses of the same process;'"' for more
sec: Binell. 355. See aJso: Allen Gomnann., 15·55.

Chapter Five • 327
a mental and/or a physical one (Van Gennep, 15-18), That is, these activities take
place in "a dosed speoe (that) is mer1ted out lor it. either materialty or ideaIty.. [They

are thus] hedged off from the everyday surroundings" (Huizinga, 19).
Being remc::Ned from the ordinarY to the sped.a' entails certain benefits. This
workl-between-wor1ds is eal6ecl a liminal space, and while within its bOunds
participants often experience a socia' jumbling catIed c:ommunitas (VICtor Turner,
1991,82). Communitas is created, "by [the liminal situation's] temporary suspension

or distancing of [nonnal) social stnJcture' (Driver. 160).' Hierarchical social rofes
from the mundane wol1d do not apply.

Employers may be subordinate or equal to

their employees. Average peqMe in the

work..,.~y wor1d

may be powerfulleeders

in this alternate sphere, For instance. Chris Stephens, a student at Brigham Young

University, is transformed into

Revenge trail ride during the

an important teader when he guides the Hell's

~b

Easter Jeep Safari.

Patrick Biesty draws a fineI In between p6ay .... ritual duing his examination
of the developmental aspects of ptay. This study oomes dose to discussing playas

a type of ritual knc:Jwn as a rite of passage. AJthough these tenns are not used, the
similarity between the play wor1d and the WOf1d of ritual seems tnescapable:
Play [is) related to devetopment in an interactive manner. Ptey
displays the setf's...condruon in a celebfatory self regard, and this
display may itsetf be an act of devek)pmental change and further
display. 'NhateYer the outcome of play, some potential developmental
change ;s present due to the setf-regan:l inherent in the action. (7)
b Victor Turner argues that "communitas breaks in through the instances of
structure in liminality... 1t is... held to be sacred or "holy,' possibly because it transgresses
or dissolves the nomt5 that govern structured and institutionalized relationships and is
accompanied by experiences ofunpm:edcnted potency" (1969, 115).
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Thus, play and ritual come to be defined in dosely-related terms. Both transport
participants to another WOI1d. both present

01

display Cliturally held tenets and

perceptions, and are powerful tools in affecting a change in the activity's participants
This discussion may seem to break down the barrlet'thought to exist between
play and ritual. However, the two perforrnative adivities are not the

same. Their

differences lie not in the outcome of the activities but rather in their applications.
Play is seen primarily as diversion. Consequently it is used as such. That is, it is
not consciously used as a force for cuIlural transformation. Thus, the transformation

it engenders is merely a side-effect. Rituals, however, are perceived as being more
substantive. Therefore, they are employed for transfonnative purposes in times of
cultural significance, crises, or change.

Both, however, are equally capable of

engendering a "transformative action- (Driver, 169).
Ritual and play are not eternally separated. They can and do connate. T In
such instances ~y can involve ritual, or ritual can contain play (162). One such
instance is the trail ride. The rides are undertaken for playful or ludic purposes. For
instance, Quinn Mortensen goes on trail rides "to get ~ from it all." He also
enjoys trail rides in Moab because they give him a chance to "play on the slickrock.-!
Others like Charlie Copsey, Glenn Wakefield, and Ed Isaacson have concurred.

1

Drewel comments on the importance of play to culture and rituals (16-23).

~ Slickrock is the name given to the sandstone around Moab by the enthusiast

groups using it. These groups include, among others, Rock Crawlers. mountain bikers,
and hikers. The stone is not really slick, but is like smooth cement, providing excellent
lire traction. It is rumored that the name "slickrock" came from cowboys, whose horses'
horseshoes could not get grip on the stone.
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Ed calls many trail ride activities -horsing around.- And indeed, the -high energy.
and -imagination- ex:wnrnc:ny ~ of as

~

and JB'OIll of play are present during

such sequences (Driver. 164).
Yet. this playful tone does not negate the puIJ)OSefuIy transformational
aspects ubiquitous to the rides. Drivers undertake rides to meet and be with -friends
[from}

a» aver the country" (Glenn Wakefield, 1012411996).

These experiences with

others are intended to hOne driving skills, and unite the group-thus changing the
social dynamic. Often, trail rides bec:Dme a forum for teaching neophytes the values

and skills common to Rock Crawlers, drawing these individuals into the community.
The rides, then, are oonsciousty used as 8 means for transformation. The outback

is an integral part of this process. Adults take their Children along to, as one couple
noted, -initiate- them into the -benefits of the witdemess" (1994 Jeep

saran).

This

couple continued, noting that they hoped time spent on trail rides, with others in the

back COlKltJy. would engender within their son • sense of morality. preventing him
from -getting in with the wrong group... [and} using drugs.·
These "cultural scenes" set the tone for the canmunity, teach important
values, induct new members, release tension, provide a creative performative

output, and a host of other benefits (Mce.1. 1993, 72). As such, trail rides shoukf
not only be seen as important secular rituals, but also as settings for profoundly
important play. Readers should be aware that afthough the terms play and ritl* are
not regularty used throughout the course of this chapter, this discussion examines
the trail ride experience in terms of a confIation of these two dynama.
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PREPARATION

Rock Crawlers start -building" the outback as soon as they begin galhering
before trail rides. This constructive process begins as participants "inscribe" their
behaviors, language, indeed the entire event. with special meaning (Hufford, 8, 9).
This activity begins physically in a parking lot (or wherever the group C!lOOSeS to
meet), then it moves to the different, spatially separated. traillide location (Van
Gennep, 18). Yet these two disparate loCatiOns

are linked

by a mental thread. For

participants, the entire trip-from the dub members' initial meeting until they separate

to go home-is transfonned into an experience conjuring the Other world known as

the outback. Parking lot meetings begin to separate participants from the ordinary
world, initiating them, as it were, into a state of readiness to enter the baCk country
(Van Gao.nep, 23, 83).
Often groups or dubs assembIe-prior to venturing into the back country-in
the par1l:ing lot of a store. mall, bank, or some other location where they have room
and freedom to congregate and socialize before proceeding to the trail (figs: 5.1.
5.2). Physically, this space is often loCated within the bounds of the ordinary world.
Such locations are Chosen for pragmatic reasons: they are easy to find and get to.
and supplies fortne day (food. aUio parts, etc... ) are readily accessible. People feel
free to come and

go betNeen the gathefed group and local stores while waiting to

leave from such locations.
The Lone Peak ....WPJeeIefs often converge before local rSdes in a large
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FIG: 5.1 Participants line-up their rigs and gather before aMoab Easier Jeep Safari trail ride.

FIG: 5.2 ParticipantS garllerm talk before aMoab EasterJeepSajori trail ride begins.
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pari<ing lot situated between a bank and a WaJ-Mart. This lot is handy because it is
located downtown on State Street, a major road in American Fori<, Utah, where the
dub is based. This spot is also highly visible from the street.

Peo~

coming for the

ride can easHy spot the group. WeI-Mart also provides easy access for last minute

food or basic auto parts purchases. People can also hang out and mill about.
During this time, people center their discussion on the outbaCk. Language
alters to help frame the back country experience (Bateson, 201-27). Pronouns
change from "I" to 'we," bringing the group dynamic into focus. 9 Conversation
relates in terms of the trail ride experience.

Participants "recast [outback]

landscapes in terms of what [their 4x4sJ can do [on) them- (Hufford, 1992, 82): "The
sun's Shining; warm s1ickrock gives more traction" (Hell's Revenge trail, Jeep Safari:
1996). Even the weather and phySical environment are referred to in terms of what
is expected to come: 'We11 have a good day 'wheeling tOday: a little cloud cover will
keep things cool' (Steel Bendertrail ride, Moab Easter Jeep Safari: 1994, emphasis
added). Stories about past trips, comments about new vehicleS or modifications,
and any other dialogue that tums community minds towards the imminent trip
become a focus for attention.
When the group "moves out- towards the trail-head, or the beginning of the
trail, they form a convoy which progresses along public roads. Ultra·low gearing
often pt"events many rigs from driving faster than a maximum of 60 mph. The C.B.
radio banter is constant.

Conversation fills the air waves and bristles with the

" For more on language usage and conjuring "sacred" space. see: Mary Hufford.
1992,42-5,54-5.
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drivers' anticipation. Participants aSk questions abOut difficult spots on the trail: "00
you guys think I can handle this stuff" (Holly Neal, 8131/1997)? Others ask who
knows abOut a modification that they are thinking of doing to their rig: "How can 1
drop my low gearing without sacrffic:ing my freeway speeds" (Brian Tanner,
91111997)? Individuals are often harassed abOut mistakes they made during past
trail rides, or characteristics by which they are known. Ed Isaacson was often
hassled abOut an incident that OCQJrred in the early 19905 when he attempted to
help Gary Atkinson, who was caught in a precarious position. Ed's "help· placed
Gary·s troLlbled rig in an even more dangerous situation. Eventually the 4x4-and
Gary-were brought to safety, but even two years later comments like, "Hey if
someone gets hung-up don·t forget to call Ed: could be heard on the C.B.
These playful ribs are meant to assen group acceptance of the individual
"persecuted." Such humor helps to quickly promote a sense of community, which
is imperative (Hufford, 1992, 51; Drewsl, 19).
successfully completed if the group does

Often Irail rides cannot be

not 'NOl"k together. The banter is constant.

and through discussions about the trafts, vehicles, and past social interaction while
on those trails, the three-way relationship experienced in the back country
"materializes"

(Hufford,

1992,

27).

This

relationship

is:

participant»>vehide»>landscape
Rock Craw6ers "invoke, sustain, and interpret the [back country). It is their
attention to it that hoIds... frt} in being. When attention to it lapses... [it] vanishes" (8).

Conversation thus centers on 4-wheeIing and the landscape. As noted abOve, even
comments abOut the weather are grounded through a back country perspective:
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"Hey, it looks like it will be a great day to be on the rocks; there isn't a cloud in the
sky: or "The rain last night is going to make the traM slick this morning." Topics that
cannot in

some way be made retevant to the outback experience are often avoided.

If someone mentioned the work-a-day world, the spell transforming the outback
might be brOken (Huizinga. 21).

It could slip back inlo the ordinary world; then

participants would only be on a mere trail through some woods or the desert-not in
"another WOf1d" (18). The importance of maintaining this dichotomy is imperative to
outback stability (CaiUois, 45).
Mary Hufford notes that C.B. handles used by foxhunters help to develop their
hunting world by forging different personalitieS for the participants (t992, 45). This
dynamic also exists among ROCk Crawlers. Not all drivers have handles denoting
different outback personas such as: Dr. Edward Isaacson, who is known as "Doc
Ed." Quinn Mortensen, known as "0,· and samurai

owner Ken

Francisco, who is

calfed "Zuk," which is short for Suzuki. But C.B. behavior is often different from
many drivers' normal personas.

Ouiet peopte may become °loud-mouths,"

commenting on anything and everything, while verbOse people may be content to
merely listen. Such contrasts highlight the alternate nature of the outback world.

The vehicles also progress through a metamorphosis as the trail head gets
closer.

This is diffieutt to recogniZe because rock crawler morphOlogies always

allude to their potential as off·highway aawlers. Yet this promise is Quickly realized
as they are readied for the trait "Lock 'n' low" is announced over the C.B. People

get out of, and run around, their vehicles to lock the hu...... "locking·in" the hubs
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engages the front axle for 4-wheel drive. Many participants take this Chance to see
friends for one last minute before the ride, saying things like,

~This

is what it's all

about folks" (Chip Brox, Secret Spire trail, 1996). Such statements hint that all auto
modifications, the worlt-a-day rat race, indeed aU life, culminates through the
impending act of vehicle and driver upon the land.
At this point the air resounds with the metamc clunks and grinding noises of
transfer

cases* being engaged into 4·wheeJ drive low·range. '0 Locked and in low,

many rigs undergo one last change before they have shifted from being "dally
drivers" (vehicles which are also used for ordinary 'Iv'orId affairs), to machines in the

element for which theyW8f8 intended. This last change is "airing down," and entaiis
letting the air out of one's tires. Airing down makes the tires softer and spongier.
This provides more traction off·road (figs: 5.3, 5.4),

increasing vehiCu6ar

performance. A 4x4 property aired down can achieve pertormance levels unequalled
by even the same rig when its tires are fully aired." Inaeased traction also ensures
that tires are less likely to spin, thus avoiding possible trail damage-or damage to
the tires themselves.
Allan Olsen "goes down to 12 pounds {of air per square inch) .. It helps to
conform the tire around the rocks. You're not hard·rubber spinning. It's just kind of
l~

For more on "sounds ofspon geography:' see: Bale, 139.......

Airing down also provides a dramatically softer off-road ride and helps the tires
to mould around rocks-instead ofbouncing and skipping over fhem. This makes tires
less prone 10 rocl.: damage. People can air down as low as between 3 and 20 psi in the
back, and 5 and 25 psi in the front. Several SamW'3i owners with whom I am familiar
lower their air pressure to between 3 and 5 psi for pmper off-road handling. Full-size
trucks require more pressure.
II
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FIG: S.3 This rire is aired down to improve traction as weD as the comfort level of the ride. (Courtesy Dan
Wynkoop)

FIG: S." An arred down nreconforms W)tbeshapeoftbe terrain, providing increased traeUon.
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mushroom. marshmallowy, feeling around things. And it's more gentle on the lerrain.
And it's easier 10 drive" (4/1211996). He notes how aired down tires react 10 the
land: "Instead of your tire up [on top of} a 4 inch rock...When you let the air down
you've got the 4 inches on top of the rock, plus however low the tire will wrap around
the edges of the rock. So, you've got that much more traction gripping that rock"
(4/12/1996). As the 4x4s are readied for the trail, the hjssjng sound of air escaping
from the tires' valve stems adds to the chorus of other sounds made by drivers
preparing to embark.
It is important to note the vehideS that are not daily drivers.
numbers of people now tow their rigs to trail rides

on trailers.

Increasing

Such rigs are highly

specialized and are often no longer used as deity drivers (figs: 5.5. 5.6). They are
not used daily for two primary reasons: (1) they are so heavily modified that they are
no longer street:-legal, or (2) they are modffied

specifica~y for

rock crawting and are

simply not owned for street use. Other rigs are trailerec:t to the trail·head so that if
they are broken while off-road they can be towed home and fixed later.

The

presence of these vehicles heightens the separation between the outback and the
mundane wor1ds because they are intended only tor this special place. Their mere
presence intimates the existence of the extraordinary environment for which they are
intended. Many do not even tOUCh the "polluting" influences of city streets. They
are, in effect, sacred machines for sacred space.

These "are special [4x4s).

protected, isoiated. separated...8p8rt from the mundane workt: they [comprise)
special properties" and modifications (Birrell, 357). Many such

"sanctified~ creations
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FIG: 5.5 At the conclusion oflheJeepSajari a TO)'OI8. Land CruiserSJtS on its trailer m do~tew:n Moab

FIG: 5.6 A Jeep sits on a 1l1liIer in a parking lot foIlowmg theMoab EaslerJtepSafari.
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do not routinely experience the profane WOI1d, being carried above it on their
platform trailers.

They represent the ultimate separation between back country

zones and their antithesis, the work-a-day wond.

Such figs also dramatize the importance the group places upon the outback,
and their trips into this territory.

Pulling these machines off their trailers is

a

rttualized event in which each act (puMing out the driving ramps, loosening the 4x4s
tie-down straps, backing the rig off) brings the vehicle closer to its destiny as a rock
crawler- People often gather to watch theSe 4x4s-referred to as "trailer queens"being pulled onto. or off, their trailers.
In addition to the drivers, who liken all conversational topics to the baCk
country, the vehicles add their Iow-geared whines, engine growls, and exhaust
sounds and smells to the rhetoric. They "speak" of the impending communion as
much

as the individuals driving them. The group-participants and their rigs-now

stands poised at the edge of the landscape designated as back oountry for the day's
event. Bounded and separated through these interactions, this

zone is invoked by

the people and in tum transforms them (Moon!, 27).
The idea that people can create a space which in tum recreates them is not

a neoN one. As part of a disoJssion concerning a tum of the century social dynamic
engendered by Masonic LodgeS, William D. Moore proposes that certain spaces
exist as part of a dynamic that affects indMduals entering them. He argues:

The lodge room and the members of the organization functioned within
a dia6eCtical reiationship. The room had only the significance assigned
to it by the Masonic membership; yet by being present within this
space, 'Nhich they had set aside as different. the individual members'
personal worth was elevated. The room was shaped and deoorated
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by the members of the lodge. but ;t simultaneously transformed the
men that inhaMed;t. (27, emphasis added)
Moore also notes that the spaces created inside the Masonic Lodge imbue the
members' lives with special meaning This

e1'rect extends far beyond the walts of the

lodge (27).
It may be agued that beCause the Masonic Lodge is a physically constnJcted
environment the dynamic it engenders is different from that of the bad< country,
which is "constructed' mentally. 1-tc:Mever. it is important to understand that atthough
they are mental proiecIions. the social reality of baCk country zones is as real as that
of any physically constructed edifice (Tuan, 1975, 152).12 Rock Crawlers venture
within these bounds, and while there, engage in activities that are like the Masonic
rites because they too are life-attering.

Moore shows how the spaces within the

walls of Masonic buildings created p(ac:es where "Masonic thoUQht was bOrn," as well
as locations where fratemrty

was created (27). Ukewise, trail ride participants

venture into wilderness spaces set aside for specialized activities ttlat not only
facilitate relaxation and escape, but define and perpetuate the community as wet!.
PerpetlJ8ting the community entails more than the initiation of new members;
it involves the transmission of communally held ideals and values. This occurs
through the event's "participatory" format, which then fosters the "transformational
pnx:es.s" (Drewsl, 15). In this aspect, trail rides, like other rltualized actMties. cannot

I: Ryden has nOled that "people tend to project their own feelings onto their
physical surroundings" (66). This process is pan ofconjuring the outback because these
spaces are created through the emotional "layers" "superimposed" upon the landscape
142,50,62)
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be oonsidered "unseMous. frivobJs and impotent;" rather. rules regulating participant
action and interaction, and the reification of cultural values, imbue the atmosphere
with seriousness which accompanies the lightheartedness and fun (15).IJ

THE OUTBACK

Once within the outback, the trail ride diSplays an organization not readily
visible in the morning pre-ride gatherings. In the parl<ing lot a sense of unorganized
pandemonium seems to rule; on the trail, uniformity reigns.

For although the

participants have come to have fun, it is not had at the expense of order. Rather,
much of the pleasure inherent to the baCk country experience is due to the order
instilled by traditional trail etiquette rules (Caillois, 44; Dunk, 66; Hughes. 95;
Huizinga, 11). People not only abide by these behavioral tenets, but expect others
to do so as well. To a great elden!, it is the fulfilment of these rules that determines
the success or failure of a trip.
Rock crawling is not about rules. Nevertheless, ruleS facilitate, bound, and
order trail rides. Obedience is a main factor in the summoning and continuance of
the outback. Serious etiquette breeches can rend the back country WOf1d, because
they destroy its order. When the order is destroyed, the disorder-anarchy-of the

IJ Huizinga similarly argues against the idea that play is the opposite or
seriousness (5, 8).
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ordinary WOI1d leaks in (Hufford, 1992,48). ,. When this occurs. the community must

woO<. together to re-summon the outback. As wiI be disaJSSed. this is accomplished
by severa) means, including: informing the individual(s) of their breech in the hopes
that they will reform their behavior. uniting as a group against the offending party,
and/or ejecting those offensive persons from the group.
The idea of a Me-govemed trip may fly in the face of stereotypical
perceptions concerning the off-road experience. And many Rock Crawlers feel that
those not familiar wrth their community assume that trail rides are undertaken to

escape the order of society for the liberty to drive haphazardly, get wild, and party,
in unpoliced mountain and desert expanses (Quinn Mortensen. 412111996). For
most Rock Crawlers such motivations could not be farther from the truth; and
misul'ldenitandings and misrepresentations irk them. Brian Isaacson lamented that
"out of thirty years of rock crawling in Moab, the media only shows the drunk spring
break college students that go down there.

They aren't even Rock Crawlers·

(6/17/1997)

Instead of venturing into the back country to party. Rock CriNMfs enter these
spaces to exit the ordinary wortd. Rather than anarchy. "inside the {outback] an
absolute and peculiar order reigns. Here

we come aaoss another,

very positive

feature of play: it creates order. is order" (HUizinga, 10). "Rules are inseparable from
[trail rides)...they transform [them) into... Hlstrument{s) of fecund and decisive culture.
But a basic freedom is central to [the rides]... to stimulate distraction and fantasy"
I' Huizinga noces thac ··offense againsc me rules [can causel a collapse of the play
spirit. a sobering...disenchanttnc:nc" (2 I).
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(Caillois, 27). The outback. then. o1fefs the chance to exist in a bounded world

maintained through a

set of rules ensuring a safe,

ordered, society. 15

·Ctisis· situations follow the defjberate breach of these ruleS; Rock Crawlers

'seek to retard the out.bre8k of open crisis [through foHowing) etaborate rules of
etiquette" (Victor Turner, 1991, 9). Off-road behayjor tenets focus upon bringing the

group together as a unit, driving one's vehlde respon~, and having respect for
the environment. 16 Adherence to these princi~ avoids crisis. and maintains back
country order (Caillios. 8). Drivers are usually _ I aware of what constitutes good

or bad "trail etiquette" (Quinn Mortensen,

~121/1996).

As noted, basic conc:ems

of the Iandscape.11 Following is a breakdown of the conoems in these three areas.

APPROPRIATE GROUP INTERACnON

Rock Crawlers are specific when it comes to what makes good outback
experiences.

These judgements frequentty center upon acceptab6e and

unacceptable otf-road behavior. Rode. Crawters otten discuss what makes for good

trail rides; statements rec:urrentty list features they like abOul certain types of terrain.

U We shall later sec that the buech of the rules can engender heated emotionsfrom agitation to the extreme of possible violence, As will be discussed. such anger
occurs because a break: of conduct rules threatens to collapse outback borders.

,,, Birrell has discussed "rituals [as] rules ofconducC (357)
11

For ~ on these rules. see: Nylund, 102-35.
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But a major eJement of the outback experience is the quality of group interadion
(Bale, 130). Becci Nee! notes:

wei, I enjoy being with friends. It's. lot of fun going with peop6e you
already know, or golng with a group of peop6e-some of whOm you
know just \I8QUI!'fy or you've been introduced to briefly, and getting to
know them better as you pause on the trails and-you know-pause tor
lundl breaks. Or, waiting tor the trucks to get through the difficult
parts irs atways fun to make new friends and to meet new people.
(112611997)
This friendshiPPing dynamic runs deeper than just making neoN friends. It is routinely
asserted that members of the group must be willing to do whatever it takes to help
each other through

a lrail.

Duling int8fViews Jtr'n Broadbent anS'Nefed all my questions abOut trail rides
with the plural

·we:

When I asked why he used "we" instead of "I," he stated:

·You·re not doing it aIOne...You're ~ with other indMduals" (041911996). Ed
Isaacson detailed his favorite trail ride with a narrative commenting on lhe
exceptional group dyrwTIic ocx:urring during that .specific ride.

Ed.-

{Surprise c.nyon] was the most fun. I think it had to do with the
atmosphere. It's probably the twdest Jeeping in the shortest amount
of time-we had seven vehides, and it took us about six hours to go
up the canyon. And you winch over-

David: -The canyon is less than a
Ed:

mi~

isn't it?

Yeah, it's less thlIn a mile. And you're going up... about 12 hundred
feet. And you're wincl'ring over seven or eight waterfalls. Rufty
tough, tough, demanding, technical. hard, 4-wheeling. But iI's so
beautiful. And just the group we had. and just the excitement r::A it-I've
never had anything like it! Then when we got to Panamint City (a
ghost town at the top of the trail) we had a baH. we went up to all the
old mtning stuff...And then ooming bKk down I was so scared and so
hyped·u~but yet so excited. I haven't been that excited about
something for years-and just had • ball...And then thet grou~there
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just was something abOut the group that was just-ell8rybOdy got
along perfectly. There wasn't a ClOSS word. There wasn't a-and I
broke an 8lde and had a honible time getting out of there. Really a
tough-a tough trip out. I had more trouble getting out than I did
getting in. (4116/1996, emphasis added)
For Ed. this was the best back country experience that he has ever had.
Despite the fact that he snapped' one of his front aldes and barely made it off the
trail. this ride is remembered by him primarily for its superb group dynamic. In fact,
Ed notes that he loved the ride so much that he "burned back to camp,· fixed his
front axle, and was on another trail with the same group just hours later.
The important factor in creating this positive dynamic is a willingness to lose

one's self within the group.

Essentially, the YsociaJ" aspects of trail rides are

assumed to be "inherenf to the outback experience (Miracle, 61). Trail rides:
give us an opportunity to go out with peop6e who enjoy doing the same
things we do. Ninety percent of the people I've met, I've gotten along
with extremely well. I've not met anyone I haven't liked in the club
{Lone Peak). But also... it's a very family-oriented club, it's very
relaxing, a very comfortable teeting, you don't fee! like it's a-any sort
of competition when you're with the individuals. They are all very
willing and eager to help one another. (Quinn Mortensen. 4/21/1996)
Sharing, friendly conVfn8lion, and a wnlingness to hetp each other-sometimes to
the point of placing oneself in danger-these Qualities are expected of trail ride
participants (figs: 5.7, 5.8). ThOSe reticent about rubbing elbows with others, while
getting a rig unstuck,

or while having a bite to eat at a lunCh break, will likely be

eschewed in favor of more communally minded participants. They are also at risk

of being labelled an "ass h~,,'8 or someone who is known to be uncooperative.
1& This tenn describes an individual's outback etiquette and is not ldilized in the
same way as it would be used in situations outside of the rock crawfing context.
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FIG: 5.7 Fellow trail nde pamcipants bdp Mark Milner as he descends HIgh DM. (Courtesy ~1ark Milner)

Well known Rock Crawler, Rick Russell, leads trail rides through some of
Western America's most difficult trails.

He also produces a series of -how to·

videos. Drivers planning to run certain trails can watch the videos to learn what they
need to bring on the trip, and what modifications their 4x4 needs, to oompetently

negotiate the trail. Concerning group interaction on trails, Rick states:
The main job of [participants] is fai~y easy. First, you need to harass
every driver who goes through [a difficutt section of trail). Ask them
rt they really have a drivers' license. And
give them hell if they move any of the rocks. But if they need help,
give tt to them. And if they make tt through, cheer them on. My best
advice to the drivers: play along. Who knows, you may be the
spectator someday. (Rubicon TraH: Georgetown, California)
hoYI they made it this far or

His comments illustrate three significant points: (1) The importance of oonstant and
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FIG: 5.8 Participants help to push a Bronooup Frenchie 's Fin on the Fins 'N' Things trail.

friendly verbal interaction. This interaction keeps the group in focus, rather than the
individual. (2) Friendliness and humor keeps even the most serious situations
manageable, and playful-not heavy or solemn (figs: 5.9-5.12).

The verbal

interaction between drivers and spectators breaks down divisions that might
separate them (Hufiord, 43, 53). Those drivers who get angry, or do not yell playful
comments back to the crowd, are not playing their role to facilitate group unity.
Likev.rise, spectators who yell personal attacks can collapse this unity. (3) When a
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driver's safety is threatened. spectators should p&ace the needs of this driverlvehiCle
first. This means .sponing" (directing)

tor the driver. pushing if sIhe gets stuck.

or

vehiCle extraction in the case of serious problems. Group members are expected
to work as a unit to pass tests presented by the trait. Even children pitch in.

Russell's a:mments seem to intimate that drivers are not part of the audience
dynamic; this is not

so. They t'IlgUta1y IeaYe their vehides to watch others negotiate

the diffiaJlt sections they have driven~ are aoout to drive. Consequently. they are
expected to act as productive bystanders when they are pari of that group.
But spectators are not the only ones with rules to follovi.
consider the group. This means

19

Drivers must also

not attempting lrails that are beyond driver or

vehiCle abilities. Such attempts slow down the group. During a 1992 Jeep safari

ride on Sewm Mile RUn tratI I witnessed many drivers lose their cool because one
or two grossly under-equipped vehicles stretched a five hour trip to nearly seven
hours. The under-equipped rigs stnJggIed at fNeIt'f ob8tade, and even in p(aces not
considered Challenging. Due to the unprepared rigs, a large portion 01 the trailincluding

some of its noted obstades-had to be

by-pas.sed to finish

Detore dark.

Groups unencumbered by such drivers avoid these ho6l:kIps. During the 1996 .JtJep
Safari. the HeM's RlMJnge trail group oomprised rigs that \JIlfIBr8

so weft preperecI that

the trail leader, Chris Stephens, added seventl miles of extra trail to the planned ride.
Even with this added ~ the group SliN got home by the anticipated time.

I'> It must be remembered that these people get back into the rigs until the next
difficult section of trail. Here, drivers and passengers will once again leave their rigs 10
watch others in the group altempt the obstacle at hand.
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FIG: 5.9 A Bronco attempts the Dragon 's Tail, while watched from the trailside by fellow participants.

FIG: 5.10 ParticipantS gathered as: the ledge 3/4 up the Dragon's Tail. on theSteeJ Bendertrail.
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IG: 5.11 A group ...,'llliS for II. Dodge as

It

fuushes

its cilmb up Patola Salad Hill on Hell"s Rel'fmge trail

fiG: 5.11 A group wailS for a Dodge IS It fuushes its climb up PalDla Salad H,lloo Hell's &,Y!n~ trail

FIG: 5.11 A CfO"Ao'd ...."3t~GaryAtIonsonclunblusTO'yoIa~FrUldlle·s

F"" mFim W'Thingstnll.1.
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While in the outback continual movement is important. Maintaining the set
schedule is equally as important Thus, not spending too much time on a given
obstade is vital. Usually three tries per driver is acceptable: more than that only
slows down the group. Besides, most drivers fee{ that "if you can't do it in the first
three tries, you won't make it at an" (Dan Wynkoop, 4/1996). During the 1994 safari

a driver noted that one individual was awful to have on trail rides and that he

was not

liked. He added that this individual took too much time on obstades. ignoring the
rest of the group

as they waited for him. On one trail ride this bad driver repeatedly

anempted an obstacle-without success-as a group of at least 40 vehicles waited.
Group physical unity must be maintained.

One of the ultimate etiquette

breeches is for the group to leave one of its membeni; behind by ac::ddent "You need
to travel at the rate that the slowest vehide is traveling at, because you need to stay
together" (Quinn Mortensen, 4/2111996). PartiCipants should never leave anyone
on a trail.

AI the beginning of the trails he leads, Chip Brox reminds drivers that the
vehicle behind them should always remain visible in their rear-view mirror (1992,
1993, 1994, 1996, safaris).

If drivers regularty monitor each other in this way,

nobody win be stranded if their rig becomes disabled. If the vehide behind a driver
drops from vie'w, that driver is responsroie for waiting for the missing vehide to
catch-up. Or they must tum around and locate the errant rig. This also prompts
drivers to keep up with the group ahead of them. Lagging or taking too much time
on obstades causes a disturbance in the group's COhesion (fig: 5.13).
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FIG: 5.13 DnveB keep eacholber in sight 16 theytraversc a Jeep Sajori trail. (Courtesy Ken Hamson)

Intoxication and the

ab~6e

of controlled substances are also an outback

taboo. Some ~e see no PfC)plem with ocx:asionally consuming a beer or two at
lunch break; but more than

on~

or two beers is seen as a serious breech. Control

is a necessity in many off-road t.Uiving situations. tf someone is not fit to drive on the
street. they are

not fit to drive Off-road. Addrtionally. the family nature of these trips

creates a dynamic

not c:ondueiv, to "partying." In his trail joumal Ed Isaacson noted

an instance during the 1992 Jeep Safari when a few drivers attempted to drive a traii
while intoxicated:
Our trail was ~lled Fins and Things, and our trail leader was Jean
Akens, and the I)elPers were Tom and TelT)' Norman. Well right away

we had problem" With a bunch of drunks called the [4x4 Climbers). 20

20

The club name has bet'" changed
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They 'NOUIdn't keep up and were obviously drinking and had a bunch
of smart mouths on the C.B.
He then notes hcJrw trail ride pMicipInts rectified the situ8tion: "RJght WNay they were

invited to leave, and basically dropped out and followed us some distance back. ~
Ed's account illustrates that abu:sing these subst8nc:::es while in the b8dt
country disturbs the group dynamic and is not tolerated. Many dubs. such as the
Lone Peak 4-WheehtIS, are formed for "tBmity off-roading," and forbid any type of
substance abuse in the dub charter. The conspioJOus absence of these substances

is evident-even at many dubs' non+wheeling events. No Lone Peak 4-WPNJeIet$
meetings involve alcohol. likewise. no Red Rock 4-lNheeIer events during the Moab
Easter Jeep safari serve inte»dcating beverages.

Serious breeches to these rules are rare; when they do occur they are
remembered. luc::kity, it is the general lack of such negative behavior" that brings
groups together while in the outback. J.E. Malmberg. a neophyte ROCk Crawler. was
so enamored with her first b8c:k COU"IIry experience that she wrote an editoIi8' letter
to a magazine that focuses on rock aawting. The letter articulated many of the
ideals held by the community:
The eamwaderie, feIowship and mutual support was something
u ~ tNt dINeIoped awJ( the "*'Y hCIurs d shared c::MIIenges,
fears and vety occasional dirt-breathing. Togetherness is part and
parcef of this pastime that ve'ry quickly becomes a passion for many
of us who aave the old-fashioned notion of Good Clean Fun.... 1t was
at this point that the importance of mutUliI support really came home.
For the experienced driver this comes as no surprise. Contrary 10
what most people think, four~wheeling is not a solo endeavor. Yes, it
is only you and your vehicle inside the CIIb. The level of individual
concentration is, to say the least. intense. However, outside that
vehiCle there's you, your leader, your spotter, your friends and all the
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rest of thOse crazy folks who are just like you, ready to cheer you on,
get you through, and pull you out if necessary. (20.22)
It is interesting that she refers to oft'-roading as -Good Clean Fun;" this seems
to contrast what she considers to be healthy communal interaction on the trail with
that cx::curring in the ordinary 'NOf1d. A belief that the back

~ntry is

an escape from

the negative factors in contemporary SOCiety underscores her comments. Malmberg
is also keenly aware that a trail ride's "sacred" quality is contingent upon group

interaction which is, in part. necessitated by the landscape's ruggedness.
Others have stated that one of the most important factors of 4.whee/ing is
having consideration and patience for one's fellow participants. Experienced drivers
have an obligation 10 help those with less experienc:e or leSs competently modified
rigs (Ed Isaacson. 4/16/1996). Others reiterate the importance of "the people you

meet. the camaraderie, the association, the SOdaI-1 guess-interaction" in creating
the outback (Matt Smith, 4/411996).
Chris Stephens-an experienced and well travetled ROCk Crawter-noted that
the worst trail he ever drove was the Rubicon. When pressed as to why the trail was

so bad, his repty focused upon an unac::ceptabte group dynamic. Those on this ride
did nothing to help each other, and were cross with Chris and his wife, Tamara,
because they dtd

not drive the same vehicle make or model as the rest of

the

group.21 The loathsome quality of the ride was not determined by the physical nature

:, Most clubs are based in certain locations. For instance, Red Rock -I-Wheelers
are localed in Moab, Utah, while the Lone Peak -I. Wheelers are based in Amcncan Fork,
Utah. Other clubs are based upon vehicle make or model and do nol depend as ngidly
upon location; for instance, the Early Bronco Registry is a national club comprised solely
or owne~ of 1966-1977 Ford Broncos. Likewise, the Toyota Land Cruiser Association is
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of the trail or landscape; rather, it resulted from the negative anitudeS and demeanor
of his compatriots:l'2 In fad, Chris made it dear th8t he would like to do the Rubicon
again in the company of people who "don't have bad anttudes" (7/21/1994). In other
words, each time a trail is run, it is, in a sense, a different space. A

new creation.

Topography and community oombine on each trail ride to make that back country a
separate context.. These are often referred to and evaluated as disaete units. In
that way Chris can say that the Rubicon is the worst trail he has ever run, yet be
excited to drive it again.
Glenn Wakefield, of Park City, Utah, notes a similar means tor evaluating the
worth of trails. Glenn is an extreme driver, and describes himself as wanting to
"push things to the edge in my rec:reatiorla endeavors.· When asked, "what makes

a good trail?" he answered: "The company you are with. Mildly challenging trails with
great company are as good or better than super technical trails with a bunch of

jerks... But mainly the company you are with can make or break a trail" (10/24/1996).
Glenn was quick to note that he rock crawls for the thrill, primarily driving the most
difficult trails he can find; if he wants to "smell the flowers" he'll ride his mountain
bike. But as he states above. even the

most technic8lly exciting trails can be ruined

by a group that does not get along well.

a club for Toyota Land Cruiser owners.
::.: This specific trail ride lacked the "groupness" needed to make the ride a
success. In fact. at least one magazine took the opponunity to publicly chastise the club
Ihal sponsored the event because the Rock Crawling community ....'35 so outraged when
rumors of the trip began to circulate. It was even stated that such behavior could
crumble the foundations of the community.

Chapter Five· 356
Although having beautiful sights or a tough physical environment is important
to the rock crawling experience, the quality of the landscape does not solely
determine the worth of a trail ride. Rather, the positive conduct of one's fellow
travellers adds to the beautiful territory. The quality of the topography is imperative,

but even the most beautiful and challenging trail can be ruined by people who do not
use proper trail ride etiquette. For Chris, the Rubicon topography is alluring enough
that he is excited to run the trail again. However, the trail was not good on his initial
trip because his comrades breeched the limits of acceptab6e back country manners.

RESPONSIBLE VEHICLE USE

The second set of behavioral tenets focuses upon the driver/vehicle
relationship. As machines specifically constructed to enter the outback world, rock

crawlers are given extraordinary respect. They shou6d never be abused. Readers
may ask themsetves how drivers avoid abusing vehicles while driving them off four
foot diffs and over bouIder-strewn aeek beds (figs: 5.1", 5.15)? Yet there are ways
prescribed by the community for such conditions.
The term "graceful" has been used to describe how a "x" should be driven
(Jim Broadbent, 419/1996). "Basically the vehicle [shouldJ be moving in a smooth.
controlled, movement. .. not jefXy or rough-something that would be, if you will, like

a baUet dancer in some context.

tt looks like yOU have control as you go up

over...thing[sr (041911996). "You need to think about the COlT8d: line to take and plan
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FIG: 5.14 Ed lsaacscn chmbs If1uIe KJJuc:kkHiOoo the &Jundtht /lJ)c1u lJ'alI. (Courtesy-Ed Isaac::sm)

nc: 5.15

Owtie Copsey chmbs alarJe kdge ¥11th his modified SolO Blazer. (Ccu1esy Dan Wynkoop)
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ahead" (McGee. 38).2'J Slow and controlled movements are less likely 10 damage
vehicles: first. because rigs are less likely to lose traction while moving sk)w1y;
second, because a wildly bouncing rig is more apt to twist or break parts-like axles.
motor

mounts. hubs, or any number of other vital parts. Bouncing also leads to ",,1ROiling is a reality. and can happen to even the beSt drivers.
Tough terrain should be attempted with precision and control rather than a

lead foot on the gas pedal. The slower one goes the bener. In fact. slowness is

a

virtue many drivers now take to extremes. To put on a show for other participants
drivers often traverse obstacles as slowly as possible. 1-

Remember. nearly any

vehicle can paSS over rugged terrain if it is moving fast enough. However. the toll
exacted upon vehicles speeding through rough terrain is a mighty one.
application of too much gas can lead to

An

excessive tire-spin. which is also looked

upon with consternation. Wildly spinning tires Signify a driver using too much gas;

this could cause the tires to rip as they spin on jagged roc:Xs. Jim Broadbent notes
thai good drivers can respect their vehicles and the landscape. even while driving
in difficult terrain. Readers should notice how the vehicle fits into the puzzle-Hke

lJ Bale notes that many "sports involve the fining of body movements into a
conle.\:1 where they can more effectively evoke the satisfaction which comes from the
successful strategic participation in the landscape" (123). Such comments accurately
describe ideal outback driving.

~ BecaLlSC of the incredibly low gearing vehicles now have (many have gearing
exceeding 100; I ). crawl speeds can be so slow that motion is hardly perceptible. Such
gearing is real show material.
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nature of trail negotiation:~
Basically you'wt got to be able to look at land formation or rock
formBtion, and... pick what they can a 'line~ to go up it. In some way in
your mind you visualize how that vehicle would go up that. It has to
do with the... lay of the land, as well as the siZe of your vehide...And
SO you kind of envision this thing mentaIIy-and look at it from a couple
different perspectives-whher you pick the line that you think would
be the most-either the most challenging or the most do-able,
depending on what you're trying to do there. So then, your abifity to
follow that mental picture and make it happen, and keep the vehicle
moving, and not abusHtg the vehicle. It's easy to drive by power, but
that's not what its all about. (41911996, emphasis added)
Others similarty comment on the complex driver and rig unity that Rock
Crawlers should feel

Even the best trail can be ruined for me-you know-you have people
taking up and beating old vehicles and don't really have any idea of
what they are doing... what does the magazine refer to them as: "Iowclass yahoo Jeepers with little regard for personal safety or vehicle
whatsoever." (Matt Smith, 414/1996)
Little respect is

generany g;ven to drivers who do not share an intimacy with their rig.

These drtvers are often dangerous to be around because of their erratic control. In
fact. the negative Stigma attached to such individuals has a name; they are referred
to as "ya-hoos." This title, often used synonymously with "red neck" or "ass-hole,"
designates a SOCially offensive standing in the community. luckily, there are few
drivers of this type. But as noted abOve, one bad apple can spoil the whote bin.
Their bad driving can result

tn a ruined trail ride, or even lost trail access privileges

for the community in the Mure.
2J Gerald L. Pocius notes that "landscape provides a puzzle that will never be
solved. and therefore a topic for endless discussion" (1991. 90). Like this ··endless
discussion" Rock Crawlers repeatedly return to the back country to solve the physical
riddles il poses.
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Rock Crawlers react negatively to those who "beat on" their rigs beCause it
is assumed that there should be a vehicle/drtver unity. "Within the [outback] the

sen

of the [driver) is an expanded self that incorporates [one's rig). Taking on his (back
country) persona. a [driver) projects himself into a (trail ride] via his [4x4)" (Hufford.

1992. 51).

I have already noted the propensity for Rock Crawkm; to see their

vehicles as extensions of their bodies.:26 In fact, "in the (back country], the minmum
unit is a [driver) plus his [vehicle]" (53). This dynamic is evidenced by the regular
usage of the same definition-rock crawter-for one's vehicle and for onesetf.
This unity is further revealed by drivers' propensity to refer to the combination
of themselves and their4x4s as "I." This is not a slip of the tongue, it emphasizes
the self expansion that drivers experience. 27 This unity is created by the intimate
knowledge that

comes from having created one's rig, and driven it extensively off-

road while being sensitive to every movement, sound. and ftex while driving. Driving
is, in this aspect, a sensuous experience. DriV8r$ "fee(. the trail via their vehicle.
Chris Stephens has discussed a sensation of "walking· as he drives his Jeep along
trails. He notes that one's unity with a vehide is not a constant. It ftuctuates; some
days a driver will be in better sync with their rig than others (7/1 994).
4x4s are tools for traversing the back country, they are also extensions and
expressions of self. With this basic understanding of the unity between driver and
4x4. it is not hard to imagine the implications of abusing one's rig.

10

Self abuse,

See chapter two.

For more on the expanded "pronoun (used] to refer indiscriminately to the
{vehicle] and to the [driver]:-~: Bale. 123
!1
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violence, lack of responsibility, and low self worth are atl images used to define those
who "beat on" their rock

aawters. The term "masochist" has even been used to

describe such drivers. Unnecessarily "trashing" one's rig is the ultimate sign of
irresponsibility and imma1urity.
During the 1994 Jeep Safan, a driver consistently abused his vehiCle while
negotiating a tough trail. To make it climb a ruggedly steep and rocky incline called

Potato Salad Hill he took a run at speeds that were reported to be in excess of 15
to 20 mph (fig: 5.16). At a location on another trail he ran his rig across a craCk (the

Golden C1ack) at an angle known to be dangerous. By the end of the ride, his truck
had a shattered windshield and a bashed-in body. Both had occulTed from the 4x4
being -laid OVer"28 during the ride. Such accidents infrequently happen to drivers;
hQ.Never. rugged terrain sporadically does take its toll. Yet this damage had resulted
from the driver's "win at all cost" attitude. He was the talk of the 1994 event and
people eschewed his company. He was labelled "Crazy Joe,"n as rumors circulated
about his unaoc:::eptable drMng style. Some people were angry and did not want him
to take part in any other trail rides. They felt that he did not add a positive note to

the rides he drove; his negative example was not good either. Two years after the
incident. people still talked about his hijinks. In 1996 his driving was reported to be

less erratic, but it was still not tolerable.

:& Laying-over a rig refers to a partial roll-over. The vehicle rolls onto its side. bUI
does nOI go all the way onlo its roof.
:N

His name has been changed 10 protect his identity.

Chapter Five· 362

to'I(,;: 5.lb -LrazyJoe' careens

~l'OIa/();)O/Qt1HlI/. OIl

llI.second Ma!least40miles-ger--bour'

tneHtlJ sKEWngtU1ll.l.

attempt (Mark Miloer.

MUlulCSwerneTOlleoms<ixq

1124119981 (CounerMarkMiloer)

RESPECT FOR THE ENVIRONMENT

Respecting the outback environment is a primary concern for Rock Crawlers
and socializing generally focuses upon group interaction with the landscape.
Participants diSQJss how challenges can be negotiated wfthout harming the trails.
Respecting the landscape is bound tightly with retaining the right to continue using

the outback. Drivers are well aware that abusing trails or the land surrounding them
can lead to trail closures by the government or private land owners. Consequently,
rules have been adopted that regulate the driving habits of those entering the
outback.

These tenets concerning back country treatment are called -treading
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lightly." Although Tread Lightly! has been discussed previously, 30 it is important to
focus upon the movement again in terms of its affect on the trail riding experience.
Besides regulating driving habits, this code additionally mandates that drivers
not only refrain from littering, but that they also pick up any trash left by others. The
volume at which people play their stereos is even an issue.

Booming stereos.

although installed in some rigs, should not be P'ayed loud. Excessive volumes

not

only drown out the sound of a vehicle's engine-hearing one's engine is important to
monitoring vehicle performance-but it scares CNiay lOCal fauna and makes
conversation difficult.
Chip Brox, as well as the other trail leaders at the Moab EaSIer Jeep Safari,
believe responsible off-road behavior is imperative to maintaining back country
landscapes. Hence, Chip gives a -treading lightly" lecture during the lunch break of
every trail ride he leads (Jeep safaris: 1992. 1993, 1994, 1996).
participants that responsible

He reminds

care not only assists in conjuring the outback, but helps

the community keep the legal right to use these public lands.
I think that we have to teach peop6e in all aspects of off-road and offsite use of the lanc:l-whether it be mountain biking, whether it be
Jeeping, whether it be hiking, backpadting-proper and rightful use of
the desert-country of south~st Utah. That's very important. We
have to teach people how to use the country. And if we dO thaI. the
next generation and the next generation of off-road 4-wheeJ
enthusiasts will have the same rights and priviktge$ that we do. If we
don't do that, that privilege and right is going to be taken away from
us. So its II'8ty important... that we educate people to take care of the
public lands. (Chip OrQl(, 4n/1996)
Question and answer sessions encourage participants to ask questions and add

Jo

See chapter two.
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their

own views to the conversation. Conversations are aimed at induding all

present 'Ntthn the care-for·1t"Ie4and dynamic. Children. too, are encouraged to ask
questions in many of theSe conversations.
Chip reminds new drivers, as well as seasoned veterans, that keeping the
land pristine is their responsibility. This responsibility entails .packing

out what you

pack in,· and goes beyond merety pidc.ing up trash (Chip Brox, 1996 Jeep Satan).
It means packing out your bOdy's solid waste. The e1'fect exacted upon the desert's
fragile ecolOQical balance by large groups can be dangerous, SO dOing all possib6e
10 lessen this risk is each driver's responsibilfty, Chip comically sits on the trail ride's
official .por1a.potty" as he speaks, 31 thus aeating a light and joking atmosphere (fig,
5.17). In this way, a topic of extreme importance to the community can be discussed

in a relaxed format.
The outback experience. then, involves conquering the landscape wtthout
leaving a trace. Most rules for off..f08d driving focus upon this ideal. Consequently,
many individuals cannot lX1derStand why peqlIe outside the a:mmurity persist in the
belief that Rock Crawlers deStroy the back country landscapes.

Often. Rock

Crawiers-trying to ekJc:idate this probIern;JiYe elabOrate accounts of positive
promotion and activities regarding land use. These accounts detail their own eco·
friendfy behavior. and even TfNd Lightlyrs work with auto manufacturers and autooriented magazines:

Jl Each trail1eader in the Jeep Safari carries a poru..potty for attendees to usc
while in the outback.
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FTG: 5.17 Cup Brox sns onaporta-poaydunnga TnaJughlly,I 1ettureon 1beS«rtISpin tralI

I have a membership [to Tread Lightly.~... not because I feel a
strong urge to be philanthropic with my money, but because I supportand want others who see my wild looking vehicle-to krlCl'W' that I
support taking care of the environment. My Tread Lightly! sttcker sits
right next to my IMBA sticker on the back windOlN. I get really bugged
with peopre that leave garbage and/or various kinds of trash on the
trails. I really get bugged with gun CM'rlef'S that go out on forest roads,
shoot-up everything, and leave their gun trash laying around. Gun
trash means empty shells and cartridges. I was on Rubicon [trail] last
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year and saw some guys pulling down a dead tree for firewood. This
tree really added to the scenic nature of the meadow in which we
stood. I was really disappotnted.
None of my friends 'wtleeI: they think that 4)(4 guys are all beerswilling yahoos that drive into the mountains and leave their shit
everywhere. That is beCause all they see is the trash left over by the
one or two jerkofts that fit that bill... not the hundreds of others that
have paSSed through cleanly. There is a general misc:onception out
there abOut whO VIle are... but on the other hancL .there are still a lot of
guys that could care less about the environment, and tear it up. At
least Tread Lightly! gets us into the media and hopefully into the
political arena where we can show that most of us are responsible,
and want to keep the environment intact while still maintaining trail
access. (Glenn Wakefield, 10124/1996)

As is evident from this statement, drivers have strong opinions when it comes to how
the outback should be treated-and how others think it is treated by Rock Crawiefs.
These opinions generate anger when these frustrated people catch others
mistreating these landscapes, or hear people hastily generalizing about all offreaders. based upon the actions of a few individuals. There is no better way to
anger Rock Crawlers than to tellihem that their activities destroy the landscape.
Several members of the Lone Peak 4-~fS were discussing stereotypical
images of Rock Cr'8WMn:. One individual noted that people see their highly modified
4x4s, and assume the rigs are driven "hell-bent over the terrain." Chanie Copsey
vehemently replied: "Half the reason

we

build [rigs) up is so

we

won1 rip up the

land. ~ Others often touch upon the "leave no trace- concept: "There's a lot of areas
that I've gone across, and WlMked back, and you cannot tell-other than that you are
on dirt-that the vehicles have passed there. And that's the way it shOuld be, The
last thing you need is these two-Iane ruts travelling all
Mortensen, 4/21/1996)

over the country" (Quinn
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The most important aspects of treading lightly, then, are those that concern
one's driving habits. After all, the vehicles offer the greatest potential for damage.
And damage to the trails ruins them by lessening the illusion of a pristine landscape.
This also provides ammunition for groups with a goal to ClOSe back country areas to
vehide access. Consequently, driving slow1y is once again an imjX)nant issue, Slow
driving-known as -a'8WMng" or "rock surfing" to the group-not only keeps one's 4x4
from being damaged by the terrain, but keeps the 4x4 from damaging the terrain
Tires rotating skIwty, pul6ing a rig up and over rocks, will not create damage like four
wildly spinning ones.
Another important aspect of driving is not "t*zing trails.· Blazing a trail refet's

to driving one's rig off the established trail.

Such behavior is thought of as

inexcusabie; drivers are expected to keep to the existing trails. Rarely do serious
Rock Crawlers breech this rule; if someone does, they are immediately chastised.
On the Fins 'N' Things trail, during the 1994 Jeep Safari, a group of teen-age boys

in a Jeep careened off the trail and through 40 or 50 feet of desert vegetation. The
C.B. was immediately jammed with 8 tOlT'ent of comments ajmed at the driver. He
was infonned in no uncertain terms that such behavior was unacceptable and that
if it continued he would be expelled from the group.
Thus, many Rock Crawters not only try to care for the outback environment,
but also consider themselves environmentalists:
I very definitely believe that I am an environmentalist. I love the
outdoors-all aspects of the outdoors: hunt~ fishing, 4-wheeling, as
mUCh or more than anybody efse. And so right off the bat, I think that
peopM that I like to assoOate wtth-you see on the trail-are those who
prac:tioe responsible land use and land management. And you know-,
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that goes beyond packing out your trash.. ,lt means that I don'llike 10
see people who are doing things like "high marking"-for example-on
hills. You know, "let's see how high up [the hill) I can get my tracks
and ruts." Or, the people that tear-up the land. Hey, believe me, I
love climbing. But you know. there are certain times when you just
don't go running pell mell over busheS-or make tracks and things like
that. We try to stay on the trails and roads that have been established
for our recreational activity. We try not to blaze new trails. (Matt
Smith, 4/4/1996)
It is important to note that the above comments concerning responsible land use are
couChed in tenns of communal dynamics. The ll!O'I8rks begin with commentaries on

the speakers' environmentalist tendencies, then shift to focus upon social interaction
with each other and with the physical environment.
Caring for the land is a sensitive point for Quinn Mortensen; he is one of the
most cons6entious drivers that I have met.

He also considers himself to be

ecologically mindect And like others in the community, he shuns driving through
trails that are not ecoklgicaIIy sound. When discussing important aspects of treading
lightly, Quinn begins by addressing when and where to drive in the back country·
I view it as not only staying on a designated trail, but avoiding
damaging the existing trail... tt I come upon mud, I avoid going through
it at any high speeds. And if I can, I avoid it all-together. ThaI's how
you get the really bad ruts in the road-things like that. Which, as
soon as you get a rut, that channels the W8ter-wtlich is going to cause
more erosion through that area. (4121/1996)
Although Quinn specifically addresses muddy trails, he points out that it is not
acceptable to drive one's rig over land that is in a fragile state. It is expected that
at such locations drivers will skirt the problem, avoiding the possibility of making a
bad situation worse. This means that during parts of the year, or during certain
weather conditions, driving may be unacceptable on some trails.
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RoCk Crawlers are aware of their potential effect(s) upon the land. And
contrary to what they see as a stereotyped image, most consider themselves to be
ecologically minded. 32 Because the outback provides the haven into which they
joumey, it is important that possib6e prob6em-causing incidents be avoided.
The key thing... is keeping the existing trails in their pristine condition.
Don't do anything that is going to damage the trails-that's going to
make it so the Fotestry Service says, ·Well this trail has gotten to the
point to where it is causing erosion which is putting silt into the stream
bed, which is hurting the fish and wildlife of the area. So we have to
dose this trail down.· tf we take care when we are off-mading then we
won't have a problem. (Quinn Mortensen, 4/21/1996)
Quinn is a good example; he eschews baCk country trips with individuals known to
drive in a violent or disrespectful nature. Many Rock Crawlers have noted that there
seem to be a growing number of people drawn to the sport who do

not adhere to its

social constructs. They seem to be enamored with the extreme driving and neglect
the social aspects which are assumed by most Rock Crawter5 to go along with this
driving. Primary offenses of this nature are drivers who do not respect the land. or
their rigs. They ·needlessly spin their tires. ~ drive in inappropriate loCations, and
"hammer their rigs on the rocks· (David Jarvis. 9/1611998). Quinn has little patience
for such drivefs and routinety CI8ims that they do not make good drMilg cxmpanions.

J: Many who call themselves "ecologically" minded will preface the tenn with
some fonn of disclaimer so as not to seem like the -eco-freaks" (folk within activist
groups) that appear on the news. To most Rock Crawlers, these individuals are zeaJots
with little regard for anything but their own ego-centered goals. lneyare viewed with
loathing and anger
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A TRAIL ETIQUETTE BREECH AND ITS IMPLlCAT10NS

At the 1996 Moab Easter Jeep Safari. members of the Lone Peak +-~
buzzed about a shocking 'inCident" that occurred during a trail ride (Ed Isaacson,
4/16/1996).

Days later, tempers still rose when the group got together and

discussed it It was viewed by many as the worst violation of trail manners they had
ever witnessed. Several people in the group adamantly expressed the intention to
avoid the Jeep Safari in the future; they believed the satari was being over-run by
people from outside the Rock Crawling community who did not Share 'our values."

Others questioned the future quality of 'our community" if ·these peoPle" and their
offensive behavior could even exist within group bounds.

Ed Isaacson, who

witnessed the incident. recalled it:
VVhen that occurred, we were out on the Behind the Rod<s cars
[F map 21-on a trail. behind the leader which was 8 guy from Red
Rock [4-Vllhee6efs}-the oIficiaJ leader. And the [offending) group was
coming in the opposite direction up the hill... and that's a very narrow
area-not much room to get around. There are some big slickrock
spots that you could stop and get out of the way if you wanted to. So
it's not like it's a narrow trade. that you can't get around or can't get
through. But what we were doing is going down, making skJw
progress, we had a big group-a lot of novice 4-wheelers-that were
making really slow progress.
And a group from-well the only license plate I saw was
Arkansas, but it's a bunch of guys that have been in a bunch of
magazines, that are wuy weU known. I reoognised two different rigs
that I'd seen previously in 4-~r[magazineJ, and" lNheeI Drive
& Sport Utility [magazine), both. And they just ffat~t drove right
through the center of the group, basically held our group up
SOmebody in our group got out and mouthecklff at them, and told
them off-you know. get out of the way-to let us through. And so they
just proceedec:I to drive out through the boonies-out through the sage
brush-out through the micrtH*rtic crust and atl that stuff they talk
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abouL.And just tore the p4ace up. And as we went by, mouthed-off
and flipped us off, and very belligerent, and very uncouth. And, we
had ladies with us and ttwe was some bad language. And it was just
a real unpfeasant, real ugly scene.
And the part of it that probably upset me the most-it wasn't so
much. you know the Tread Lightly! part of it that upset me the
most. .. flll was that there was a lot of novice 4-wheelers that had never
been out before. We talked to two or three of the groups-there was
one guy from lIIinios, it was his first trip to Utah, his first trip on an
organiZed run-and it was an UGL Y scene. And he was upset. He
was really unhappy. And it just presented a really bad image of what
the sport of 4-wt'teeting could be if people don't take care of it. And
the guys that confronted [the offending group], and talked to them
about it-finally backed off or I think they probably 'NOU1d have been
assaulted. I think they would have got-they Probably would have
duked it out with the guys...
But it was-there were two big factors: it was an organized
group and they came through the group! 'Didn't give us the right-ofway. And then, they were just. loIeIY obviously off the trail and out in
the boonies. and doing things that were not in hannony at all with the
Tread lightty! concept. And then, they were very rude and belligerent,
ignorant, and just presented a very, very, poor image. Really Bad.
(411611996)

It should be noted that the offending group transgressed two of the three
outback behavior tenets: respect for otherS. and respect for the environment. It is
no wonder that Ed's group reacted vehementiy. this was a double offense.
Discussing this incident in-depth will help readers understand why this incident was
so offensive.
The offence began when the trouble-makers broke the sense of community.
This violation originated when the offending group did not give the right-of-way.
When groups meet off-road, the right-of-way is nearly always given to the larger
group, or in special cases it is relinQUished to the group that cannot: easily yield lightof-way:
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I think that in terms of group rides. there are some common courtesies
that need to be observed. You know, that has to do with right-of-way
for vehicleS. Even very simple things like not aowding individuals that
are trying to 90 over obstacles, being aware of who's in front of you
and whO's behind you at all times. It's a lOt like table manners, but it's
things that we doout. ..on the trait. (Matt Smith, 4/4/1996)
When someone is coming the other way... j( I'm near a place where it's
easy to pull off without damaging tt-e wildlife or anything like that, then
I'll pull cwerand waft for them 10 come by... Probably 90 percent of the
time, maybe even more than that, the people coming the other wayusually you know-wave "Hi- and maybe say a greeting to each other.
(Quinn Mortensen, 412111996)
During the Jeep Safari, official trail rides always take precedence over olher
groups using the trails. This means that official rides atways get right-of-way. This
meeting began with the offending group breaking all three of these tenets: they were
a smaller group; they
were nol

were in a position to more easily yiek:t right-of-way; and they

an official Jeep Safari trail ride-a point Ed makes very clear.

Rather than moving to the trai4 sides, the offending group violated the sense
of community again by driving through Ed's group. This act flies directly in the face
of off-road hospitality. The of\iciaI. safari sponsored, ~x~s have now been forced off
the trail wherever they can find a spot. Not only has the larger group's sequence
been destroyed but its physical cohesion is also ruined.

One of the most agitating

aspects of this second offence is that by this lime drivers realize the incident is no
simple miSUnderstanding. Ed mentions that the offending drivers are well knownhaving been featured in magazine 8rticIes and having run trails regulany in the area.
Not only is their lack of respect overt, but they flaunt it in the faces of the larger
group by vert>ally abusing those individuals who voice outrage at their actions.
Ed makes it dear that the situation is worsened because neophyte OOWltS are
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present

The community tries to initiate new drivers into good off-road habits by

teadling proper etiquette during gatherings like the Moab Easter Jeep safari, Sierra

Trek, the Dakota Challenge, and others. This means providing examples of what
should, and should not, be done while on trails, Many drivers go out of thefr way to
make sure newcomers understand what is expected of them.

Wheelers' meetings, proper etiquette has been the

obteet

In Lone Peak 4-

of discussions aimed

towards newcomers (1994 club meetings). The good examples for neophytes during
this trail ride have

now been undOne in a few moments. The "best face" has been

ruined. This instance, according to Ed, upset many newcomers, some of whom
travelled great distances to attend the safari.
The second wave of offence comes after the trouble-makers have driven
through Ed's group. They take their rigs off the trail. F()f'the experienced drivers
that they are, this is an especially offensive
landscape, but they are destroying the

act. Not only are they tearing·up the

m~biotic

crust (also known as the

cryptobiotic soil crust). This soil is "dominated by cyanobaderia, and also include[sJ
soil lichens, mosses, green algae, microfungi and bacteria. These crusts play an
important role in the ecosystems in which they occur" (Nations' Pari< Service
pamphlet).

Tm thin algae-like black shell forms over desert sand, keeping it from

blowing in the wind. Additionally, "when moistened, [it] swell[s] up to ten times [its]
dry size. This ability to intercept and store water benefits" the other plant life in the
desert (National Pad< Service pamphlet).

Information about this impof'tant form of life is 'N'8I publicised during the safari;
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it can be found in u.il ....,. comments (during trail rides) and within articles in the

Red Rock 4-~' E.-r Jeep Ssfari IT'I8;aZine. Drivers are made aware that
driving

~

this bio-fonNtion kiHs

it and crust re-growth takes "up to SO years'

(National Parle SeMCe pamphlet). They are also awere that a deStI'tlyed area is

open to wind erosion for those re-growth years.
Such harm also endangers the future of 4-wheeling in the aft'eded arus

because the govemment doses

~

kxations to driving so they can "heal"

themselves. h Is no W'Of'lOer that Ed's group reacted strongly. Not only

was a

moral

code broken and ftaunled in their faces. the offenderS then acted In 8 way that
endangered the possibility of Mure excursions into this back country area.

ENFORCING THE RULES

Examining how the community enforces behavior COdes furthers an
understanding of how Rode Crawlers view the biIck ecurtry landsc:apes-and how

those landScapeS lIf'Ied: oommUMI interaction (HugheS. 103; Dunk. 61). The ways

in whd'l rules are enforced is equally teling:

YYhen [J)IIl'ticipIInts) are .cc:used of inappropriate oondud: end must
defi8nd Of excuM their.c::tionl. 0I"wtW1 ~) s~ play to fighl
over Ihe finer points of what did or did not happen in a parttcular
exchlinge, they ptOvK1e. WlfJdow on their own ~n. of
actions ~ events. and on the proc:eues by which they COItectivefy
negotiate and renegotiMe t'~ ~ s as new cin:::umunces
arise. (Hughes. 103, emphasis added)
The "wincrow- ;s an understanding of CXJmmtINIl attitudes arising from a
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consideration of how that community d100SeS to enforce or overlook specific
infractions 10 the play code. For instance, when the troublemakers cut through the

safari group and then veered through the desert. it offended those on Ed lsaacson's
trail ride.
Neophyte drtvers who unwittingty navigate their rigs off the trail may, hoNever,
not engender such a response. Rather, members of the community take them aside
to tell them the nature of their mistake-and not 10 do it again.
individual or 4x4

Likewise, if an

were in some fonn of trouble, members of the group might have to

travel off the trail to offer help. It is important to note that they YIIOUld do all possible
to minimize their impact on the terrain. The community tempers its response to a
given act. based upon the context (Hughes,

9~,

98).

Driver attitude and

membership level within the community are also taken into account. There was no
leeway given in Ed's "incident" because the offending drivers were known to be
experienced.]]
Responses to such actions, then, are based upon more than just a list of
rules. They are based, in part, upon the knowledge level the offending individuals
are thought to possess. In this way the canon Of etiquette also reflects how the
group sees itself (Hughes, 95). In other words, when a neophyte unwittingly bl"eaks
lhe rules, the breech is tumed into 8 situation where the offender can be instructed

j j Many people in the Lone Peak 4·Wheelers could not make sense of this
altercation. Hence, most dismissed this threat to their world view by stating that the
offenders "aren't really Rock Crawlers. they're just yahoo4-wheelers.·· Such comments
move the offensive people-and therefore their acts-outside of the community; this
maintains and protects Rock Crawler morals and identity that should be held by all.
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as to what the group "is," what the land represents, or how to act while in the
outback.

However. if an accomplished driver makes a similar transgression,

participants realize the driver may be consciously violating the group's self-image.

As Ed has detailed, the group reacts accordingly.
There are several strategies for enforcing these rules: taking the offender
aside to notify them of their problem, verbal abuse, gossip, verbal ejection, and in
extreme cases ostracism.).I; As noted, when someone does something deemed
unacceptable they might be told that their behavior is seen as such.

Such

enforcement is usually reserved for new participants,

Another, more public, way to notify someone about thetr problematic behavior
is verbal abuse. This occurred on Fins 'N Things trail when a group of teenagers
veered from the traiL The teens were told in no uncertain terms-via the C.B.-that
their behavior was not appreciated. They were called several choice names: ·stop
being an ass hole," "get your piece of shit back on the trail." These, and other
comments, were included in the verbal barrage aimed at them over the C.B. The
C.B., a public forum, is used for such comments.

The group unites in this

"community space" against the ofrender(s) who hear comments directed at them, not
from individuals, but from an undifferentiated group voice.

The anonymous

statements, as it were, represent the feelings of the group as a whole. Thus, group
unity is maintained against the offending individual(s) (Hughes, 101),
Bad behavior also engenders gossip. Gossiping provides Chances to further

J.I

Dunk discusses similar rule enforcement in slow-pilch softball games (70-74).
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unne the participants. letting the offender know that his/her behav}l)r is outside the
parameters of normal back country deoency. During a trajJ ride in 19921 was talking
with Brian Ger1l:; as a large 4x4 drove by, he muttered: "that guy's an ass

hole.~

I

asked why, and received a list of the offences committed by this driver and a few of
his comrades.

We conferred upon how such behavior was detrimental to

group. ~ When enough

~

~the

are engaged in gossipng about the negative behavior

of a driver, rougher measures may be deemed necessary to curb such instances.
In Ihe case of

seriou~y offensive

drivers, the group may band together to

engage in what I label ·verbal ejection." Verbal ejection is when participants tacitly
acknow1edge that an individual is no longer fit to remain with the group. At this point,
the trailside banter normally used 10 include drivers within the gathering is tumed
against them. For instance, as valued drivers proceed through a ditficult physical
environment. It is normal to playfully lease the individual, while helping them in any
way they may need. Chides and remar1l:s yelled to drivers from the trail sides let
them know Ihey are valued by the community. This dynamic is inverted against
offensive drivers, W'hen the yeIkld remarks are aimed at urging them to attempt teats
which could disable their 4x4.
This activity helPS the group to display its unity against the offensive member,
while also oontributing to the destruction of hisIher rig. Disabling the rig leads to the
driver's inevitable ejection from the group because when the vehicle is broken, it
cannot proceed. Instead of offering help to the broken-down driver, sIhe is left to be
towed out by the 'tail gunner." (Tail gunners are trail rides' final drivers, and are
assigned before.hand to help broken-down rigs off the trail.) By uniting against the
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offensive individual. the group displays its unity and protects group cohesion.]5
During a Jeep safari ride on Gold Bar Rim trail in 1993, a Toyota pick-up
loaded with obnoxious individuals was offending other participants on the ride with
foul language and poor driving etiQuette. Just before lunch a large ledge loomed in
the trail. Only the best 4x4s attempted the obstacle. When the Toyota driver edged
up to the ledge, people whispered: "I hope he grenades- something," and "what an
idiot. he'll never make it.· Suddenly the group came alive, egging the driver on with
comments: .you can dO it, use more gas,· "hit it harder next time, you can make il.·
Repeatedly the driver hammered his truck against the ledge, eventually shattering
his transmission. As participants helped to roll the damaged 4x4 from the obstacle,
blue smoke billowing from under its bOdy, people walked away laughing: "What an
idiol!"
According to Kevin PerTY, a similar instance occurred on the Hell's Revenge
trail several years later. Kevin noted that the offensive driver was "some spoiled rich
kid with a brand new Toyota 4·Runner that his...father probably bought him·
(9/13/1997). Kevin added that the driver "hammered his rig on every obstacle· he
encountered, showing no respect for the "brand new truck.' After participants on the
trail ride watched the driver repeatedly hammer his 4x4 against steep trail ledges,
messages aimed at him were

soon aired over the C,B.

People were saying, ·Hey, hit it a little harder and you'll make it·... J
was behind him and I'd see that the worst route up something would
be to the right so, I'd say, ·Hey, go overto the right, go wasaay owr
lJ It mUSI be noted Withe offensive driver is 001 left in the outback alone. They
still have the help of the tail gunner. but are effectively ejecled from the group.
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to the right! «Laughing» And we'd watch him go up and bash his
bumper and rockers.... By the end of the ride he did at least fivethousand dOllars worth of damage to that new 4·Runner! (Kevin
Perry, 9/1311997).~
Such rhetoric-which is normally indusive-is turned against only the most
offensive drivers. These people are wholly unaware that the trailside rhetoric is
being used to exclude them instead of include them, emphasizing their lack of unity
with the group. If these drivers heed group advice and hit the obstacles harder, it
also signals a lack of unity with their rig. Occasionally a driver realizes what is
occurring and backs away from the obstacle. Realizing the group's exdusionary
goal, slhe will often amend the offensive behavior, and may attempt penance to the
group: such as being extra friendly

or going out of the way to help someone in need.

If the driver is perceived to be repentant. group members may begin a reconciliation
process.

A final means of ejecting offensive participants is to have the trail leader tetl
them to leave. I have witnessed this only once. During the 1994 safari,

a Jeep full

of young males was allowed to follow along with our group because they had missed
the trail ride for which they had been property registered. Not long into the trail ride
they became inebriated. This offence was compounded by their driving off the trail,

blasting music at high volumes, and yelling obscenities over the C.B. Finally, they
were told by the trail leader, Jean Akens, to leave. She noted their license pfate so
that they would not be officially admitted to a safari trail ride in the following years.

Jt, Kevin is qualified to guess al the monetary damage 10 the 4x4 because he owns
his own auto paint and body business.
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In similar cases hosted by other dubS, SUCh as Lone Peak, individuals can be asked
to leave, or when their annual membership expires they will not be alkMed to renew.

OUTBACK FUN

The outback. hoNever, is not about rules. It is abOut excitement. play, fun,
relaxation. escape. and spending "quality time" with one's family and friends. When
people venture into its expanses, outside stresses and pressures melt away.
'Probably the main thing (is] that I enjoy being away from large populations of
people, being out in areas that you usually don't see, where you're getting back with
nature (Quinn Mortensen, 4/2111996).

Participants enjoy experiences with their

clubs because of the communal feelings engendered during the rides: -It [is) just an
enjoyable way to go out with friends and enjoy the outdOOr'S, as well-you know-go
camping and do a lot of fun things

we enjoy" (Becci Neal, 2/2611997). Part of this

fun is exploring trails together as a group, helping each other through difficultieS, and
taking pleasure in being with others that have common interests.
Ed Isaacson details his first time climbing the 15 to 20 foot waterfalls on the
Surprise Canyon trail, emphasizing the joy drivers take in working with close friends
while in pietoral settings:
The vegetation was lush and in many p4aoes was overgrowing the
trail. I was as nervous as a mouse in a eat's house, and from the
Chatter on the CBs it was obvious that there was some real excitement
in the air. Chris [Stephens] was first up (the waterfall] and shOwed us
how it was done, with great care in attaching securely to the winching
point and then Showing us expertly how to keep the cable tight, and
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pretty soon it was my tum. HOLY COW!!! My foot was shaking so
bad I could barely keep it on the dutch, but with a lot of help from my
friends I made it up the first taM, and let forth an expletive to torever be
recorded on the video. How embalT8ssing!! Then the next couple of
tails we were able to drive with help from Chris and Charlie [Copsey]
as spotters. (Trail Joumal, Surprise Canyon-Sledgehammer Trip:
May 11·16,1995)
It is not just the beauty of the location, the extreme nature of the trail,
companionship that makes the ride a

success tor Ed;

it is

or the

a combination of all three.

There is, however, a subtle competition running through many trail rides.
Using the most difficult approach to an obstacle, while still negotiating it smoothly,
is a way of "milking the obstacle" or "going for the show." Often such informal
competition is waged among friends and routinely

occurs

between those owning

different vehicle makes. Jeep owners try to "prove" to vintage Bronco owners that
Jeeps are superior, and Samurai 0VII'l"lefS like to show Jeep owners that their rigs are
more agile."
The rivalries go back and forth, fuelling playful ribs and driving duels during
many trail rides; all are aimed at "proving" which vehides can negotiate a given
obstacle best. During Lone Peak.

4-~eelers

trail rides, when I attempt a section

of difficult trail in my vintage Bronco, it is nannal to hear Jeep owners yell: "Hey, do

you want to trade that old sheet metal in for a Jeep?" Pressure is placed upon me
to out-perform the Jeep drivers, or at leaSt to yell a snappy come-back to the crowd

These rivalries are tor fun; after all, °it's not the vehicle you drive but how you build
it. Any vehicle can be trail-worthy if it's built right" (Quinn Mortensen). Those who

J7 This rivalry is similar to that which exists between Ford and Chevrolet owners
in the pro-street, funny car, and Indy racing communities.
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take these competitions too seriously risk upsetting the carefully construe:ted outback
community (Huizinga, 11).
Performance also extends to completing certain obstacles knO"Nn for their
difficulty, awarding successful dlivers bragging rights. The slower one negotiates
these zones, the more respect is generated. Many drivers have pictures of their rigs
performing obslades that prove the 4)(4s prowess. This competitive driving does
not take precedence over community spilit. Once one has made it over an extreme
obstacle, sIhe gets out of his!her lig to cheer on the next driver, doing all in his/her
power to help them accomplish the task also. In this way, individuals succeed
without being detrimental to the community atmosphere. The group succeeds also.

Getting 4x4s into the biggest "binds" possible is also a way of having fun (figs:
5.18-5.21). These become photo-shoot instances. Duling a Lone Peak

4-WheeJe~

trail ride on Poison Spider Mesa trail, the group proceeded through a "'V shaped
rock wedge that forces the drivers' side front tire into the air as vehicles emerge.
Charlie Copsey waited at this spot 'Nith a measuring tape, As rigs emerged, he
measured how high they lifted the airborn tire skyward (fig. 5.22). Many drivers got
their rigs as -bound up· as possible, attempting to lift their tire the highest. Some
would teeter precanouSly as the tire shot more than three feet into the air. When it

seemed they would saape the passenger's side of the rig on the inside of the notch,
they stopped their vehide to let Charlie measure how high the tire hung abOve the
ground. After he had confifmed their height. they sIowty eased the tire back to terrafirma and let the next driver tTy.
Trail \eadefs sometimes present games and prizes for trail ride participants.
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FIG: 5.18 A dnver lifts tus rear tire high as he crosses the GQkkn Crock, (CounesyDan Wynkoop)

flG:5.J9 Anggeuaoreaubomeasltc:bmbsoutof1beWNgw (CtMtesyDarlWynkoop)
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FIG: 5.20 On Chicken Comus trail Holly Neal pushes her Cherokee to see bow far the suspension wiU flex.

FIG: 5.21 JeffBeach shows just how far his Jeep will flex before it ''binds-up'' (Coonesy Jeff Beach)
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On the Golden Spike trail, near Moab, Utah, often-time trail leader Dan Mid< awards
gold painted railroad spikes to drivers who accidentally damage their rig- Two rigs
that I witnessed had the spike incorporated into the decor of their rig. One mounted
this prize on the hood; the other used the golden spike as a gear shrtt grip. This

prize is awarded often because the trail is so rugged that at least 10% of the
vehicles running it receive some form of mechanical or body damage. Many 4x4s
must be towed out.

Chip Brox aiways plays games during the lunch breaks of the Jeep Safari trail
rides he leads. He gives away prizes for the winners of quizzes concerning local
history and topography. Children and adults alike yell answers to Chip's questions.
Parents often work with their kids to get answers to the quizzes. During the Jeep
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SBfarfs 1996 Secret Spire trail. he gave awards for categories like: youngest person
(17 months), oldest
(Maryland),:Ill talleSt

person (70 years), vehicle that travetMd the farthest to attend

man (6'41. tallest woman (5'1 n. vehicle with most miles on the

odometer (over 200.000). etc... Such activities invotve every trail ride member.

Large rides like the annual three day trip through the Rubicon trail are
catered. Participants a-e fed huge amounts of food (steak. lObster, etc) by caterers

who are dropped-off by helicopter with their supplies. A large bandstand is located
at the campsite near the center of the trail; each year a pop or country band is

ttown

in to play for the participants (Kenny Loggins played one year). Portable generators
paoNer the electrical instruments. While adults dance 10 music, Children ptay games.

have out-door activities. and learn about wildlife. ecology. and Tread Lightly!.
This type of ~whOIeSOme family entertainment" is becOming more prevalent
(Red Rock 4-WPJeeIefS, 19904. 14). All types of social activities take p(ac:e in the

back country. The space is more than a place for driving otr-road. It is seen as a
place to escape. socialize. have fun. and relax among peers.

During one 1994 Lone Peak

4-~traiIride,

the entire dub bn:*e CkM'n

into a water fight at a small stream. Members-ages ranging from retirement years
to children-wrestled and ~ each other with the frigid water under the hot
summer sun. This water fight is remembered by many, even years later. Several
dub members still swear revenge on Pam Nielsen. the person who allegecly initiated
J~ When Chip asked which indiyjdual had travelled the farthesL Becci and I stated
thai we came from St. John's Newfoundland to anend the safari. A large family sining
across from us got excited and stated that they were Newfoundlanders who had moved to
Colorado. Follo~ng the games we got together to taJk about Newfoundland.
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the battle.
The out:back becomes a playground accessed by the vehicles thai have
enabled the drivers 10 get that far into its spaces. With vehicles being the mode of
accessing and enjoying the back rountry, it is not surprising that movement itself

becomes a motivating factor for enjoyment. Commenting about his Surprise canyon
trip, Ed Isaacson details the exatement and fun that can be had when a group
maneuvers through the outbaCk. Notice the words connoting movement. action. and

advancemenl in his description:
As the day ptOgressedthis became the most awesome four-wheeling
experience I have ever experienced. I would not have belteved that
it was possible for my Jeep 10 go up that canyon. If I hadn't watched
someone else ahead of me, I know I would never have attempted to
even try. I also gained an awesome appredation of how importlnt it
is 10 work together, and how mUCh fun it can be when everyone is
watching out tor their buddies, and are worldng their buns off to help
each other. I doubt if I wilt ever have another experience any time
soon, that is as unique and fun and exciting, and scary and fulfiHing.
It is hard to describe, and is nothing quite _ke I have experienced
before. I win nevet'" forget this day. I was 'surprised' again, and
actually disappointed when Chris (Stephens) told me we were at the
top otthe last falls.
were aching and my hands were raw. and
my feet 'Net'e coId,311 but I was grinning from ear to ear from the
awesome dey. (Trail journal. Surprise Canyon-SJedgeh8mmer Trip:
May 11-16,1995, emphasis added)

My.

Ed's commentary on movement is not un;que. In

tact, most Rock

Crawter5

refer to the baCk cn.Jntry in tenns of movement.. Even those not driving the 4x4s still
refer to the experience in terms of movement: '1 often get out of the truck and
wander through (trail) areas that are difficult 10 get through.

And I just enjoy

J<I Surp,i.te Canyon is comprised of mulliple waterfalls that musl be uaversed as
the water cascades down them. Ed was wet and lired from climbing up the water falls 10
help anchor winch cables and spot for the other drive~ as the group ascended.
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wandering around and lOOking at the topography around me. and enjoying the
outdoors" (Becci Neal, 212611997).
Trail rides move along, stopped only when someone breaks down. If the
problem can be fixed in a few minutes, the group wonts to get the rig going again.
If it cannot be repaired

ride down with an

soon, it is helped out by a tail gunner. tll Those who slow a

~~

rig,

or sk~1s inadequate for the difficulty of the trail. are

resented by the group. People mumble and gossip about the 'boulevard cruiser who
doesn't know that he is doing," or about "that brown Jeep that's bone stock."
During the 1993 Jeep safari's Gold Bar Rim trail, Jake Trujillo was driving a
Chevrolet Blazer that was so new (two weeks old!) that he had not had time to
modify it. He found that it was having difficulty managing the trail due to its stock
suspension configuration. Leaming that part of the trail was a loop, and not wanting
to slow group progress, he pal1l;ed his rig and rode with another driver. He picked
the truck up later in the ride. Such adions happen from time to time to maintain
consistent group movement.
Movement. then, is central to the outback experience

Consequently, trail

rides are discussed as "the exhilaration...the completion of a very difficult event. ... 1
went there and just walked right up this thing....you·re all going to the same
destination" (Jim Broadbent. 419/1996).

Even when the group is

at rest. its

individuals are in motion. For instance. the rest stops themselves are also chances

.., Tail gunners are the uailleader's helper at the end afthe group. They are
chosen by the leader to help keep the group together, help those with brok.en rigs get
back to 10wn, and let the trail leader know what is occurring at the back.-end of the party.
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for movement. People mill about between the 4x4s to meet and talk with each other.

Some pull out balls and gloves for games of catch. Frisbees are common. During
Moab trail rides many partic:ipants. explore, hike through the sage tessellated desert
or over and around the sandstone monoliths; they "enjoy looking at ptants.

01

just

enjoy...the sun" (Becri Neal, 212611996).
Children--obiquitous to most trail rides-dlase each other or play with toys.
In June. 1997, during a ride In salt Creek Canyon, in southern Utah's CanyonlandS
National Pari<. several youngsters had fun during breaks chasing and catching
lizards and frogs that they found in and around the trail. On other trail rides. children
play with toys related to rock crawling. Remote controlled cars, pull toys and matCh
box cars that look like 4x4s, and even diminutive motorized trucks that the children
can sit in and drive have all appeared during breaks in the trail ride progress.
Just prior to when a break ends the trail leader will usually honk hislher car
hom several times to signaJ that the group is preparing to rT'ICl'<I'8 out. This lets thOse
exploring out and away from the trail know that they need to return. Ed Isaacson
has a special switch in his Jeep that allOws him to differentiate bet'Neen two horns
in his rig. VVhen the switch is turned to the normal position. his 'street hom- blowS
when he hits his steering wheel. But when the switch is in the "off-roild" position. a
loud "harmonized dual hom"-ike thoSe on an 18 wheeler-blasts when the steering
wheel is hit. This second hom "can be heard echoing up the canyons... peopte can

hear it from miles away" (Brian Isaacson, 6/19/1997). Ed uses this special hom
when he signals to exploring folks that his trail ride is preparing to leave.
Trail rides' ptay component can be charactelized by movement. VJhether that
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movement be the piJoting of one's rig, the progress of the group as a whole, or the
exploring and interaction that

oco..n when the vehides are at rest. the outbadt is

a thorooghty energized experienOe. There is IitUe tme during its bounds
or rootedness. In fact. a

tor lethargy

new type of trail ride has evolved as a response to the

current preoccupation with fitness. The Red Rock 4-WheeIefs and other dubs now
offer "combination trails" (Red Rock 4-WheelefS, 1993, 15).

These trail rides

combine driving and hiking sequences. They also exemplify the

movement~uals·

fun aspect of trail rides.

THE RETURN

The return phase of the outback experience signals the dissolution of the
specially framed wond (Hughes, 109-11); this begins when the end of the trail is
reached.

Occasionalty, the group gathers to take phOtos, capturing the special

sense of togetherness existing so6ety on this trail. Yes, the group may do the same
trail again, but the dynamic will difJer-tn fact, even the trailscape will nave physicalty
changed due to natural phenomenon like rain. "It changes all the time. It's not
always the same. You don't ah¥ays get the same experience when you drive [al
traif' (Allan Olsen, 411211996). h will be, as it were, a new and distinct outb8ck. "It's
a new experience every time, because iI's alw8ys Changing. There's

new

~.

and the trail changes" (Chip Brox, trailside conversation, salt CrHk Canyon trail,
6/2211997),
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As participants reach the trail's end, they ready their 4x4s lor the retum to the
ordinary world.

Drivers must undo those things that separated them from the

ordinary world. Hubs are disengaged, disabling the front axle. Rigs regularly have
special dis-connects for unhooking their sway bars. (Sway bars are disconnected
because rigs get more wheel travel without them hampering axle articulation.)
These detached sway bars are reconnected for street use (fig: 5.23). The grinding
noises of transfer cases retum as each rig is shifted out of 4-wheel drive, leaving
them in 2-wheel drive.

FIG: S.2J Followmg a tnu.I ride, Allan Oisc:n reaches under Ius Cherokee to rc-attach the rig's front sW8Y bar

Many 4x4s have on-board air compressors, enabling them to -air up· their
tires back to street driving pressures. The whirring sound of the compressors is
accompanied by the whooshing sounds of tires being filled with air. Those without
compressors use others' units, or drive to the closest gas station with an air pump.
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People with trajlered rigs drive them back to the waiting platforms (fig. 5.5. 5.6).
While doing these tasks. participants often mutter "back to the grind." and

other phrases indK:ating the imminent return of the work-a-day WOf1d. The transition
back to the WOI'1t.a-day wor1d can occur over a longer time period than that which
initiated and "COllured" the outback (Hufford. 1992.8. 42). This is beCause groups
occasionally fail to reac:tl the traiI·s end

at the same time. Broken and damaged rigs

being towed out. or limping out under thetr own power. take much longer to get off
thelrail.
Near the end of a 1994 safari ride over the Fins 'N Things trail, a Wrangler
grenaded· its rear drive shaft. The trail leader. Jean Akens. asked a responsible
driver to lead the majority of the group out, while several of us stayed behind with
her 10 help extract the Jeep. Nearty two hours later we tiredly towed the broken rig
off the trail.
At the end of a ride through the Jackhammer trail~ of the most difficult

trails in the United States--Shannon Shittt stayed betmd to help damaged rigs finish.
He began a narrative about running the trail by slating that it tOOk him eight hours
to complete its eight-tenths of a mile. CompAeting the ride. he stayed behind to help
others, even though he was "beet to death" (4/2111996).

Everytx)dy helps out...We acluaHy didn't get off the Jackhammertrail
until-we rolled beCk into camp about t~thirty that night. Because we
were staying around and helping the peopkt with the problems. I
mean, we were actually done and sitting at the end of the trail by six
o'clock. But because of the problems and breakdowns. it took another
four hours 10 gel the other vehicles out of there. I towed one hOme
myself. (4/21/1996)
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Such instances regular1y occur. and often break-up the group as they exit me

As the group headS baCk to town. C.B. chatter is often leSs vigorous than it
was on the way to the trail.

Peope

are tired from the drive; thoughts of

responsibilities from the work-a-day 'NOI1d begin to creep back.

Occasional

comments dlitl over the air waves about chores that must be done in the next few
days: "'Next weetcend I'm moving my business to a larger shop" (Brian Tanner.
9/1/1997). The tone is noticeably subdued, especially when compared with that of

the morning. Mingled with these comments ate remar1c:s about the daYs hip. People
discuss changes to vehicles which must be made as a result of the day's trials.
Congratulations to new ~ are aired. Others rib the experienced driver who may
have scratched paint, or had difficulty

over an obstacle.

The outbaCk 'MJf1d sftps behind as the group heads home, to their camp site,

or hotel. Realizing this, partic:ipents often seek to extend this -'NOf1d" through further
association. This can and dOeS ocxur because the outbadc p£ay zone frames are
malleable. being "notoriously leaky affairs" (Hughes, 109).

Participants employ

several strategies to "leak" the back country into the wert-a-day world.
Participants often head to a location where the outback spirit can continue.
Restaurants. camping sites, hotel rooms, and participants' homes all provide
excellent locations to assemble and discuss the day's activities. Such gatherings
elongate the outback into the ordinary world. After a trail ride in Moab on Memorial

4) As we will discuss. even though the outback is being left behind physically. its
affects persist for a time.
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Day, 1994, Lone Peak 4-WheeJers met in

a south-western style restaurant to

reminisce about the day's activities and plan Mure trail rides, The group sat at the
tables until late into the night swapping stories. giving each other driving advice. 42
and laughing at mishaps remembered from the day's drive-and from past trails.
This outback elongation is done by recalling the triumphs, accidents, breakdowns, and ;okes that occurred during the day's trail ride(s). "By early evening
everyone was back in camp and ready for the traditional barbecue cookout. After
dinner, drivers. passengers and spotters gathered around...to swap stories and
heckle friends' (R~ddle. 42-4).

FOf' instance. follOWing New Mexico's 1997 Las

Cruces trail rides, participants attended a "mexican buffet dinner and get-together
that found everyone swapping war stories from the day's adventures. All agreed that
the event this year was the best ever" (Howell, 1997b, 52). Of course. a good bit of
bragging takes place. People's feats are enlarged and the outback becomes a zone
for heroism.
By rhetorically keeping the back country alive in the ordinary wor1d,
participants continue to live in this other world, thus minimaljzing the ordinary world
in which they are l"'lO\N lOCated. Video tapes made during the day also keep work-aday world responsibilities at bay.

Members of the Lone Peak 4-W'heelers

occasionally go to members' homes b" barbeCue, and to watch videos, after locally
held trail rides. But, inevitably, the WOfId of responsibility encroaChes. Participants
must bid farewell and drive home.

,~ Biesty notes that ··play... develops capacities" (14).
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KEEPING THE OUTBACK ALIVE

When Rock Crawlers retum to the ordinary world and cannot get to the baCk
country. they find ways of drawing it-and Its social dynam;c-to them. Outback
"endaves' are created when Rock Crawlers gather to relive experiences through
stories about trips to bad< country locations (Hufford. 1992. 145-6). Such events
can ·overflow" into the ordinary world through

more than mere story telling sessions

(Douglas. 13). People gather together to watch video tapes and even compare
photos. Many dubs-such as the Lone Peak 4-\lVheeleIS-gather to show each other
photos, and even share lleQatives or copies. Through these activities, drivers can
gain new perspectives on trail rides they did. Seeing the pictures elicits memories
which invoke outback experiences

once

again.

Lone Pesk even has a special

calendar that lists monthly scheduled activities. Each month is graced with a picture
of different club members engaged in back country driving action.
When t moved from Utah to Newfoundland, many dub memberS sent photos.
letters. and video tapes to me. These contained accounts focusing on who did what
and where. These letters kept the back country alive for me while I was separated
from it by so many miles. When I missed associating with friends on these trails, I
lOOked at the pictures or watched the video tapes. I was transported there instantly.
One special means of summoning the back country dynam;c is through trail
ride ioumals. TheSe are special written accounts detailing ventures into the outback.
Rock Cr3'Nlers occasionally keep such specialized narratives. Some use computers
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so they can scan pictures fnto these texts

They detail the trails taken. who

attended. and any action sequences that would help those who were there to
remember the excursion. yet these diaries have more than personal significance.
They are often given to friends who could not attend the event so that they can
vicariously enjoy the experience. In effect, they can become part of the group.
Eugene Scofield wrote a letter detailing the trail rides and fun that his family
had with their close friends while attending the 1996 Moab Easter Jeep Safari (flQs:
5.24a. b. c). The notes look like a magazine artide. and the writing style is modelled
after reviews found in many off·road oriented publications. He took copies to the
May, 1996. Lone Peak 4-lMHJeIets dub meeting to share them with his friends there
Eugene commented that he -mailed them to [his] friends around the country that
couldn't make it to the Jeep Safari this year" (4/1996). By mailing the letter to his
friends, they are able to read about. and see photos of, the outback experience
shared amongst their friends. They too can enjoy this world.
Ed Isaacson records elaborate descriptions of his off-road exploits in his trail
journal.·3

While I was conducting my 1996 field wc:rt. in utah, he delivered a

package to me that he thought "might be helpful. - It contained a series of pictures
of his family off-road with their Jeep. Also induded was a 23 page, single-spaced,
excerpt from his trail journal. This not only detailed the beauty of the back country.
but his feelings about eaen trip, who he spent meaningful time wi1h, what the group
did. what vehicle parts 'W'ere broken, what the weather was like, and what he learned

'J

As readers may have noticed. some of his trail journal has appeared in the

pr~ceding pages

.-.....
i I
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A newsletter for tbose wbo love Moab!

....

.. I thought that I would put

together this little newsletter for
all of our friends that we met at
Easter this year. Included are
_ some photos of various jeeps and
trails that we saw
This is a first time effort
and therefore may be a little
rough around the edges, but if
you like it or have any
suggestions just let me know.
We arrived early Friday night in time to get
camp set up before sundown.. There appeared to be
more folks in
camp than in
previous
years
The
weather
looked
promising
after the snow
that we had in
Salt Lake the
night before. ..
Ed and Rhea
Melendyfrom
Ph 0 e nix
Stopped
by
and visited for
a while Ed's
done
some
major changes
to his CI5, I
almost didn't
recognize it!
Sponing
a
spring·over
and shackle reversal with the new pre--nmner style
front bumper makes for a very unique CJ. We enjoyed
sceingtbemagain
nG;~.1Aa

EugeneSggfiekrsb'al.JClUfNl

Sarurday we just played around at the Dumpbump and POtato Salad l-fi.Il. Of course the Safari Gods
smiled on us and it turned out to be just another
picture perfect day in Moab. Dave and Robin and their
son and daughter (non-jeepers, but not for long!)
Where down for the weekend and went bike riding
only to have a close encounter \.1Iith aVERY territorial
bull. Fast pedaling was the order of the day, but we
are happy to report only happy results and lasting
memories
Sunday was the
Golden Spike Trail. This shot
shows Ed coming down off
Skyline Drive. It's steep!
Checl.. out the compression of
the front
springs and
- • extension of tile rearl That'll
put your knees against the
dash
board. Speaking of knees
against the dashboard. look at
what happens when you put a
6' 7" guy behind (above?
~ 1. ~
around?) the wheel of a shan
flatfender Kinda like driving
a go-kan. Watching this
gentleman wind himself in and
out of the jeep was some kind
of show!
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The
Golden
Crack
provided its share of
photo--ops with several
~ rigs getting some big-time
.. air. This Foummner had
the whole peanut gallery

running for their cameras l
There was about 5 feet of
air uDder the rear bumper. There appears to be a line
for air and scraped bumpers
and another that even our

jeep with 30" rires can do .\\ithout scraping. I guess
that

swaybar

disconnects

really do work, judging by
the from axel droop on my
Wrangler. No air, no cameras, no pucker factor.
On Monday, Ka1hy drove her first 3+ trail,. the
)-0 We showed up at Lion's Pm and found that
only the trail leader Ollie Plimpton and his tail-gunner
Reed and ourselfs had showed up for the run! We hit
the road, the
shonest run of
the
week.
Last year we
followed Ollie _ . _
:.' -" ~ and succeeded
in
getting
misdirected
(Iost?)~
...· Severa1times,
but always.
managed to
find the right
route again in
a shalt time. This year, however. \\o1lsn'l to be the

2'i ... "'" .

same Ollie lost 2 canyons this time! We did find the

last half of the trail and did get back to town in time
for supper. Next year maybe we'll call it "Ollie goes
l\orthwest and gets back for Supper Traill"
Here's Kathy climbing Tough Hill like a pro,
not even spinning a wheel. I think that she's hooked
and thail better find a jeep
of my own if I ever want
_ to drive a trail again.
.. Maybe she'll let me put a
-- ,~. winch on mine so I can
\t
help her out. Sounds like
a good excuse to me
Honestly, it was kind of
pleasant to sit back an
enjoy the scenery and take lots of pictures for a
change, she gonna spoil me
.~ -:,".:,~

nG:5.24b EugeneSeofield'strailjoumal

By midw«.k. to\\n,I,'as really starting to fill-up
Everyone was remarking that it seemed more crowded
earlier this year 1 guess that with the boom in sport.
utility vehicles, ever more people are looking to do
more with their fourwheel drives than just go to the
store and the ski slopes. I'm glad that there is a size
limit on the runs or the whole thing might get
unmanageable. A great amount of credit goes to the
Red Rock Four \\"heelers for the incredible job that
they do e-,'ery year.
Friday dawned bright with the promise of a
warm and windy day Kathy and I met up with the
Lone Peak 4Wheelers,
accepting an
invitation
from
our
neighbors at
the Slickrock
Campgroud,
Tracy
and
Christy Holt
The
Lone
Peakers were
going to drive
t
b
e
Cliffhanger
Trail for their
club run and
we
looked
forward
to
this as we had
always wanted
to try this one
Arlyn Richard
lead the trail
and did an
excellent job
making sure that no one got too far ahead or behind
Of c:ourse, the scenery was just magnificent with views
of the Behind-the-Rocks area
and the La. Sals in the
background
Then later
looking into the Colorado
River Gorge from the top of
.._
1200 foot cliffs WIth the trail
0" .... ~

t: ~ ~: ~~~;Ob::

~;~

,.4;

WIth a tIre poppmg a bead on ~
the way up, but on the \lr"8Y
';M_""!::·~
back down a broken U-joint
on one truck and another drivetrain problem Oost my
notes and can't remember what it was) gave members
a clwlce to show us what can be done on the trail \IIlit.h
lou of experience, tools, spare parts and willing hands
can do, Problems were solved and jeeps were back
up and running in no time in the true nature of the
club. They impressed us with the friendliness and
helpfulness of all of the club members It turned out
that the Clifthanger was one of the best runs that we
have been on in a long time and we look forward to
spending more time .....ith the Lone Peak:ers

*'1

Big Saturday was warm and sunny (are all days
in Moab this pleasant. or just 95%?), I lined up for the
Moab Rim along with 35 other trucks anticipating a
day on the trail. Our daughter, Tara, and
Granddaughter, Allie along with our roomer. Summer
had come down from Salt Lake the night before.
Kathy stayed in town to visit
with Tara and Allie, so
Summer went wrth me on the
trail. The climb up to the rim
is exciting due to the fact that
the wrong line in a couple of
places couJd roll you right off
the edge and onto the pavement several hundred feet
below. No place to lose your concentration on your
driving! The views from the
tOP of the rim were
breathtaking.
With the
"",wcapped La Sols in the 9r~
bocl<ground. the &e.h gr_
of early spring stood even
more With no problems or
breakdowns on the way up,
we had time to hike to the ~
ruins and rock an at the top
of the trail Surprisingly with
as much accessability as there is to this spot, the
drawings where in very
good Wpe w;th very lime
in keeping
defacement.
with the Tread Lightly
ethics, we can maintain the
backcountry areas in the
same kind of shape, we can

Steat

,.---.....-=-

u:
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impressed by what the little truck could do. When 'Nt:
had left town that morning, she had said "Dad, I don't
wam any
rocks or
ruts or
hills or
mud,
OJ<" I
askedif_
she
wanted a
dirt
freeway.
On the
way back
into town
though.
she says
UU I had
_ bigger
tires, I
. wouldn't
~
as
much
and could go on tougher trails." I knew she was
hooked. Now she can't wait for the Cal-Mini
catalogue to come in! Maybe they sell pontoons and

oars
Overall, Easter Safari was great this year. We
renewed old acquaintances and made new fiiends.
Got lots of ideas for spending more money on D0oDads and other important stuff. I can't thank Ed
enough for all his help installing the add-a-leaves.
Our very good friend Oon McCune is getting
transferred to New Orleans and will have to learn how
to jeep Cajun Style. We are going to miss getting lost
with him. Wnh his sense of direction and my map
reading skills we "'-ere guaranteed to spend all day
figuring out that. none of those spun were the main

trail!
We'1l see y'all on Labor Day for the Campout
weekend in Moab'

- - - - - - preserve wild
country
access fur all of us to enjoy
This year I saw more people taking the time and effon
to practice good backcountl)' manners.
Easter Sunday in
Moab is quiet and peaceful
with most folks headed home
or at the sand hill race My
daughter had. just bought a
Geo Tracker and wanted to
see wbal it coukI do stock, so
we headed out on the
Chicken Comers trail as she
had never fourwheeled
before. Both she and I were
nG: S.2M: Eugene Scofield's tnWpunaI.
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needed 10 be changed on the Jeep.

Like Eugene. Ed shares these llOtes with

friends. Parts of them have even appeared in News Peaks: Newsletter of the Lone
Peak Four Wheelers. the Club's monthly

news

letter.

The importance of trail joumals, video tapes, photographs and story telling
sessions. is that they invoke the back country and its social dynamic. creating an
escape enClave when one may not be physically possible (Hufford. 1992, 146). In
this way. the outback-and the social magic it offers-can be accessed any time.
This possibility also highlights the leakiness of the frame which binds and separates
back country spaces from Ordinary life. When Rock Crawlers want to escape the
work-a-dav world,

or if they simply cannot get to the outback. these genres offer

escape.

CONCLUSION

Back country trips seem to offer participants a heightened sense of
awareness conceming their social role. Many state that upon returning from these
experiences, they have a renewed understanding of the importance of friends and
family-and hOW" trivial many other activities that occupy one's days are. Others echo
this assertion, stating that being in the outback helps them to put things "into
perspective." "This is what it's all about; enjoying [back country) beauty with great
company" (trailside comment. salt Creek Canyon trail, 612211997).
A woman on the Salt Creek Canyon trait ride thanked Chip Brox, the trail
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leader. for the excellent ride. She called him "a saint" and said that she and her
husband could not aedit him enough for showing them "some of the most beautiful,
spiritual. places on earth" (612211997).

Later. plans were made to make the

excursion an annual event among the small (six 4x4s) group."
It is normal for participants to feel a post trail ride let-down as they re-enter
their normal lives. Many attempt to extend the special feelings of the back country
into the work-a-day wond. These are attempts to ensure that "the feeling of being
'apart together' in an exceptional situation, of Sharing something important, of
mutually withdrawing from the rest of the world and rejecting the usual noons, retains
its magic beyond the duration of the individual [trail ride)" (Huizinga, 12).
extended

~magic"

This

is embodied within the special groupness created by the

expenence.
This may explain why Rock Crawlers stick closely together in the ordinary
wond. According to Shannon Shirk, members of the Lone Peak 4-\Nheelers attend
eadl others' weddings, religious rituals. family gatherings, and parties (4/21/1996).
As noted above, partiOpants comment that they come away from back country trips
feeling that one's friends and family are the most important things in life. Many
attempt to keep this perspective in the ordinary world by closely maintaining club
affiliations.
The conclusion to Ed Isaacson's Surprise Canyon-Sledgehammer: May 11·

16, 1995 trail journal entry articulates these feelings regarding the importance of
-U Unfortunately, this was not possible.
During the Summer, 1998, a federal judge
dosed the .~'I Creek Canyon trail to all motorized traffic.
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family and friends.

Ed's elegiac prose also highlights the feelings of camaraderie

commonly felt among trail ride participants:
Then the long drive back home. It was made pleasant and relaxing
with the constant chatter on the CO and we finally got the system
down with the motor home in front, and the campers drafting along
close betlind. Looked like a convoy on the freeway. It was with
sadness that 'N8 got on the CO one last time, and thanked each other
again for the great adventure we had shared. and will remember so
Vividly for the rest of our lives. I will never forget Surprise Canyon,
and am already thinking ahead to the possibility of another trip some
day. But more importantly t will never forget the experience of
spending such an enjoyable few days with people who have becOme
such good friends. That is priceless.
Besides providing a fitting closure for this discussion. Ed's comments also
form an excellent bridge to chapter six. which deals with the experiential aspects of
rock crawling.

I will discuss how trail rides-namely those at the Red Rock 4-

Wheelers' Moab Easter Jeep Safari-are experienced by the participants. Having
noted the rules and structures inherent to an organized off-road event. it is
to explore the actual process as it occurs to the participants

now time

6
EXPERIENCING THE MOAB EASTER JEEP SAFARI

When people engage in riluaI aclivily. ll'ley seponIe themselveS. ~ if not toeaIy. from the roles
and statuses they have in the workaday WOl1Cl. There is a thr1tshoId in rime Of space or both. and
certainly a demarcatiOn of behaviOr. oyer..midl people pass when entering ritual. (Driver. 159)
I was hooked.

Ott, my adref\aline pl.A'Tlped all daY long. J was ~ hooked!
(Char1ieCopsey. 712011~)

To research a community one must beCOme part of the action.

True

understanding simply cannot occur without information gleaned through "total
participation" and "total

sacrifice~

(Tumbull, 76).

For this reason participant

observation is a mainstay of the ethnographic process. However, this is difficult and

experienced ethnographers readily admit that Mperformance experience... js
something the outsider has to specificalty go

out of hislher way to get

from the

inside" (Schechner, 28). Others assent. stating that, "good ethnographic research
takes a long time" (Henry Glassie. Fife Confetence. 611311997). This is where being
a Rock Crawler provides me with added insight. As a community member, I am in

a unique position to include my own "performanc:e experience.·

The object of this chapter is to give readers a sense of what I feel while
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participating in events during the Red Rock 4-Wheelers' Moab Easter Jeep safan".
As a Rock Crawler, I am well acquainted with these situations. I have

access to

attitudes and information thai may never be revealed to people outside this
community. It is not that Rock Crawlers keep these things

secret, such topics may

nal be discussed simply because these attitudes and experiences might not be
deemed worthy of explication. Such knowledge is usualty learned by assoc::iation
and not through discussion (Bernstein, 56-8; McCan, 1978, 109).

These

unarticulated experienceS are often those most important to a community, and are
played out during performative contexts, like trail /ides (Dunk. 65, 67).

Such

activities. then. are important to understanding these peoples' values and
motivations (McCar1. 1978, 109).
George P. Horse Capture's description of several young native individuals

who wanted to become pow WCNI drum players applies to the discussion Of learning
Ihrough in-group participation:
A 00yh00d friend, Gordon Lodge, a Gras Ventre member of the Hays
Singers, remembers that as a boy when he and a dose friend...wanted
to learn to sing, they sat in with a family group and for several years
were only allowed to tap the rim of the drum while the group
performed. This long apprenticeship was necessary so that they both
had a lengthy exposure to singers. their songs and their subtle
nuances. (12)
This example is relevant because the underlying idea hed by these native peoples
is that only through intense ObServation and personal involvement (in this case a
silent tap on a drum rim) can an indMdual achieve a true mastef)' or understanding
of an event. The youths leamed, intimately, the nuances of certain aspects of their
culture through participetion. This knowledge entitled them to fully participate later,
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and. ultimately, teach others from the perspective they had gained.
In similar fashion, my experience as a participant-and leader'-in trail rides
at Moab, enables

me

to teach others based upon my perspective of the events

taking place there. Through narrative, I aim 10 approximate what I experience as a
participant of this multi-national rock crawling event I choose to experiment with the
narrative format because it vtvidty provides my perception of what it is to participate
in a trail ride during the Red Rock 4-WheeJers' Moab Easter Jeep Safari.

I hope that through the narrative a different understanding of the rock crawling
culture will be imparted to readers. Yet something more will be revealed; I will impart
mysetf. 2 Readers will be able to -get inside" my thoughts and motivations, as a
member of the rock crawling community.3 To facilitate this I have used the language
and expressions

common to regular group interaction.

The narrative text is counter-balanced and expanded through critical
commentary.4 This commentary also helps to contextuatize the narrative passages.

I ( lead the Lone Peak -.I-Wheelers on a trail ride through the POison SpIder Meso
trail. in Moab, during the Summer of 1993.

~ Levi-Strauss similarly revealed himself to his readers through his autoethnographic work rrlS/es Troplques. Unfortunately, referring to his infonnant base
through terms like, "snony-nosed urehin(sr and ~misel1lble creatures doomed (0 early
extinction. whose chiefoccupations meanwhile are delousing themselves and sleeping."
powerfully revealed his prejudice and eurocentrism (1974, 375)
J

For more on personal narralive as self.revelatory construct, see: Stahl, 20-8.

~ I realize thai narrative SUtJClure can be as problematic as a more '-dispassionate"

approach. (agree with Hayden White when he assens that we use natJalives due to "a
desire 10 have real events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure of an
image of life that is and can only be imaginary" (24).
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Keep in mind that these comments can be equally as personal as the narrated Jeep
Safari experience; 'Nhat: I believe is relevant to the aitical discussion cNso reflects my

perceptions conceming this event.

Thus, these sections

are just as much of a

construct as the narrative passages. Yet, due to their formal structure, the critical
commentaries stand in stark opposition to the narrative As such, they provide a
different voice.
This chapter is structured

as follows: the two voices are counterpoised as if

in conversation. This dialectical relationship-heightened by differing fonts-not only
plays the two voices against each other, it highlights the "incompleteness" of each

when standing alone. r hOpe that the tension inherent to this display projects a more
complete vision of my Moab experience, while also exploring alternati....e ways 10
present ethnographic data. Remember. Ihis is not any trail ride at the Moab Esster

Jeep Safari; it is my trail ride. To truly understand the safari one must beeome a
participant oneself.
The narrative-and acx::ompanying discussion-trace my actMties from aniving
at the town of Moab. to participating in a trail ride, 10 retuming home after the event.
Although the narrative reads as a single trip, it is in actuality a composite of sevel'l1l

years' activities, At the beginning of each narrative section, the events' actual date
has been noted.
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THE MOAB EXPERIENCE

The Red Rock 4-W7HHJIer's Moab Easter Jeep Safari is one of the world's
premier organized off-road events and takes place in the desert surrounding the
Southern Utah tCllNn of Moab. The event attracts thousands of people from all over
the world. Many

non-4-~ think

that satari trail rides are IlKIies or races. After

returning from the event. I have been asked by non-Rock Crawlers if I "won.· This
indicates the common assumption that all automotive sports are necessarily
confrontational (that is that they are person vs. person); applying such perceptions
to the rock crawling community cannot be farther from the truth (Peterson. 257).
Rather than rigorous interpersonal competition, rock crawling gatns its
competitiveness primarily through "8CCOmpiishing feats. triumphing over obstacles.
establiShing precarious records tor endurance (and) precision... .in a word.... trom
[accomplishingl...performance[s] difficult to equal" (Cainois. 37). In fact. participating
vehicles rarely achieve speeds over "three miles an tlc:M$ (Chip Brox, 417/1996).
The trail activities are not organized for competition, but for group cooperation. 5
The Jeep Safatfs many activities provide "a time and

P'aoe set apart from

routine riVing" for Rod\; Crawlers to see desert scenery. lest their driving skills on
trails rated aoc:ording to difficulty, and-of premier importance-to enjoy the company
of friends and family (Peterson. 258).

Many trail ride participants enjoy the

! Although a current of friendly competition surrounding driving perfonnance can
exisl among many partiCipants.
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"camaraderie" (Glenn Wakefield. 10124/1996). Shannon Shirk started 4-wheeling
as a youth with his father, he

now goes with his wife, and they "plan to go" with the

"kids" they hope to have in the Mure (4/21/1996).

Chris Stephens similarly

comments:
the best bips for me are the ones that (my 'Mfa] totally enjoys too...We
have a lot of friends and we all go out as couples and that really
makes it fun. You know, just go out have fun, and be with my wife-4wheel. (7/21/1994)

Crowds attracted by the event are truly ecJectic: people from numerous
locations other than Utah typically attend. Ber Knight, Information Officer for the Red
Rock

4-Wheele~-thedub

hoSting the event- notes that indMduals come from as

far as Ohio. Massachusetts. Maryland. and Florida.
attended from foreign c:ountlieS SUCh as

Additionally, others have

canaoa, England, Norway, Switzerland, and

Chile solely to enjoy the activities (5/1211995).

During the 1994 safari several

vehicles were brought from Iceland. After they arrived at New York City via bOat,
they were transported

across the country on flat-bed trailers towed by 18-wheeled

long-haul trucks.

More than 1,200 vehides were registered with the Club as partiCipants for the
1993 Jeep Safari, and an estimated 500 to 1000 additional vehicles arrived that ......ere
not officially registered for the event. Aa:of'ding to a Summer, 1997. Red Rock if-

V\I1:leeJers newsletter, "attendance at the 1997 event was 1.500 (officially registered}
vehides. 06 Trail rides were lead by "150 trail officials." During the 1997 safari,

" According to Four Wheeler magazine. the 1997 Jeep Safari \lias attended by
"over 4.500 gear grinders {drivers]"' driving "at least 1,650 rigs" (Jim Allen. 65).
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at least six official trails were run every day, with the average being
eight to ten...lhe final weekend of the event featured 27 trails run
simuttaneously. The sight of at least 1,300 4x4s lined up in various
spots around town was enough to stir the blood of the dourest four
wheeler (Jim Allen, 65).
More and more vehides register every year (Ber Knight, 511211995).

We are near the Ulah-Colorado border and headmg soulh on Ulah highway 1')1.
Tlllrfy-Ihn:e

mll.:.~

.\"Oulll oflhe eW·I-we.w runnmg L:S. Interslute 70, we curve behn:en Ihe

muuntalfl.s. drup into Ihe volley and drive laward.. Moab (jig:6. I). Ugh/.{ from Ihe town
flnnkl<! helow m Ihe C.TISP lulr: mghl de.\"erl uir. Even cluse to mtdmglu it is ohl'iuus thUl the

Jeep Safari

IS

wwer way. Wtra-motiified

bounce ufcmg trat!s

In

~.wheel

drives are everywhere. Headlights

Ihe mounwins IIUlI are noK' lOwering over our heads. To me.

tllf),~t!

heodltghlS exemplifyfreedom. just like birds floating on the Winds.
5;001/ after we ero.,'s til<! Colurudo River ~'everal olher rlg.\· whe pasl U,' on the divided

lane freeway.

Usually they drIVe in groups, like COI'I'VQYS.

a.~

Ihey come and go from

loc.'ullOn.,· deep wllhin the desert or the La Sal mounlains. During the day Ihese grtJups
.~/rmgalong

in pac!c.foftwo /oftfty ~x~s. BU/lhis lole 01 nlgm you rarely see more lhan len

logelher ell a mne. There is a rea.mn for the.l·e group... }'iJU new:r gtJ InfO Ille outback ulone.
.voualways go wflhfriends incaseyou gel sluck. break a part. or even worse. roll your rig.
Re.Hdt!.~,

going vn trail ride.~ i.~ ahoul heing Wllh friends and makmg new

tJne.~--"Ol ahoul

hemg alone. Working logether wllh Olhers to get through a trOll is hal/thefun.
Entermg "v/oab. we ~'ee even more ~x~,~ parked along the street," and al hOiels,

.J."lOp.~.

bars. and ealmg establishmetrJ.~ Ihrouglwul Ihe small town. Nearly all the vehicles are off-
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THE STATE Of liTAB

o~so
FIG: '.1 Our RouteklMolb:QbI-15SOU1hID H:y6;.e.-RiYa"IlIkeI.70-:1haI1Unl_"WI' 191.

roaders. They are everywhere.' In mock N!\terence I whisper to my wife Becci: "Jf'e ",usl

be In heaven. " She grins Q/ the hoi/-joke. Iatowing that /01' me tltis is as close 10 heaven as
I can gel while on Earth.
It

IS

the Thursday niglu prior 1o Easter Sunday;

lite

excitetrrent has been OIIgoing

since Ihe safari slOrted the previous Friday. We have Qrrived 10 "do" trails on

FridO}~

Saturday. andSunday. SomepeopfelQkeafffrom workfOl' tJre enrire nine days. Because
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B.:cCl and I are on a
event'.~

sume,

.~Iudem

hudget.

M'e

can un(I' afford Ihe fesf/l'l!ies occurrmg <11 til.:

cuncluslOIL Even !hough !hree day)' ofheavy rock crawling may seem aceuive to

1/

IIa,'- never been enough for us. IVe dream ofone day ~'fa)'lflgforalllllne duys,

Ivl)' excitement level

rI.~e~·,

8eCCI always gets a laugh OU! ofwatching me try to see

evc(\' 4x4 at ollC:e: snapping my head In all directIOn,,', 11(\' trJ catch t'l-'ery' ,!ifght, She/oke...
tllUl I am like a "kid In a candy store," There's no argument from me. Ifeel a new energy
WId l'<:n'c c:ome mlo my psyche. Like our friend,', I hav,' lI'atfed and prepared ji,r tIm
moment .Hnce the safari .:tuled lust year,

W... arrive at the hOle!. where we have u

re,,'en'atlOn: 1 c:lrcle our rig a/'Outul the parking lot-Io ,I'CI..' Ihe atll...r I'ehlclc,{-before finding
a placl..' la park. Finally, I pull info a spa! near the building.
.\Iinule,\' later. while Beeci is getting the luggage out ofthe Brunco. I ron uver

/IJ

check out the modijicatilNU on a bodda.u tangerine---orange Jeep 0-7 a few spaces over, It
IS

Uperfect balance between mechunical innuvattoll utul ae.{lhetlcs. "Jee= Dave, you L'UII

look

Of

that later. " says Becc, as she strains with our flNJd-crummed cooler. "right now.

L'ome help me with the.{c bags. .. I'm urge,:t: ''But whal if if:f gone tomorroM'?" She flaslle.t
me (l look. ofmock exasperatiun and heads for the hOiel door. Soofl. we are

In

ow room.

mecflngjriend\' who haw made It there before us. Clothes for the Iwr.~h de~'ert climate,'

jUod suppltesfor the trail rides. spare vehicle pans, hiking gear. and other parephenoJio are
all heaped and ,{trewn abou! Ihe small room,
Evel')'OlJC gets seuled manti hits the beds (or sleeping bags on the floor) a.{ soo" as

1The temperature during these day.fong desen trips has been known 10 nuctuale
back and forth between one·hundred degrees fahrenheight and freezing. Winter and
Summer gear is, therefore, needed.
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{'flSSlbl<!. n,e Ime-llp jur the up...comillg frail ride on Fridil)' meeu ear{r 11/ the nwrnmg. BUi
( wn 'I sleep. Images oflhe Nfoab trlJJl.~ dance m my head, causing file IQ fO.f5 anJ tum. For
el'ery Irutll dnn'. I mu.~tdo

1/

I.(I(){) OIl1erfimes m

n~I'head

Lymgtllere. I can heurth<'

!uw-Kru...fing engmes ~rng.f as they return to town from thclr desert ventures.
Eur{I' FrtdtJ)' mornin[!. we pack lite Bronco ...,tll e.,·:,·/?mia! itemslur the du.l·. "/le:" as
j;JOd, dr/nb, a fire repair kll, lire pressure gauge. spare utI anti {XJwer .fleermg jluld.
radi<lfUr am} power steermg 1105es. plenty 01 w·ater jor
,,/tJ)' .,·eem exce.utvo!,

liS

and the Brom.:o. and a C8. Tlli.f

but j,'ome people bring even mQre eqUIpment lJnd auto parts 10 prepare

Jhr the f!.ureme.,· the desert can ajfer.· For mstance. r'Ictor A-fokler and othen brmg spure
axle .,·hufts•.ftarters. and even spare ulternatQr.f and IuIbs*. 9 Soon we ure heading to the
meelmg pluL'e prt!-determmedlor our tTui! Tide. Tht! air bri.ft!es wilh excitement.

SEPARAnON

As mentioned ear1ier, people arrive from all over the INOl1d to participate in this
event. Diffetent classes, ethnicities, regions, even people of different ages, sexes.
and clubs are represented, Yet, the town serves as a sort of antistructural buffer

I Literary scholar David Teague apdy notes that "the ability to enjoy the desen's
redeeming features is inversely proponional to the hazards it presents" (54). Thus,
preparation is key to a safe and enjoyable trail ride

• During the 1996 safari, Victor simultaneously blew a hub and an ahemator as he
attempted a climb on the Heft's Revenge trail. His expen driving skills helped him avoid
a roll-over. Quickly. he unpacked (from the back ofms Jeep) a spare hub and spare
alternator. and installed them. Less that twenty minutes after the near-tragedy, he piloted
his Jeep up the ledge, accompanied by the cheers of those along the trail's side
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against rifts that could potentially exist between these groups in the normal wor1d
(Driver, 160; Hufford, 1992,43; VJdorTumer, 1980, 159) (fig: 6.2). All associated
with the safari seem to have fun together, united by the commonality of the rock
crawling lifestyte. Ed lsaac::son details his first experience with the fJiendIy Jeep

Safari tone: 'Van and I got up ear1y (6 AM), and drove into Moab dcM'ntown and
COIJkj

not believe OI.K eyes as we saw abOut a thousand Jeeps aU lined up on Main

Street and everyone having a ban" (trail journal: 1990).
Ordinary World

Despite this commonaity between pertiOpants. their economic disparity is
evident. 10 People lacking the money to stay in hotels, camp in the desert east of
Moab or north of town along the Green River, more prosperous groups stay in
hotels, motels, Of bed-a~. Some groups peck many individuals into one

10 Using data from surveys made by the Specialty Equipment Manufacturers
ASSOCiation (SEMA), Alfreda Vaughn has determined that Rock Crawler household
income "averages [all 562,632 per year...30 percenl ofsubjccl5... eam S50.000 10 74.999
annually... 25.4 percent bring home more than 74, 999 every year, 20.6 percent, $35,000
to 549,000 annually; 13.8 percent, $25.000 10 $34,999 annually; 6.4 percent, SIS,OOO to
524,999 and 3.8 percent, less than SI5.000~ (17).

Chapter Six· 414
motel room. Many rooms in the hotel where I stayed during the 1993 safari were
crammed wi1h participants; Sleeping bagS covered any available noor space.
Despite accommodations, the differences between the economic statuses of the
participants can often appear most evident when looking at the vehicles. Rock
crawling is now moving from its middle-Class roots to the wealthy social Classes
Consequently, vehides are becoming more and more elaborate (Chip Brox,
4/7/1996). Despite the economic range of the entrants. the safari is a place for

enthusiasts to "commune. .together" wi1h peOI)Ie like themselves, Rock Crawlers
(Victor Tumer, 1969, 96).

Driving 10 our meeting locatIOn, I spol the set-up lhor ho... ,he IOwn gossiping. II is
."0,,11<) bt' a ct/.'f/om Greyhound bus Ihol was buill specifical(l'for Ihe owner. The bu.Y i...

decorated wflh tinted WIndowS, a CUSlom paimed graphic design. and highly rfJlished
aluminum rmts. ThiS paim scheme is matched on Ihe ful(~' ene/osed, e/lmale-cuntrol/ed
Irutler: thl." houses u radicolly modifiedJeep Wrangler. The Jeep, porked behind Ihe trailer.
I.~

ul.\II pamled with Ihe same £'Yl! cotching cuslOm graphic design. The OUtfil IS a.wounding'

The rumor is Ihntthe entire en.semble ;s supposed to have cost nearly a half-million buclcs.
Luokmg allhemal/logether. I don'l doubl it. The Jeep alone looles like Of least a 555.000
modification. Becciondlaskeachother: ··How must il he 10 havelhe money 10 buildsueh
u greut outfit? Thai per.wn mll$t be some big corporate magnate. .. I $mile: "I'll never make
money like lhat being afollclori$l. .. 8ecc; laught: "But at leo.'" you gel 10 go to cool stuff
like this and then study and write about it. " Hey. she ha... a poim.
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IV.: d.:bal': options Ihal 'Would be on

rJlI.~ ensembl..

if we had bUilt II. a/course lit..

color would have 10 be changed 10 yellow-Io match uur Bronco. The roele crawler WQuld
ha...,.: a ..ulB" Air Locker"·

wilh u Detroit

In

Ihe from D-DlI 44· a:de: a n"'ef'Se-cllt· 0..8 60· rear mh'

Locw- would repl£lce uur t:UJ7"enr Denoit/ocked NilU!

1I1f1I11(JlC rig wuuld also

~port a

,,,c/,-

.~et-up.

Our

IDTl/lle spline,·. Wild Horses/runl cuil ~prmg~', NaliODaI

Springs rear leaf springs. and sleeper gearing' II would Ihen he

u.~ed/or off-road

only.

Vehides are often tOMld or traiIef'ed into town, enabling extremely dede.ated
drivers 10 ride in a more comfortable "street vehicle" while towing the off-road rig
behind (figs: 5.5, 5.8). Additionally, if their vehiCle is broken on a trail ride it can
easily be towed home. Some rigs are built for off-road use only; this means they are
only driven on trail rides. Many cannot legally be driven on publte roads. Reasons
for this may include: state limitations regarding suspension height or ultra·radical
suspensions, tire height. or engine and exhaust modification regulations. I' Some
vehicles may be geared so low that they cannot easily be driven on public roads
Any of these modifications may nec::essilate trai&eting a vehide. Obviousty, not all
participants have the money needed to build an off-road only vehicle.

Most rigs--<::ommonly refeITed to as "daity drivers"- are regujaIty driven on the
street and have been modified as mUCh as the law, or the wallet, will alloY.'. Extra-

II These laws vary from state 10 state. Many vehicles that are legal in Arizonawilh ils lax Iift·height laws- are illegal in Utah.

Chapter Six a 416
flashy or radically modified trucks always attract many spectators, or QlNners of
similar vehicles, whO want tips for buikting their

own trucks.

Of all the types of 4x4s

in Moab during the safari. Shannon Shirk primarily looks for the vintage-style
Broncos'2 because that is what he and his wife Aimee own. Allan Olsen. a Jeep
Cherokee owner. looks forward to meeting other CheroKee drivers and experiencing
a 'common bond" with them (4/12/1996).

People use the safari as a place to

network with others who have vehicles like their own.
Upon finding

owners of these vehicles,

an instant connection is established.

despite differences in the social strata of the individuals. Information, stories of
vehicle prowess, pictures, addresses, and even automotive parts are traded. "A
sense of harmony: or communitas is easily noticed (Victor Turner. 1991, 13)
Communitas is a general feeling of equality, brotherhood. and community which,
despite the possible ·tangle of [social and economic] conflicts and disharmonies,· is
temporarily created during events suc::h as the safari (13). This social transformatiOn
takes the form of symbolic manipulation...Among the most common is
inversiOn. the reversal of the established social order, induding social
hierarchy...Jn hierarchical societies symbolic inversion creates an
upside-down wOOd... it ded8res egalitarianism to be in Older for the
duration of the festival. (Stoettje, 1992, 268)
Friendships come easily among people united to enjoy the desertscape and the
automObiles utiliZed for traversing it.
Chris and Tamara Stephens have numerous friends and acquaintances that
they have met at the safari.

These people live in Utah, and as far away as

I~ Broncos built between the years 1966 10 1977 are known by Rock Crawlers as
"vintage Broncos."

Chapter Six· 417
California. At other points in the year they unite with these friends at Moab, other
trails in Utah, or at locations in the home states of these friends (411996).
People not willing to engage in this type of friendshipping are quickly noted
and the information is passed on. These participants are often Mtreated as though
they [are] acting in a totally inappropriate and unacceptable wayM (Hughes, 101).
During the 1993 safari I met another vintage Bronco 13 owner. During the course of
our conversation, a third Bronco owner was mentioned. When I referred to this
person's Bronco, the individual with whOm I was talking responded: "Hey,
that. .. Bronco is buitt. I've been on rides with that guy and his rig can do anything-but
the guy's an ass. He won't talk 10 anybOdy." Other individuals have subsequently
reiterated this opinion.

Each comment hinged upon the individual's lack of

willingness 10 engage in the friendly interaction expected during trail rides.
Much of the bantering, socialiZing, and meeting of friends begins at Ihe trail
"line-up." Registered participants get in line at a previously noted street (figs: 6.3,
6.4).

EaCh trail ride has between 25 and 100 vehicles lhat can be officially

registered. This number depends upon how many vehicles are allowed
upon the land by the Bureau of Land Management (BlM).

at once

This is because the

impact of a large group travelling through some trails might be too great. Small
group sizes lessen the possibility of this harmful impact. The trail's difficulty level
can also limit vetlide numbers. If too many rigs are registered for an extremely
arduous trail, it could take more than the day to complete.

lJ

I own a 1975 Bronco.
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FIG: 6.3 VehJcleslJned.upforaMoab EoslirrJ«PSoPn trail nde.

FIG: 6.4 People null about and ta1Ir: wtule bned-UP poor 10 a trail nde.
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We arTlve at the Ime-up. and I pull our Bronco mto position behind our fnend,
QumnMortensen. and his Bronco. He has saved the spot for us. Like others at the Ime-up
we begin to meet friends, make new ones, and check out other df'lvers' rigs. Smce all
drn'ers are asked toarrwe at least an hour before tIre ride leaves. Ihls glW!S us plenty oflime
10 mill arozmd and talk.. Trail leaders use thiS lime 10 Inspectlhe vehicles for safety and 10
meet wtlh each driver prior 10 Ihe ride, so f watch our Bronco. The trail leader. Jean Akens.
comes over to do Ihe pre-lrOlI mspecllon on our rig (fig. 6.5). I walk up 10 lalk wuh her.
beginnmg a conversation with a comment about Ihe beauliful wealher, greal for deserl
drIVing. She agrees. then begins 10 ask some lechnlCQI quesllons aboullhe Bronco.

FIG:

'.5 TI"lllI Leade!"Jcan Akens and anocher safanoffiaalCatleftofpt:o&o)beg_lI15fICct:Onofour Bronco.
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I qUiek(~' learn 'haf she

t~a

Ford drrver also; she

l.~

mlereSled m whal modljicanons

Beeci and / huw mude 10 our rIg. / take the opportunity 10 .fhow her Ihe suspension Ihat I
hlllil jiJr rhl! truck. She l(J()ks aI our bumper::; und comments on Ihe fact thul .I'he '~. nt!~'er .n:t!1l
ony like them on other vm/age Broncos. She asks what gears "'e are using. and If[like Ihe
Im:s we'r\;' runnmg. Ilell her thut we',·\;, gO{ 4./0:1 (four.,en 10 one) gears m Ih" a:cle.I·. alld
u re-gcared aUlomalic

transml"~,'ilon..

The.w' work togelher for a pretty good low range. {

dUIl'1 kno...·ahoul ho...· the tires will petform o.u:roud becalLfe Ihey are brand·ne...·. IVe

(/n~I'

put Ihem on a ...·eek ago-m anticipalion of'he safari. When ~'he IS finished checkmg us in,
.I'!/(: breuk.~ a",,,,:!: As Jean moves fa 'he lIe:r:, FIg. ...he ~'mlles and adds thai she '1/ be wUlchmg

Ihe rig tf) see how our combmation performs.
An.rtety level.~ begin tu FIsc. £rpectationfor,he day .~. event keeps people wired ond
Jll/ery. I can) ::;lanJ slill, and walle from rtg to rig ro relieve Ihe excllemenl. 11 also gIVes
me un opportuni,y 10 look at Ihe well-buill vehicle::; lined up for this Fide. Slopping alone
group ofdrivers, / hear afew seasoned velerans tell horror .f/ortes abouJ having done one
Spill on anolher trail cafJed the Dragon's Tail-a particularly difficull ob.ftacle ,his year
be(:u/l.'ie receru heavy roms have seriously washed and eroded it. They look ut several new
drrver.•· and lefJ Ihem that today's ride IS "going 10 be real bad, juslltke the Dragon's Tail:

r au 'II probably lake OUi a

rockn- ptllId*. .. The newcomers slamp their feet, and kick

01

pebble.•' m ugltaledaciremenJ. Each driver (experienced or 11(1) is thinking: "Will I wreck
somethmg 1000)'; will! emba"oss myseifby not being able to do a section oflFOII. or i.f II
gomg 10 be easy?" All individuals, whetherfamiliar to'ith Ihe trwl or not, experience Ihe
nervous energy togelher. II is palpable,

Chapter Six· 421
nWrI,: rJrt' s(.71JeTrJI moment,~ ofnervous stl!!t1ce lhol ,~eem lik.. Jays, .4 gu)' <R:raufrom

me noll:.~: '"/1 rainedjusl a lad ear!y Ihls morning, lhal'/I keep Ihe dusr down rlJJay. Good
ji" ','ru'l'llng. ,. Ew:,,;one nud~

In

agreemenl. Hangmgour wuh OIher dTlver:.,. .•'eems· tv ease

Ihe fe1l.\"Iof/. People playJokes. harafs each olher-like relling each mher, '),ou'l/ never
moke:

If "--

SlI'UP SrOTl!!,I', or wonder lJrolind und lalk.

A Jeep CJ-7 pulfs mto Ihe line-up.
,'II.'fI<.'n.~ion .\'el-lIp,

II.fllSfafT~v rolf

on whal!QQIcs to be u rudical

(Inder Ihe fenders are .wme knobby Super Swamper mud rucmg lITes',

Inc paml gleams m Ihe S'1IlL But rhis i.f fI(J/ jusl the gleamfrom a recent wash and wax. this
IS the fresh puint gleum that L'un

un~,'

fhe puinJ Job yel, II rumbles in a

WO)'

he .feen un a rig lhot hus'l/Ol venlured off-rUl.ld wilh

thai reveales a big non·sltxk engme is hidden under

Ihe !mod. The group I'm wllh ....hlspers·ahoUl fhe newcomer. I hear someone confide: "Yeh.
I 'w heard he:f gut an IfIjecled 454 under lhe hr.xJd. .. Anolher can be heard saying: "Look,
he .... gfll a Dana 60 reverse-cul in Ihe rear. . Irs nQf lung before we walk over 10 fhe Jeep jor
u cluser Impection.
We Introduce ourselves. and a.fk Jhe driver

if he would mmd if we Jake 0 look aJ hi.f

rig. "Gu righJ uheud: "9' leI me sho.... you wholl jusl shoe-horned under fhe hood. .. Wilh
thIS lIe opens Ihe hood. revealing Ihe legendary engine Iramplanl.

The group offer.f

"ongralulattons on a grealJob, and Ihen mOI'es around Ihe rig WIth 111m. He delails' each
offhl'

modificaliQl1~, and how

he rJdmlls.

they were accomplished "I'w only got one problem lhough, ..

'·1 gue.l'."I didn'f tighten Ihe boJJ un the hack corner of the driver·.f Jeal well

enough because I seem tohuve IOSllf. .. Oneoflhe people;n Ihe group ,qrys: ··Hey. I've gOi
.WJmeJlung tltat'll work greal. .. He runs off. rel/Jrmng minuJe.,·laJer wilh a new bolt. In a

Chapter Six· 422

Movement among participants begins the process of uniting the group for the
upcoming ride. Trail rides are always a communal act;

1. this is evinced by the fact

that participants rarely use singular pronouns when referring to their actions during
trail events. Rather, the plural

"'Ne"

frequently peppers conversations and narratives.

Because of this communal aspect, getting to know others on one's ride is imperative,
not to mention that people-as noted previously-attend the safari just to be with
other Rock Crawlers. Consequently people always move and mill about.

This

interaction functions as a "rite of separation from the previous [non-off-roadj world"
(Van Gennep, 21).
In this situation, drivers separate themselves from the world by "lining-up"
their 4x4s. This act signifies who is part of the trip. Milling about during this time
also begins knitting the many drivers into a working group.15 Such "communication
actively engages the participants· (Stoeltje, 1992, 262), knitting the various people
into the functioning group that they will need to successfully complete the trail ride
(Van Gennep, 10, 21, 23). "The acts of embarking and disembarking, of entering
a vehide... [for a trail ride] are often accompanied by rites of separation at the time
of departure and by rites of incorporation upon return" (23).
Such transformations begin to occur as the group lines up for the tJajl ride and
I~ See chapter five for more on the social aspects ofrrail rides.

" For more on "making the rounds," see: Roger Abrahams. "An American
Vocabulary of Celebrations" (180).
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subsequently reaches the threshold of the Irail (Driver. 157; Edith Tumer & William
Blodgett, 14; Van Gennep, 20-1). This is critical because on the trail their lives and
vehicles will. in some instances, rest in each other's hands. For the event to run
smoothly and safely, a sense of trust between the participants is of premier
importance.
Many believe that the social

aspea of the Jeep Safari is as important as

driving one's 4x4 on the Irail rides. Participants meet and make friends. and retum
10 the event to be with these friends every year (Chris StephenS, 7121/1994). During
episodes such as this. people experience this "state of communitas... (or aj
camaraderie that may come about temporarily between fellow liminals" (Myerhoff,
248). Communitas is an inlegral part of the transformation in individuals (245-9).
4)(45 line up, people wander or gather in groups, and a sense of confusion
seems 10 reign. Despite the seeming anarchy, the safari is indeed quite structured.
Yet to the uninitiated, it appears to be pandemonium (Horse Capture. 10). The Jeep

Safari. like other festivals is an intricate tangle of planned events:
Such complexity often gives rise to an impression of chaos and
disorder, especially to members of modem society trained to isolate
the senses and limit communication to visual. literate forms based on
principles of sequence. (Stoellje, 1983, 240)
There is definitely a structure to this event and it is evidenced when the officials
decide that everything is ready. This point is reached when all the drivers have been
met and every vehide has undergone a brief inspection (fig: 6.5). Each official calls
for their group to "move-out" over the C.B. Within seoonds. 25 10 100 vehicles have

been started-up and moved onto the street. After a drive to the

lrai~head.

the group
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is ready to embark into the back country.
Before this can be done, several changes need to be made to the rigs, to
make them off-roadable. Panting for a few moments at the trail-head allows drivers
to get out of their rigs and lock the hubs on their front axles. Next, they let air out
of the tires. Now participants are ready to venture into the outbaCk.

INTO THE OUTBACK: THE JOURNEY BEGINS

The Ime-up

i.~

informed. v/u CB.. 10 '"mon! OUl'" (fig: 6.6J. We 're po.~illoned near

Ihe end ofthe line-up, so II takes a fi.'W minutes before vehicles in front ofWi pull away. I
al1lsmdllhe exhau.,·t, hear fhe engines, and see fhe colors ofull fhe rig!>' u.\' fhey pull away.
I Itch m my ,~eul-/lQrdlyable to wail for Uf to move 0nJ0 Ihe trufl. Final(v we get the chance
II) pull away from our parkmg .fp<Jt. People line the

Street.~

tokmg plcture.~ ond waving (Lf

the group heads Ihrough tOWfL Soon. lhe entire company haf driven through town and down
fhe IJlghwoy 10 fhe troil-head The dT/V(! is e.tcl1ing: each drwer introduces himself or
her.fe/fond whaf rig Ihey are driving. Drivers tell where they are from-and what club they
belollg
lJ/T

/0,

if'hey belong to one.

We ,ftop at the trail head. where the group is informed (0

down tire.f, lock huh.f. and perform ony oIker lust mmute preparations. People gel out,

perfiJrm Ihe finul requisite fusks before getting bock into theIT .Jx-ls and slrifimg thelT
Iransfer cases mto -I-wheel drive.
While doing these tasks we shoutJokes and comments to each other. Qllinn yells to
me fhatlhe '"Ea!>'ter Egg "-thor's what many in rhe Lone Peak 4-WheeJers call myycffoM"
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FIG: 6.6 Becci gets ready 10 move our Bronco out ~ the "move out'"' call comes.

andpurple Bronco-won't be able to do this trail today without trouble. He asks with mock
concem: "Hey Dave, do you lrave your tow strapfor when you need my help?" Back in his
Bronco. Quinn leans out the driver's wIndOW, grins wide, and pulls away. I can hear the
high-pitched whine from his low gearmg as the rig rolls over and through an outcropping
ofrock thai separates Ihe Irailfrom the road. The ride is beginning.!
Minutes laler, we snake our way through Ihe rugged desert and between the lowering
stonejins'" common to Ihe desert here. The world completely changes. The houses, streets.
and shops ofMoab qUickly change to sculplured red sandstone monoliths, and orange,
brown, andye//ow desert sands. Even the air smells different, scented by the sage growing
along Ihe trail sides. ii's /ike a different world. I'm awed by the grandeur and beauty
around us. Inlereslingly, the new sighls bring a kind ofcalm. Anxiety about the nalure of
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Iho: Irail,hal was expertencedduring ,I,,: Ime-up disappears: the lenslOn.,· ofthe ....orJc.a.aay
wurld are also left far behmd. This is what the safari IS all about.'

Phil Howell. a well know off-reader and the editor for 4-Wheel Drive & Sport
utility Magazine. describes his off-road experience in terms that dosely echo my

The trail dimbed off of the ledge, and became an easy run through
pinon pines and junipers. The views in every direction were
tremendous... ln front and to the right, hoodoo rocks and sandstone
fins showed us what we were going to be driving through in a little
wtlile...This is what four-wheeling is all abOut. It's hard to think about
troubles at the office or at home when you're out here. (1994,54)
We are not alone in our comments:
looking at the terrain, you could tell it was custom-made for tour
wheelers. It had rocky sections winding among tight trees, water
crossings. and serene fem in the heavily WOOded sections. The
wildflawers crowding along the trail put me into an optical overload.
(Muesling, 19)
Most drivers feel such emotions. Jim Broadbent notes: "When I get out there [on
trail ridesJ, I just become-you just feel like you're part of nature. You realize that
YOU're part of nature.
(4/9/1996).

You're not in control of nature. And I like that feeling"

Driving through the desert causes many to reflect upon the beautrtul

topography of which they have beCOme a part. This also aids in the illusion of
freedom and escape
Such exaJfSions otten engender feelings of release from the everyday wortd.

It is as if the trail is a

new existence. The wa1d gradually fades from one landscape

to another as it morphs from streets, houses, and buildtngs. to traits and their
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surrounding sand, stone. and desert flora. This change does not occur all at once.
but over a given space near the trail-head:
I think of those few yards... as a physical counterpart of the liminal
condition we are trying to understand. Those medial yards belonged
simultaneously and eQually to both wonds, the (trail] and town; to
some extent they betonged to whichever wor1d whoever was treading
them belonged to at that moment, which in tum depended to some
extent on who they were and in which direction they were going. To
that extent, plainly, those different states of being were necessarily
coexistent in both time and space. (Turnbull. 60)
Progressing fNlay from Moab, there is a transitional space between the town,
which drivers leave behind, and the timeless desertscape they enter. The sense of
separation heightens as the vehicles progress from Moab into the

raw desert: when

the roads have become dirt, and when houses and trees give-way to sage and rock
fins_

As participants progress farther into the desert, the sense of separation

continues to elevate. An atmosphere of companiOnship amongst these rigorous
obstacles lay before drivers as they atso take-in the desert's beauty. Negotiating
trail difficulties and enjoying the topography become the focus.
Soon participants have forgotten the wor1d behind them.

tt is as though this

is more than a symbolic act: for drivers, the outside wor1d has "ceased to exist"
(Tumbull, 67). Their exdusion from the world behind them is SO complete that it is
"almost Dike] drawing a small branch across the path leading from [MoabJ... the wtlOle
outside woOd... ceased to exist" (67). MOne becomes something e1se... [and] has an
altered state of consciousness, a new perception of oneself or one's socioIphysical
world, a conversion in awareness" (Myertlotf, 245).
Charlie Copsey has noted that SUCh awareness has never been more evident
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to him than while he is participating in trail rides.

He has even compared the

heightening of these senses, and the rush it produces, to a drug..jike experience.
For this analogy, he goes so far as calling rock crawling "an addiction" (7/21/1994).
While on a traillide, the world for Rock CrawlerS is that trail. Speech reflects
the unity all involved share. Despite the variance in social or cultural backgrounds.
participants' conversations concern the same topics: the landscape, the vehicles,
and each other. Indeed, the very language each participant uses is similar. At rest
stops, discussions brim with comments about the wor1d the group has entered.
Congratulations or ribbings are shared with each other concerning driving
performances. Much of the discourse concentrates upon forthccmU"lg challenges
and driving advice is given and taken freely.

Others admire the landscape or

comment on the unpredictable desert -weather.
All interaction centers upon the ordeal. To speak of the outside 'NOrkl is an
unarticulated taboo; people often refrain from mentioning the business wor1d, or its
responsibilities. for fear of ruining this liberating experience.

n,e heauly o/the territory around me combines with the ercitement ojdrtving_wlth
n/)' compatrIOtS_into tIllS challenging and new

land~cape.

Large ~'andstone fins and odd~\'.

shaped bak.mcmg rodes seem 10 hem-in OUT" polk BUJ this islust an ilIu.fion: the /rail winds
b.tt",,'.tn them. revealing more hidden and unseen

challenge..~.

Each nell' difficulty IS

l!xqUl.fllc. giving me an anxiety IhallS only released as I figure OUI how to negoliate and
completc II.

,\-~v .~enses

arc heightened. every rock,

gu/~l'.

or ptJlch 0/ sand on Ihe Irail
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rd~'a."e.,· U II/mull

I pluce Ihe

ofc:ulcul11110ns:

drlw!r,~'

"How hard do

I l/If Illl...·} 1t7uch direClion

$Ide lire on that rock. or Ihe gu/~v

he,~lde If?

i.•' hl.".w·)

Slwuld

Which angle give,~

he~·t

Iruclwn: wl/fch glve,~ rhe be.'·1 performance farlhe gr<JUP::'"
The pruc:ess IS

.~weet.

It requlre$ Iolal cuncentra/lon and

/$

mental(v Iu..cmg. bur

ph.l'...,cl1l(\· I am aln'e. ! never feel $0 qUickened und energr=ed 0,1' when I drive durll/I!.~uJiJrl.

fh~'

:)vmeftmc$ I w:onder wlull I mu.w look /Ike while here. I 'Q()k amund ut other

purtlclpcJnf.'·--eodllouks like a child ,\'eeml!. u carmval jilrthefir$I time. Euc:h ofU.'·JUM
tlche.\· 10 gelonlO lhal next c:hallenge. Eye$ gleammg wilh excited wonder. we gel aut afour
rlgl'ltI wulel,

u(her.~

Ir)' lite .~ame challenge.~. Secrelly we wi.vh Ilu! carnivul W/II nel'er end

f>ec:ause when the fun is over we know nolhmg Ihis exciting can follow. So. we forgellhe
w"rld alld Ihmk

un~\' ofthe

Irail ill front of u~.

The "red rock" desert IS beautiful (figs: 6. i, 6.8). The $and

I.~

warm and you can

smell the pungent-.m·eel aronUJ ofthe ...age m the U/r as you drive. The gentle bree=e can he
"<tard whl!ipering through Ihe slunled scrub brush dOlling the desert sands between the
parelu!.,· o[sJick rock·. fOil (.-an eW!n taSle Ihe drydu\·t)'alr in your mOIllh. With the lOp off
oflhe Brun(.·o, Ihe sun beau down warmly on my head and shoulders. The desert remmds
me rhul 1 am wllhin ils hounds Ihruugh all fire ofmy ~·eflj;e~'.
lf7ten we gel a chance to explore these areas-during one of Ihe frequent
re.~1

re!u..T:alfon breaks-I meel-up wilh Quinn. Jake Rex. and (J few otherfriend$. We climb

un oU/croppmg ofrocb and check OUI sume vfIhe long di.~tance vit!w~·. Becci climbs ,fUme
mck< a fi.... feel awuy, lookmg at u bunch ofcacli gro....ingfrQm .mme sand m the cawry of
arock. Offinlhedislance, Olherswalkalongacliff Afewpeopie down belo.... have opened
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fiG: 6.7 Be«:i stands 00 an ooterOpping of rock high above the trail-which can be seen wmding below

fiG: 6.8 From ashckrock outaoppal&. a trIIl.I can besecn cutting through tbesage-o:JYmddesert Boor
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tI/(, fatlga/(! fo theIr Tlg and arc siftmg. un

If

while ealing (1 snack.. Kid,· chase cadI orh<!r

around the deJerf foliage. Soon the trail leader signal.~ for

u.~

10 gel

In

our Tlgs SO Ihe group

can head alit.

The liberating effects of trail rides, like a drug, gives excitement and energy
10 the participants: "but if the fatigue was real,

so was the stimulation we received

from all this wort<, it was as though the harder we worked the more energy we were
given...that was when I felt clean and whole, free of all doubt and worry" (Turnbull,
70). Although the extreme desert dimate combines with arduous driving conditions

to drain the vigor from the participants, a
imbues the people-it renews them.

new

sense of energy and exhilaration

This energy is difficult for participants to

articulate. They tell others over the C.B. how tired they are, but ask "is anyone up
for

a midnight run up Moab Rim (trail)" (heard over the C.B. after a trail ride, 1996

safari), or any other of the numerous trails.
As the trail ride ends, people are worn with the difficulties of the day. Yet the
activities do not stop.
Many performers, after a strenuous [trail ride] will go out to eat, drink,
and talk~en boisterouSly. Someone who doesn't know [off-readers)
wonders at how' much energy they have left. But these cetebratory
bouts are not really after the [trail ride] but part of it-a way of COOling
down, of reintegrating into ordinary social life" (Schechner & Appel, 5).
Participants retum to tOlMl from their !Jail rides with a new sense of accomplishment.
a sense of wonder. and a feeling of excitement. Additionally, they have become
more deeply integrated into the rock crawling culture due 10 the interaction with
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fellow drivers, and as we shall see, performance (Smith, 167; Sekaquaptewa, 37..&).

PERFORMANCE & CONVENTION

Performance is inextricably linked to the safari experience (Stoeltje, 1987,
138-9). A driver's sociable behavior and the ability to negotiate c:ertatn sections of
trail within parameters set by the group is a deciding factor for status, not one's

social station in the outside wor1d. Leeming to perfoml 'Nithin these parameters, and
how 10 "push" (or not push) them is the determining factor for the notoriety and

respect of being a "big dog: or hot-shot driver. Therefore, the ability to perform wetl
as a driver and as a member of the group is of paramount importance.
Participating in a trail ride provides the opportunity to test the mete of driver
and machine while in the company of peers. Often, interaction and help from these
peers is imperative for perfofmance upon c:ert8in sections of the trail.

For

enthusiasts, this is a leading motivator for travelling great distances to attend this

The Jeep safari also allows for pubtic disp6ays of driving prowess, and

event.

intimate interaction with others in the group, Furthermore, it provides a situation
where performance can be evaluated. This heIp:s to establish a performer's piece

within the community.

If
fhe

1.\'

a frail mk during the 1994 safari; Heed and I UN! domg Steel Bender trail with

u:mc Peak 4-WheeIers. Rounding a bend in the trail, wefinJ the group In fron! ofus ha.~
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.'·Iopped 1.11 CI par/lcular(I' difficull obslacle. Qumn.-a Ie...· w:hicle." ahead of us 10daY__ I.•·
cflmpleting aperject climb upa rugged hiJl in his Bronco. Followmg hl/1I, a Jeep Wrangler
,.·Inlggles. geT/mg ."'uck 1.11 a nasty corner m the tratl. The driver rc>eb the rig hack amifonh
10 dt.flodge lI.f slud,/ron/lire, Hi.f effons are not succ:es,iful. Appro'xlmate(\' twenty rigs are
parked along Ihe {Xllh behind hinL Drtver.f are lallcmg in small group." heHwen the.I"<' 4:,4.'-.
Olher.• have left theIr IJehlc!e.f hehmd and have IrOlled over 10 Ihe aClum on-foot. Theydo

.'-f} 10 1!aln bef/a van/age fXJints from which 10 wulch the aClIemelll proVIded hy fhe \/urIOU."
ng.'- CIS the drit:er.f altempl Ihi.f chaJlenge.
Ileum Illallhl." obstacle:

U

l:uJled Ihe Dragon's Tail. II

I.'

mentioned during Ihe line-up for Ihe earher Irai/. This ~'eetion geu

fine oflhe "horrors"
liS

naMe from the fuci

Ihw <.I••' dnver... aflempl to climb ap Ihe . ,eep and rugged terrain. Ihey musl turn 10 fhe left.
then bank sharp(v to the nghl. hop Iheir rIgs up and over a rock that forms a smafl waJl in
Ihe /lIJ1, undfillally headfurther 10 the right and up u Sleep embankment. rThis

1a.~1

nghl-

hand lum is where the $luck Wrangler driver slill slnq;gles.) To .Q#Cceed the lines thai musl
he lakell resemble a dragon's winding lai!. AJllhesefactor,l' musl be taken
dnver.~ climb

Into

account as

the steep hi/l. which IS covered In loose rocks. sand. and gravel. The fael that

large sand covered boulden' lay strewll aooullhe edgeJ' ofthe path mokes the Dragon's Tail
,"'en mure difficull. One mislake could lead10 ruined tires. body damage-or .fCraped pamt.
Beccl alld I climb downfrom the Broncv and ~'cramble into good posltioll.f IV wald,
Ihe actWtl.

The Jeep [inal(v backs away and lakes a clt/cke" rtHIle*. A large crowd

assemhle.~ as

ofulI-si:ed Bronco auempt.f the challenging trail seclion. Pevple cheer and

••'cream a.~ Ihe lruck bounces up, over. and "round the rcx:/cs. Yet, time after I1me itfail.t to
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r.'uell /he top uf fhe hllf.

The driver .l'eerns /0 Ignure .\'hom.\· of encouragement a.~ lie

nervously IIslens to advice from fhe
11'1/1t

,~poffers.

They ,~hoUI commands und fhelr hands wave

slgnul.... He acknowledges fhem and Ilten ullempu 10 folio ...· Ihelr mformatlO1I. His

ejfim~'

are fh ....arled and hiS rtgfinally bounces to a slop after usele.\·;)·Jy spmnmg hiS IIres

OIl fhe dWill1nd rock. Sameone al"k.l· iflle '.l· "Irymf!. fo make /hi;)"/ u....n dusl ;)'lurm:J " He nod\'
....I/It a smile. "['m domg m.J,· beSI.'··

Spotters

There is an unstated assumption that the more experienced drivers will take
up authoritative positions to guide neophytes and othel individuals needing
assistance through rugged trail locations (fig: 6.9-6.14). Ie In fact, some locations
necessitate spotters to inform all drivers. regardless of their driving experience. Ed
Isaacson,

a talented driver, notes:
[Sledgehammer trail) was really...tough hard core, technical,
demanding, 4-wheeIing. By far the roughest I have ever done. It was
a di1ferent experience than Surprise Canyon. We needed lots of help
from our buddies again, with spotters on every comer. lots of rock
moving and in general again wortcing together to get the group through
the rocks. (Trail journal, italics added)

These difficult driVing situations are where trust becOmes most crucial.
Drivers must have unwavering confidenc:e in the abilities of their spotters. In

I. This process tends to refute the idea that liminality creates "equal individuals"
(Victor Turner. 1969,96). These spaces do jumble the normal social order. Yet there
are still authority figures and followers; these strata could not be elCtanl in a socially
levelled milieu
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some instances instinct will tell

a driver to do one thing.

whi~

the spotter tells

himlher another. In other wordS. the terrain may kxlk like it requires one approach.
white in reality, that approach would result in failure and possible vehicle damage.
"IA/hen you venture of't'-road. take along a trustworthy spotter. A spotter haS a better

view of the terrain immediatety around your truck and wams you of any impending

danger" (McGee. 41). Good spotters help drfvef's ttvoogh these difficult passages.
A driver's faith in the abilities. and better visual angles, of the spotter keeps
himlher from damaging the vehde or hurting its occupants. Spotters giving bad
advice can cause serious probtems for drivers and their vehides. Jeff Dixon learned
this on the Rubicon trail when an inexperienced spotter guided him onto an immense

rock. This resulted in Jeff bending his 4x4's front drive aMfr. The accident could
have left him broken-dOwn on the Irail, possibty needing to be towed

out. Luetcily,

he was able to take the drive shaft off. while on the trail, and fix the damage enough
to finish the trip. The twisted part

was later taken to a shop and straightened.

Choosing spotters from a group that undergoes an inversion in the social
strata may appear difficutt But the process ensues smoothty, occurring in three
ways. (1) Drivers will specffic:aly ask an individual upon whom they know they can

rely. I cannot oount the nl.W1"lber 01 tmes that I have asked Quinn to spot for me. His
driving expertise is unquestioned among those knowing him; whenever I get into a
jam. I know that I can

count on Quinn. Ed Isaacson nas noted that he $imply could

nol have done Surprise Canyon "without Chris (Slephens') help; that was one tough
run. He helped our group get through-Showed us how to do it" (4/1996).
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FIG: 6.9 Jack Neilsen guides me through The Wedgie. Poison Spider Mesa trail. (Courtesy Becci Neal)

FIG: 6.10 Jack's hand signals are all that I have to dnve by because I can't see the trail directly in front of me.
Spoilers are IInponam bere; following inslInC1 alone, dnvers might slide into the wedge. (Courtesy Becci Neal)

Chapter Six • 437

FIG: 6.11 Spotters help I Jeep ciJmb a ledge on !he GuamUIII trail

FIG: 6.12 A sponer gwdes a Jeep through a t1.gbt
"""'~)

spol

In

Anzona. (Coones)' www.otf·road.comI)

on Wolf Run,

In

New MexIco. (Coonesy www.olf-
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nG: 6.13 A spoctefgwdesa Wnmgler.sitchmbsooeoflbemanylC$lSof~ham_,(CounesyJlmCole)
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(2) Often the trail leader will spot Since trail Jeaoers are responsi~ for
getting the entire group through safely, they assume this responsibility. Theyatso
delegate the responsibility to individuals they know' C31 be trusted. When Chip Brox

lead the SewJn Mile Rim trail during the 1992 Jeep Safari he made sure to .spot for
neophyte drivers during the chailenges on this rNtivety easy trail.
(3) In some instances, an experienced driver steps fotward on their own.

Drivers listen to these volunteers based upon ObServations of their driving skills or
reputation. Usually, only thoSe competent and knowledgeable in their driving skills
step forward. One driver during the 1995 safari told a ''wann&-be spotter to "get the
H

hell away from my

trucK'" The would-be spotter was an inexperienced driver who

fancied himself to be more competent than he actually was. Knowing this-haVing
observed this individuars driving during the course of the trail ride-the driver
dismissed him.

Despite the Sl.twerSion d the normal social strata common to the

satari-and

on trail rides in particul8r-a hierarchy quickly emerges. This is actually an integral
part of a trail ride, whic:tt employs

structures of its own: but these are different from the structures of
society.•nd they are often utilized to emphnize homOgeneity (and]
equality...when compared with the heterogeneous. statUS..fTl8r'1(ed,
name conscious intefligence of the social order. (Driver, 159)
In situations when drivers or vehicles are at risk. specific people are chosen-or

come forward-who have the ability to act as teachers. guardians, or to simply make
sure that safety is ensured. Their authority is not derived from the "outSIde WOf1d."
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Rather, it hinges upon their knowledge and performance while on the trail. 11 Many
drivers are simpfy known to be experienced; their optnions and practice is important

10 the trair ride.

Performance

The gruup slo....ly moves Ihrough /he Dragon's Tail. ,II/an.v drln:,s fall lu neguttUlft
Ihe pa.>;'i{lge and opt fu, a bypass, or "chicken mUle. " Juhn Hee,. u frIend ofmme-who IS
dvmg a r,vil rldeforllll!fi,sl

Ilme.-nen'QUS~l'tlSbme

which

Ime.~

Iv "hil" 10 muke II. I

.>'!tow/llm woo/looks besl. Such m/o,malion IS learned by lvoking al Ihe lay ofrhe le"oin,
and ...·alchmg !It) ... Ollie' true'" ,eacl to Ihe lund du,mg Ihel' auempl,f. As John climh.' mlt.J
h"Y Jeftp W,angler. I move inJo a good spoiling poslllQn. He nervously glana's 01 m.. and
IhcnseuhuJeepmlOagooJluctllionallhe bot,om o/Ihe hill. I"'·ovehimon. He IUte.fu
brcalh. wails u mmule to gathe, hIS semes. and then SIONS off I yefJ Of'den cu he mches
fiu·...·o,d. I wove my handf Ihis way and lhal. paintmg oUI whe,e hIS ""!ledf need 10 be
pluced. l.vefJ:

-/Wo~t(}yourleft...

~&nksha'PrighlasYOllh"Ihoiroct.'··

..\tYSIunJU(:h Lf m a knot. "Gel oller Of' you'lf gel hung-up in Ih,s 100# crap he,e'"
I pomllO a seCllon a/rock: "Pul you, li,e he,e'" ThIS sectIOn IS loughe, lhan

It

looA:s.

",7/01 tJl gUide hIm wrong" I gel masclost! as I can wilhout getting in Ihe woyofllis rIg.
I'm Ihmkmg: "lfl'm Ihis le/'Lfe he mWI be wired.'''
The Jeep bvunce.' and scrolches ave' the 'ock ledge half-way up and John jTw'he,\'

11

Much like the earlier-mentioned Native Americans learning drumming.
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u Jo:IermmeJ glun<.-""e as he rcuchc$ me. f c:un see his hands

....,wd. nils IS

....hullhc)· c;QII

Ug.h/~l· gripping

- ....hlll! muddmg. .. I shriek: ··Go.for II' Go fur

II'

Ihl! $1...ermJ.!

Go for

II'"

us hepu....' ·I!•.;m.... ··HlJ1)'shll.lre'J·doingllon IheJirsl Iry'"
HI.'; first utlempt IS fluwless und he emerges from hIS Jeep

aI

lhe lup uf lhe h,1/

IrlUmphant' l·mJumping. up unddmmscreammg: -,va way' T7rtt1'slhc hc.';1 ndO:lvdq)""
Th" IM'O of u.'; oren'l lhe un~" cmcs Jumping around-every one els~ I.V lHlpres.sed by IhlS

tt.: ... ·l..vm<:r. For u momCnt Ihc ....hole group

I.V

unlled In a cheer. I"'(}p!c CrJmc h.\' a",' dol"

John :,. hack. His execution haf been Om! oflhe day's besl; hiS day has been mude.

Ha,·mg helped John reach Ihe lop. 1 de.'icend Ihe hill tmJ climb into Ihe Bruncu. 1
sian Ihe .:ngme and gel
f!rme
I

CIS

I"IQ/it.:e

r~ady /Q

go. Becc, opts to mounllhe hill un fOOl and lake plclures·

1 do Ihe climb. Allufa .vuJtIen Ihe knOt

~'pallll5 un:

ttl

m.\' slQmach relurns-on(\' way

wfJrs~.'

$Weallng. How long !lm'e Ih~ been like Ihis? Taking at/eel" brealh.

I approach Ihe buttom uf,he hili. Qumn-spotting_wU1Ie.f me on. Wonling 10 have an
Impress,,"? dUM. I
"1 'l.... gOl

to

s'ow~'1 manoeuvre

"fJ lhe hill. 1 wunl Ihrs 10 he a guad soow. and Ih",k:

Jo .....ell. I can 'I lei a [{1'eeme !tke John sho..., me up, -

nit! pres:fUN! IS reoI/yon. Imchjromone rod: loanother.flashmg

my~sfrom the

IrQll,u {.Jumn.. and Ihen 10 8eCCI. po$111C.II'ICd nearby w"h lire camera. JUSI as Ilhmk Ih,.f IS
gomg lu be a sho""'-Plece cI,mb. lhe Intek heaves lo,he drivers $u!e and my wheels sp'" in

ufrull/c.'S efforl to find trlJeIlOn. Dust and chunks uf rock fly. I ...use off Ihe gw and come
tu a hair. .~' perfeci run has been ruined. John standf above me on Ihe Irall. poinl$. and
lau~h\'.
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The ability to respectably negotiate obstacJes is a prime goal among
participants.

Those who do not attempt to drive in this manner are known as

·rednecks,· ·ya-hoes,· or even "assholes" (Matt Smith, 4/4/1996). There are several
"do's and dont's" that must be respected to be evaluated and esteemed as a "big
dog," or in other words, an exceptiOnal driver. Drivers assert their driving prowess

and participant level within the group by adhering to these "laws.· It is not merely
who can get over an obstacle and who takes a chicken route; many factors play in
the aesthetics of driving performances (Nylund, 102-135).

A driver's effort to negotiate obstacles can be evaluated. just as a figure
skater's perfol'mance can be rated 'Nhile in the Olympics. Despite what many people
think, the object is not to hit obstacles as fast or hard as possible. In fact, the best
way to approach most obstacles is by gcMng as slcMiy as~. Negotiating one's
4x4 in ways that highlight the rig's abilities, and the owner's driving expertise, (often

judged as driver/vehicle unity) is the way to "go for the show." This does not mean
that drivers constantly try to "pertonn" the trail. I<r'IoINing when and where to perfonn
are also part of the dynamic. And drivers who needlessly beat on the trail or their
vehiCle are not generally respected.

The abbreviated list below comprises the

criteria for judging a driver's ability to render the trail. AlthOugh many of these
concepts have been discussed in previous chapters it is important to review them
again in tenns of evaluating performance:

1,

TIRE SPIN
The ability to Mdo" sections of trail with minimal tire spin is admirable.
The less drivers spin tires and tear up the trait the better. Most drivers
are ecobgically minded. so this is a must. Having a "lead foot" is not
a way to impress other participants.
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2.

SPEED
Speed is not valued. In fact., going through bad obstacles as slowly as
possible is a good way to show off. "Doing" tough trail sections
without the aid of momentum highlights driver skills and vehide
modification. The land is also impacted less. Knowing when to creep
and when to "get into it" is an art that many drivers fail to learn.
Developing this ability is a goal many drivers spend years striving to
attain. "Take it slow. Speed kills. or at least it hurts your 4x4. If you
layoff the throttle, you and your truck have a much better chance of
making it home in one piece" (McGee. 41).

3.

CHOOSING CORRECT LINES
"Hitting" obstacles in the right place makes traversing them easier.
Such driving impacts the trail less. and makes the possibility of
damage to the vehide more remote. thus showing respect for the land
and the vehicle. Hitting a section of trail badly. and then "hammering"
on the land and the vehicle to get through engenders a lack of
respect One way to excite other participants is to hit an obstacle on
the toughest lines possi~ and/or get one's tire(s) hanging in the air.
After the "show," the driver must pull up and over the obstade cleanly,
wrthout tire spin. A driver must kllOYl hislher vehicle intimately. If the
attempt ends in getting stUCk. breaking the rig, or chewing up the trail.
people are not likely to be impressed.

4.

DRIVlNG OFF THE TRAIL
There is no better way to lose the respect of other drivers. and cause

anger. than to leave the trail. Many trails are kept open by the BLMspecifically for off-roaders and other multiple-use communities.
leaving a trail can literally endanger Mure use of all the trails.

5.

KNOWING YOUR VEHICLE
Knowing a vehicle's abilities and drawbacks is a must. Knowing the
abilities of a vehide and pushing them to their limits without exceeding
them is an admirable quality. There is nothing more aggravating than
waiting for extended periods of time as someone with an itI-equipped
vehicle repeatedly attempts a section of trail that they cannot do.
Conversely, having a vehide that is ultra-modified and failing to
attempt difficult sections of a trail also raises eyebrows.

6.

KNOWING WHEN TO QUIT
There is little respect for drivers who repeatedly hammer away at
sections of trail that a lac:X of driving expertise or vehicle modifications
keep them from completing. On the other hand, drivers who know
when to Quit. back off, and take a "Chicken route" are respected. In
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fact, Chris Stephens has noted that some days drivers are more ·'ntouch" with their rigs, and other days they are not. On the days they
are not, they may fafl to aax>mplish obstacles that they had done with
ease the day before. Chris noted that he passes.up obstacles or quits
after a single try during these "down days."

{'msOf{ allemptingmydimb Ihe Dragon's Tail

andmy.~econdlryI.\·

asfrutt{essas

rhe firsr. By now. 115 oiwious thar I am havmg Irouble be,:au.se my spmnmg 'fres !la"!!
ramed dU.~I and rodcr uver Ihe crowd

.4dditiona/~l'.

I back unto a rfx.:k and scrape Ihe paint

I/Illhe rear bumper, whu:h I had pulnled only day.•' beft}re. (II .~erves me rfglllJor palntmg
/I

In

ju.f1 hefure Ihe .fajari.j The crowd can',

re.~'i.'llhrowmgplayfuljeers

m."

way. Someone

rhe crowd yell.I·. a.ftmg if I need a "tow rope for rhO/ old sheet metal. "
KnoWIng lhall Jrave already dashed any hopes a/havmg Ihe ultimale~v impressive

cltmh. I huck af{ lhe 'o':uydowll. ntis is my Ihlrd andjlnol allempl,

~'o

I hif it in a mOller·oj-

faa fashIOn-no showy Slufflhis lime.' The lruck heaves back andforth. I impaci 'he ledge
half-way Uf' and thefront lires bounce up and over (figs: 6.15.6.18). The crowd cheers eLI'
I grmd 10 a .flop at the top. I hovefinof{." mode it.
Cllmbmg Qut oflhe rruck, I brace myself/or Ihe ineviffJblt!jf:er.f, Among olher
que.wiO/u. they ask ifl Wa.f trying 10 "break-in" my new lites. But my troe embarrassment
~'omes

when Dan Wynkoop drives his Jeep Wronl{ler down Ihe hiJI·-and then bach up

If

....l/hoUl spmnmg a tire (jig. 6.19). As he baclcs up Ihe hili paSI me. hejlashes a grin lha,
11<:r:J.,· no w'ordf to explain.

I h{f\'c been bested-backwards.'
Followmg Dan. Shannon Shirk cruises his Bronco up Ihe oh.~/acJe. He goe." for Ihe
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FIG:6.1S Aftertv;()~mes~theDragonsT(JJI,lbackallthev.TjdooA'ntothebottomandtryfor
thud and final tune nus ....u mudt harder thm nklobl (Courtesy BecxlSeafl

&

FIG: 6.16 Half-way up the Dragons Tail dunng my durd ~mpl- (Courtesy Beca Ne:a!)
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FIG: 6.17

Bouncin& up and over the ledge 3/4 of the way up theDrogon '$ Tail (CourteSy 6eccl Neal)

FIG:6.JlI OnIylberearburnpe"golscraped.ever>1hmgebewa6ne. Well,ma)'bemyegopbnDsed..
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FIG: 6.19 Dan Wynkoop backs his Jeep Wrangler up the Dragon's Tail to rub my troubles In.

FIG: 6.20 Shaman Slurk getS ~au borne" off the ledge em the Dragon "s Tall. (Courtesy Aunee SIurIr:)
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shoM'. and glve:r Ills rtga heft.'· /}nQ.fit O/ga..fijust as he lilts the I'tJCk ledge. H15fro1l1 end
.\·huots up nearf.'1!fivefeet mto the a'Tas he bounces over (fig. 6.20). HistJllelllpl. also. Jw.r
bee" f/uM'I.:..-s. Fur the rest oftile day.friefllh-new and oIJ-dap me on the shoulder and
<.I."k: ··Hey. !ro,... ·bout lhoi old Dragon's Tail? - Even afteT IflO'K"iessly peifonn oIher sectIOnS
vf tT(JII. some of ""hlch are moTe difficult. people shoot down the moment by pllJ)fll/~\'

mC!nfwnmg the fateful Dragon's Tail.

Harassing and digging at others is not intended as derogatory. Such behavior
can extend for months or years and is acx:epted as affable play. This is. in fact. one
way the group asserts an individual's acceptance. It does not hurt feelings; rather.
such play maintains the camaraderie among group members.

No accepted

members of the society are free from such play because even the best drivers can
occasionally hit a section of trail poorly. Many even have ·off days" when they "hit
everything wrong" (Chris Stephens, 7/2011994). Such days are not necessarily
indicator'S of poor driver expertise or vehicle modification, because the driver might

have ~ negotiated the same trail the day I::lefcn!. Such disparity is common.
Knowledge of this fact adds tension and expectation to a ritte, even if it is on a trail
thai is often traversed by each driver.
The crowd reacts df1'ferently If someone has been judged by their fellow
drivers to be a trouble-maker. If the driver begins 10 unnecessarily hammer away
at a difficult ObStade with their vehide. the crowd might purposely encourage them.
During the 1993 Jeep Ssf.ri. I wttnessed-and participated in-a crowd as it urged
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an offensive driver on. The driver was puShed 10 attempt feals thai would destroy
his vehicle. Between yells, members of lhe crowd muttered to each other: "I hope

he bkJws up his di1'ferentiaI,""WtIat an ass, he's going to scatIlH'* his transfer case,M
"look al him go; what an idiot,M

or'

hope he puts his fan through his radialor.

The difference between a positive or negative reaction of the
their acceptance or re;ection of the driver, based upon the driver's

~

tra~

M

rests in

etiquette. By

goading individuals into destroying their 4x4s on obstades, the group effectively
ejedS these offensive drivers from their midst. After the 4x4 has broken down, lhe

group moves on-leaving the lrouble-maker to be lowed out by the support drivers.
If the vehide faits to break dCM'n. the group has

at least displayed unity in its attitude

towards this person. In some cases. an extremely obnoxio.Js driver will be asked by
the trail leader (acting in-beh81f of the group) not to continue further. For instance,
during the 1993 Jeep s.at.i. Chip Brox, leader of the Gold Ber Rim trail was forced
to ask a drunk driver to leave the group.
If a valued member of the group breaks down. drivers do aJrnost anything to

help them. Once again. it is not whO or wtlat n:tMcIuaIs are in the outsfde wortd that
generates such reactions from felkJw drivers. These responses are based upon
views established during trail ride(S).
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RETURNING TO TOWN

At the end of the trail ride. participants unlock their hubs and shift their

transfer cases back into 2-wheel drive. Some air their tires back to street pressures
with air compressors built into their rigs (fig: 6.21). All eventually make their way

back to Moab. where the redressive. or integration. process ensues (Vietor Turner.
1991. 10. 13, 17). People return to town from the liminal outback experience and

search for places to mentally and physically cool down. Old friends. and new ones
made during the day, find places out of the

sun to refax; they swap tales of the day's

heroics or blunders that occurred on the land. 18
The specific locations for SUCh interactlon are not as important as the fact that
friends sense a need to be together and share the experiences they had together
that day. Rock Crawlers have described the interval after a trail ride as a time to
"regroup back at the restaurant. and [do] some required bragging about our fourwheeling feats" (Menitt. 64). These gatherings are used to re-live all of the exciting
moments of the day.
My close friends regularly go to either a local pizzeria. or southwestem style
restaurant. 19 The Lone Peak 4-~ have gone to a Mexican restaurant; during
the 1996 Jeep Safari the dub's meeting ~ace was

a group of campers partced

in

II Thomas W. Dunk discusses such gatherings as a chance 10 "discuss the [day's
activities). or just shoot the shit"' (72)

I~ "The rite of eating and drinking together... is clearly a rite of incorporation, of
physical union, and has been called a sacrament of communion" (Van Gennep, 29).

a
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FIG: 6.21 Braydn T.merbelps Ius tUber. Brian. au tires up fuUowmga traJ.I nde Dell' Moab

trailer park near the northern edge of town. Tired from trail rides that can last up to
ten hours, participants seek places where the nervous tension that builds while
driving through the rough desert terrain can be sJoughed away. The tone is light, but
energetic, as individuals enlarge their experiences into stories of off-road heroics.
If anyone in the group had diffioJlty on a section of trail they are harassed or ribbed.
Sometimes such mistakes are not easily forgotten-and are used by friends for
playful jabs in subsequent discussions or get-togethers.

The relaxed atmosphere continues to build the sense of community. But this
sense of 'community* is somewhat different than that shared in the line-up, where
participants come together before the ride to release pre-performance anxiety. After
the rides, friends unite to share ''the contents of group experiences... [whtch] are
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replicated, dismembered, remembered, refashioned, and mutely or vocally made
meaningful" (Vidor Turner, 1991, 13).20
constructive knowledge (17).

This "reftexive periOd" generates

Participants "recognize [their} potential for

competition ...and other dysfunclionallbehaviorj. But (they) also recognize.. [theirj
potential for being something [positive]- (Turnbull, 75).
Sitting around restaurant tables-or even a camp fire-groups laughingly retell
the stories made during the day. Each participant asserts the significance of his/her
actions

Of premier importance to this situation is that the strengths and

weaknesses of the drivers' performances are discussed. "COOI-down and aftermath
phases of perfonnance are.. .important, ... they can be a slow unfolding process
involving how performances are evaluated. how the experience of performing is
used by the community" (Schechner & Appel, 5). In a lighthearted atmosphere,
participants are free to learn from the views or opinions of others. Sharing the day's
activities within the safety of friendship helps each to bask in the warmth of praise,
or review errors 'NittI thoSe they trust most. Each is positive that Mure attempts will
be even beUer than today's.

An indivJdual's acx:eptance within the community can be judged by who slhe
spends this important time with. If an individual is not accepted by the group, then
slhe will not be asked to relax with them after the r'Ide. As we ate in a restaurant one
night during the 1994 Jeep Safari, a lone driver stepped into the dining area and was
seated. One of my companions commented that this man was not liked by those on

10 For more discussion concerning these scenes of "promoting social cohesion"
and 'positively reinforcing perfonnance," see: Jerome Smith. 167.
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many trail rides beCauSe of his arrogant attitude. I watched the driver to see hOw he
spent his cooI-dOwn period. I was not surprised to find that the individual dined
alone. Knowing that people wOO rode w!th him usualy had Iittie respect for the man.
I realized that few would want to share the intimate hours following a ride with him.
I asked my companions what he did to engender such a lack of respect.
They commented that he regulany failed to follow spotters' advice,2' that he rarely
spotted for others. and that he infrequently stopped to help drivers who were in
trouble. In short. he did almost nothW'lg to contribute to the ride's pleasurab'e or
communal experience.

Failing to engender respect in his peers resulted in his

spending what could have been a rewardtng evening with friends. alone.

GOING HOME

1',.1' late Sunday afternoon. fol/owmg the 1994 Jeep Safari. We arefil/mg-up at a
1-'(.L~ .~ttlf/Qn

m Green RIver. Utah. about an hour north·',,:est ofkfoab (fig: 6.1 i. Like Becci

und myself. eve"}Offl" In the OIher vehtdes ofour 00tJV0y IS quret. All are exhaustedfrom the
lust fnt· d'l}:I"' octrvllies.. Havmg left Moab at noon. we explored a trod north aftown on tire
K'~'

out: "'e are dl4l)' and ufTeme(v llred Quinn sllenJly gasses_up hIS Bronco at the pump

on the other sN1e ofth.! gas-L.flandfrom me. Jake and Patrice Rex-who oflended the .'Ofu"
jiJr part oftheir Iwneymoon-are toppmg offthe gas tunk

In

their Jeep Cherokee. No one

say.\' a word I listen fa 'he pump ping as each gal/onflowmg imo my IOnk regi.ffers. II

~l Thus wasting time and unnecessarily ~bealing upon" his Jeep and the land.
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,hmw,'- n/(.· inlo U Ju::....
nlf.mo/tlns. thl! peuplt!

~ne:. from

the de,'<Cr-t k.....p hmmtmg n{\' /llInd'S ey...-tlrt! sancUtfJIl("

I've met. Ihe chull.mges...

HcadmgfUnher nonh ulong Cs. HIglnnz;.. 6. ".0' sl(),,'~\' drlw! through 'he Je.f...n und

,w...r tIJe n1QUnJQITU IQ14'urds home (jig; 6.1). Fur Me. tht.f IS the harden parr of the trip. The

71,.. mudf.xls 100 .wnoolh. IJI(I).' 100 snuJ()lh. The sigh/.f ure gOing pusl '00 qu,ck~~': Iherl!'s
I/O fl.·dlng uf,vnneCllun ( I ' Inll!ruc."wn willi 'hem. ,~, 'h<Jugll,.~ drift huck tu Ihe .'<UfuTi. .V.....•

frlend..-jlosh Ihrough my mind. along M/llh the group woo I
II"" rhe ex,·l1emenr ufrhc.· pas' fe ... d(I).'s

In

u.fUa/~1I

do Ihe Irwls ".,tlh. I re-

my mmd: harrolt'mg sc:en..xflush.

I K.,mder;

·'How many ofthe re'umlt1f;dl'lllerSUcluu/~\'payullenl;on r() the rouJ?·· Ifl am mdicwh'e

of Ih<' gruup. 1 gue.u thai fmly u fe .... do.

As is common among participants returning from festive events. there is

a certain Iet-down. 8 kind of post-depression... There is 8 melancholy
feeling because you realize yOU won't see that combination of special
friends... together again. You know it was a special time attended by
special people and l1()IiWeveryone I'Ias gone"is sepal'ate way. (Horse
Capture, 54)

Some Rock Crawlers note expeliendng feelings of "sadneSS- while coming home
from a trail ride (Ed Isaacson, lrail journal: May 11·16, 1995). AmM:l the elated

memories of adventures shared with friends, creeps 8 post*safari Iet-down. The
events recently left behind tend to make the routine activities of day-to-day life seem

Chapter Six
pale and lifeless. The exceptional wor1d of the safari
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no longer exists. Z2 it has been

left behind as participants venture back to their homes.

A.\· Becci and I drrve offInlerSlale 15 and mto PrmtO, Utah, Ihe lown ""here we live,
/lO/llIlIg seem.\' fO louk fhe

.~ame,

It IS a.,' though Ihe experience

In

A-/()(Jh has changed mc.

.' ;OII/I:!ur... Ihe lown, and all fhe pres.\·ures from school and work. seem IIIslgmjicanf. Till!

<'\'e/ll

III

j;'/l'n<1.,·.

AI"ah
hl'lI/~

ha~'

shown thai life

I.~

not abouf work and bills: ralher,

together wlih family, challenging

oursdve.~.

II:"~

abulII muklllg

and Nukmg m Ihe heaUfy of

"Nexl .warlhe Dragon's Tail will not he "problem, "1 si!em~I' \'ow' I alstlleel a
...ett~evfaccompll,\"hment while thmking uflhe Irail.\·1 drove flawlessly. The reali:al/On thaI
I am hum<' begm., fo dawn un me and I (()(Ifhl! gomg bu,:k 10 Ihe grind.

Trail rides such as those offered duling the Moab Easter Jeep Safari venture
deep into the back country. offering Rock Crawlers chances to slip free of the social
confines imposed by general society and to feel "apart together" (Huizinga, 12).

Not

only is this situation liberating to the individual participants, but it provides them with
chances to assert their membership within the community through interaction and
performance. This "apart" from the wor1d while together experience takes place, and
is particular to, the outback areas where Rock Crawlers take their rigs (Huizinga, 10.
14) Due to this resulting dynamic, these expeditions are the crux of the Jeep Safari

~ In effons 10 extend the safari world into all aspects of their lives, many Rod,:
Crawlers move to Moab pennanently. They believe that by living in Moab, they can
enjoy the spectacular local trails at any time.
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festivities. For the community collectively, theSe back country experiences create
an opportunity for the liminal phase, providing participants with chances to
experiment with group-based ideals. tt also strengthens group centered paragons

and perceptions.

.-I ....t1ek ufierlhe 1'J94 Jeep

Safari. Becci and lore spendmg un ewnmK wITh Qlllnn

<1nd hi.l· }!,lrI(rn'nd Angelu Shumw<.ly. ..1.1' we luun}!,l' (JrtJund lhe
ellgrfl.I',I·ed

In con~·er.WJlil)n, he

(/lreac~I·lml)",:mg wlt(JIIIIS,

It~'ing

room

In

III.' c:undu,

pulls OUI a video tupe and pushe,f" mu.J hl,f ["CR. l.fMlle.

,\iinules laler.....e relax as Images Angela videoUJped during lhe

sufarlflash on Ihe lelevlSIOft .fcreen. It ',f alllhere bUI the de.ferl .fmell.f. We can see Fumds
inkmg 'nih
II/kinK

/If

11.1·

(/nd drivinf!, rheir 4x4.f; ourfavorITe obSlade.\' loom ahcad. E,'en time !Ipcnl

Ihe desert

PressureJ·

I.f

there/or us to watch. We ,ellVe the Moab experience.

drom--mell-awa~:'

The ...·urk-a-day ...·orld is gone and Jam drtving on

lIm.'·e rrails rtghl now. I notice lhat J uncon.·!;Cf(JUJ~1' rwiSI and tense, and use body english.
w' Ijrhe,w: aCllons wil/ help me drille Ihe Irall belle'.

We criuque each other·.I· raped

{X'rjhrmance.f. Qumn commenu on Jake's drn.·ing techniques: "He does real well, bur he °d
get hellerjran( wheel Ira~·eI yhe unhooked hi.f[ronl sway bar. .. he muses. We lapse once
agam /nW reverie. I glance at Quinn and know thal I am not alone.
moment.'·. M·e are transported back 10 Ihal exceptIOnal world.

les.' For a few

CONCLUSION

I think we have to teacn people irl8l1 aspects ofotr-road and ofl'·site useoftne 18l'ld--whettlefil tie mountain
biking. wnelher it be Jeeping. wtlether it be hiking. badcpec::JoUng-proper ancl righlfut use of 1M deMl1·
cour1lryotsoulfH!astUtaI'I. That'SWtfY~ Wtin.108lOlIUChpeoplehlMtouseIheCOlM'Wy. Alldif
we do that,the next geoefWon It'oClItIe ned~ ofoff.roed 4-<M'leel ~ will have !he MmlII
nghts and privileges ~l" dO. 11_ donl dO tf\;It. ~ PfMIIge ~ '9'tt is p,g to be taken __ y from
us. (Chip Btox. .a/1996)

Perlormen.enolp;tSSlVe.~Q"UIk.ntS'lIIh)simplyresponclto.,.dicUlnof~orlhe

physICal and sociall!l'lYll'Ol'WMl They ~ bolh ndiIions ~ soo.l MftioIlS. IlCtiYely ransfofming
DOlfI in !tie COone of trier petfonNnees. (Bngg$. 7)

environment of the American west Each section, and its two chapters investigates Rock

Crawiers and their interactiYe re&8tionship with the '"b8c:tI: oountry" or ·outbaCk· envtronment..

Section one discovers that Rock Crawlers construct outback places from non·urban
spaces. Such actions are the result of-and result in-specffic met8phor-b8sed processes.
Chapter one shows that Rock CrawMtrs are one of myriad communities valuing the west's

for their beautiful vistas, and the escape. relaxation, and excitement that can be had within
these visually stunning locations. These desires reguIatty t:hruw them into conftict w;th other

communities who value the baCk country for their own reasons
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held maps. These maps are comprised of culturally-specific names and conjure histories,
vistas, and specific Challenges: to thoSe familiar with them. This process aeates places
which are understOOd and known in this special way only by Rock Craw\er$. A passion for

bolh these culturally significant places, and vehdes which are potentialty damaging to

them. causes pressure from W'ithin the group. This dash elicits specific behavior-modifying
activities within the community that attempt to mediate theSe inevitable problems.
Section two looks at rock crawling rigs as a way 10 further our study of the group's
perceptions of the outback environment. Chapter three showS that outback interaction is
reflected through one's vehicle. Mechanical modifications to the rigs are pragmatic answers
to the rugged nature of the outback.

And the colors, paint schemes. and deCOrative

additions made to the 4x04s are answers to perceptions concerning the overwhelming
immensity of these places.

Thus, vehicle modifications are reactions to attitudes and

experiences involving theSe places; bOth practical and mythical values concerning the back
country environment provide the impetus for vehide modification
In Chapter tour we Ieam that the creation of a praiseworthy vehicle not only signifies
mastery of

a group-based "buiId-op" grammar, but asserts a cognizance of the group's

landscape-based metaphors. Restricted and eIabonJted construction codes help builders

to bring their vehide modrtiations into harmony with the demands of the outbaCk
environment. These codes ttetermine the suspension. drive train. carburetion. and safety

changes needed to build 4x04s capable of withstanding the rigors of extensive recreational
use in the outback. Unique morphological variations in these vehicles signal the different
needs of each builder. Many builders construct their .x4s with specific outbaCk kx:atk>ns
orchalJenges in mind. Thus, some rigs are built more radically than others (fig: C.l). Yet

Conclusion" 459

FIG: C.I Jim Cole ventures mto some of the most rugged terrain in western America; the form ofhis Jeep reflects Jim's
ngocous driving needs. (Counesy Jim Cole)

all reflect the belief that the outback exists as a place of physical challenge.
Section three investigates the ootback as a location for social interaction. Expanses
of the Western American mountain and desert topography serve as locations for festival.
ritual, and play. Chapter five finds that the outback becomes a platform for highly ritualized
communal fellowship, performance, and play, while escaping the urban sphere. Rules
governing these excursions create a place of order, cooperation, and community. The
outback, then, is not seen as an escape from social order, rather, it is an escape into a
more ordered place. It exists beyond the maelstrom of current urban violence, confusion,
and anarchy. As such, it is a conservative social force.
Chapter six comprises my experience(s) as a trail ride participant during the Moab

Easter Jeep Safari.

The discussion attempts to portray the excitement and energy
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associated with the back country. This excitement comes from the limina!esque escape
from everyday life, driving one's

own 4x04 on chaltenging traits,

enjoying the beauty of the

outback, and being with family and friends.

JIM COLE'S STORY

While conducting business for Mountain West Off-Road Supply, I heard

a story that

refused to be forgonen, not because of its dramatic plot, nor tor its unusual performance,
but beCause its content exemplified-if not united-the various threads comprising this study
of the ROCk Crawling community. The story lM'lfoIded in October, 1997, during a visit to Jim

Cole's office. at Dimension Off-Road, in Salt lake City. He was detailing a recent rock

crawling adventure that he had taken to Californiofs

~ and

Jackhammer trails

while I thumbed through some pictures he had taken during the trail rides. 1 Somehow our
conversation turned from the traits and the pictures to a disc:ussion of off-road etiquette.
Jim began a narrative concerning a trail ride he had lead several years earlier that
was marred by the presence of 8 particular individual. He stressed that the driver was not
overtly rude; in fact his demeanor was relatively easy-going. However, the ~ s he
caused 'Nel'e eatastrophic enough to ruin the ride for most c:A the other participants thai day;
and as the trail leader Jim had felt responsible for the failed venture. Sitting in his office
years later, he still felt a twinge of regret abxJt the situation.

I

Many of these pictures appear on previous pages.
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Thinking of Ed Isaacson's "incident" on the Behind the Roci<S trail. .. , asked Jim what
this participant coutd have dOne to engender such an advef'Se affect within the group. He
noticeably tensed while remembering how the driver negleCted to help others at difficult
spots, did not listen to spotters as he attempted difficult obstades. and 'used far too mUCh

gas pedal" on those difficult sections of trail. 'His answer to every challenge

was to romp

on (the gas pedal). He had a decent. [vehicle] but I don't think he knows hOw to drivel'
(11/1997). The bad situation was made

worse when this dri...er attempted a challenge

which Jim, as the trail leader. had specifically asked participants to avoid. The tide had
been 'long and tiring, and 'He didn't want anyone to get irIto trouble.

we wanted to get back

into town to relax. Some people had a long drive ahead of them 10 get home; they had 10
go to work the next day· (1111997).
Ignoring other dri...ers who had quickly left their vehides to spot for him, the driver
gunned his rig through the obStacle. Jim's worst fears

were realized when the attempt

failed. rolling the rig in the pnx:ess. The group 0JUId not IelIYe him there. and spent several
hours involVed in a complex and dangerous extrication procedure. Jim noted: 'We should
have just left the rig there for him to have it towed out profession8Ily. but you just don't do

thal' (11/1997). Agitatedly. Jim fIJrthered that during the extraction the driver ne...er helped.
and that when the rig was righted. he 'drove off without a 'thank you' or anything"
(1111997). Jim conctuded by commenting that many participants felt justifiably miffed.

The narrati...e stuck with me because it unites the ....rious themes comprising this
study: conceptualizations of the back country, and the performances re...elatory of them.

~ Discussed in chapter five.
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These pertormances can be characterized as '"the dynamic interpLay of individual
competence

in

traditional

tonns.

stytistjc

resources,

ancLunique

environmentlsj" (Briggs. 12). Jim's undertying focus. as with this

interactional

wortc:. was to craft a

commentary on performances revealing outbac:k competence (or the lack thereof). FOf
Rock Crawiers. this competence entails reading the landscape. Competent readings of the
landscape resutt in the creation c:A specific 0JItutaI ZDneS known as the back ex:urtry. Back
country competence is further manifested. among other things. through the proper
constl\JCtion of one's rig, and through adherence to ru6es sociaIy applicable to these

zones.

like the behavior pattems mandated by the tenets of off·road etiquette,
Competence has been described by folklorist Gerald Pocius as "just knowing what
to do and where to do it" (personal communication, 12/11/1997).3 These understandings
are not instinctual, rather, they are learned, and arise through -alliances wtth other
humans...We develop frames of reference within those iNliances that determine to a great
extent (our] view Of the -...or1d .-Id often [ou1 behavior in it" ($tahI. 33). These altiances can

be referred to as the folk groups to which 'N8 belong. And the referential "frames' are the
contexts-physical (location, time) and social (mentaNy heldHn which a group interacts.

An understanding of these contexts is CfLICiaI for competent performance because it
'underlies (one's) ability to perform" (Briggs. 2).·
Jim's narrative brings up these Issues.

First. the driver did not have • socially

.' Hymes has noted that competence is "a matter of [knowingl wkal. where. and when"
(and I add how) to do something (19), Briggs, similarly. noles that "compelence... undcrlies Ihe
ability to perform" (2).
• See also: Briggs. 1.22; Glassie. 1973.335; Hymes. 13-53; Saville-Trisike. 17-32.
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appropriate-and thus, competent-understanding of the Other standing which is expected
to comprise the outback experience. Essentially, this "otnemess" is characterized by a
communal atmosphere which is vtewed as an opposite to the

nonnal"look~for

number

one" WOl1d. This attitude is exemplified through adherence to proper otf-road etiquette.
The driver disregarded or faited to comprehend theSe culturally understood "laws" by
ignoring spotters, and disregarding the authority of the trail ride's leader. Jim. Not ~ping

the other participants extricate his rig. and not saying "thank you" formed a bitter icing on
the proverbial cake (figs: C.2. C.3).
Jim explicitly noted the driver's ability to competently construct a vehicle (fig: C.4).
Thus. revealing thatlhis individual could understand and perform in one important context
the

grou~1d

perception of the temIin's physical nature, and the tradition arising from the

interpretation of this terrain through vehide re-construdion. This ability reveals that the
driver had an under'Standing of-iWld could dnrw from-the traditions, resources, and beliefs
relevant to the 4x4 -bu~' process. His rig, then.

was a eompetent cultural performance:

its form "provided a [OJltulllij meaning that [wasJ responsive both to shared beliefs and
values and to the [driver's] own perspective" (Briggs. 18).
Yet. Jim observed that despite the c:nrI'tsmanship dispUIyed by the vehide's form. this
individual was not a good driver. In other words, this competent 4x4 construction was not
utilized for competent trail perforTnInce. That the driver grasped the dynamics

in~ved in

constructing an admirabJe rig, but was not a competent trail ride participant leeds 10 the
understanding thai all members of 8 community do not have equal access or competency
with all traditions held by the group (Briggs, 8). There are myriad levels of competency and
performance in the Rock Crawling community. as with other fo6k groups.
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Through these considerations. an understanding of context and its relationship to
belief systems arises. Contexts entail the ·cultural scenes· typically thought of as
performative conditions (McCart, 1993. 72). For Rock Crawlers these can be trail rides.
instances where frierds get together to build their rigs. other such gatherings. or the general
vehicle-building milieu. But context entails more than the immediate arena in which an
individual performs.' It atso inckJdes the body of beliefs and traditions giving rise to a given

act or creation. That is. befiefs ROCk

C~

hold regarding the Ioeations, characteristics.

and benefits of the outback are strong motivational fOI'CeS that form foundations for other
interlocking performative contexts. These other contexts .comprise traditions and beliefs
regarding such performances as appropliate vehicle fabrication, and appropriate social
behavior while taking these 4)(4s into the context for which they were built.
Through an understanding of these over1apping and inter10cking contexts, a deeper
conceptualization of cornpetence 'Nithin the rock crawting milieu is discovered. Part of this
deeper level of competence can be -characterized as responsibility" (Diane Goldstein.
personal communication).' Responsibility takes several fonns. each arising from groupmaintained and generated perceptions of the back country.

Group--spec:ific outback

perceptions generate equally specific traditions regarding what actions "are availabte in

what contexts. and 1"loN, where and when they rome into pa.y- (Hymes. 20). These various

~ Trisik.e sums-up the works of Hymes by assening that there are three communicative
contexts: .HIIJOlmn, evem. and aCI (28).
h For the pivolal commentary on how context and performance: coalesce to reveal the
deeper anitudes which motivate a community. see: Clifford Geertz's "Deep Play: Notes on the
Balinese Cock.fight."· See also: Annick Sjogren's "The Ritual of tile Meal as A Dynamic
Transmitter ofCulture. ,.
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fiG: C2 Parncipants WOl1c together ttl exrncate a broken-down rig from a ~hoI: tub" (Counesy JIm Broadbent)
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FIG: C.J People work together 10 fix a broken rear Land Cruiser axJeon!he RubiCQfl trail. (Courtesy off-roadcom)

FIG: C.. Jeff Beach show.i what a ~ buitt ng
ttneI on the rear me. (Courtesy Jeff Beach)

ClID

do by cImi:Jm& a near-vemcal bouk:ieI" Nobce the wheel
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responsibilities are related by the common goal to conjure and maintain the existence and
continuance of the back country (Hufford. 1992. 7-10). Such efforts oc:::ct.K on multip6e
levels.
A sense of this group-centered responsibility is evinced through adherence to the

tenets of the off-road etiquette.

Off-road etiquette is characterized as holding a

consideration for others on the trail (including non-Rock Crawlers). and by respecting the

outback itself. Most trail ride participants understand that the quality of the ride. in fad the

very existence d the conjured ouIback. tenuously rests upon their respect for the land. and
through their ability to place the community first. This means acting as an integral part of

the group while within the bounds of the outbeck. It is the responsibiity of each participant
to foflow these tenets to ensure the continuance of the outback for the group.
Vehicle construction also falls into this dynamic. Yes. the vehides are built using
performance tires. suspensions, gearing combinations. and other fabrication strategies. to
"perform' the trails.

But a significant portion of these trail perfofm8nces is a tacit

acknowledgement of Tread Lightly! concepts. That

is.

builders construct vehides that-

despite their aggressive appearanoes-have as little imped: upon the land as possible.
Once a group has Progressed through a trail, it shouJd look the same as before they
arrived. As such, 'weIl-structured [..x..s]...serve both the {builder} and

lathers within the

communityl as vehides for expressing and teaming {these] values' (Stahl, 20).

The

vehicles, then. also aid in conjuring and extending the outback during t(lli! rides by
symbolizing a respect for the back country environment.
Responsibtlities, however. extend'Nel beyond the semiotic messages of the rigs.

0(
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the discrete outback ventures known as trail rides. Rock Crawlers also think about the
continuance of their way d life into the distant futu'e. Many wotry that their chitdren will not
have the same opportunities to experience the outback that they currently enjoy. Therefor.
Ihey temper their actions so as to extend the outback into the distant future.
This attitude mandates the continuance of respectful attitudes towards the back
country environment Rock CI'3'Mers realize that many groups do not want them entering
these tracts of land with their 4x4s. They also know that theSe groups wait fOr motorized
trail users to "blaze trails.' leave litter behind. or otherwise compromise the quality of the
outback. so they can use these instances as fodder fOr the political machine bent upon
closure of these places to a1l4x4 use. Consequently, even while not on organized trail
rides. most drivers continue to follow the off-road etiquette tenets. These actions result
from a sense of responsibility to the rest of the group. Even while not on trajls, many Rock
Crawlers see themselves as ambassadors fOr the community.

That is, they try to be

positive role models in their broader oommunities to reveal that Rock Crawtefs are not the
stereotypically degenerate people they believe non-group individuafs imagine them to be.
In this ltght. the context for nx:k aawling performances extends well beyond trails
winding through the back oountry.

n alsO extends out of the garages and back yards where

the vehicles are constnJcted. The sense of responsibility mandated by these traditions
flows into everyday actions in the work arena, school, the grocery store, church, and city
streets. These values follow Rock Crawlers everywtlere. whether they be in their rigs or
nol. Competence is thus characterized by one's continual mindfulness of a deep-seated
responsibility 10 the outbadl: and to the group.
This awareness might be a solution to the dilemma created by taking motorized
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vehides into areas deemed by some to be too fragile for motorized transport. The caring
and mindfulness generated through outback competence. if Practiced equally by all
recreational communities. could ease-if not cease-the degradation of these fragile places.
Recreationalists could mOderate their baCk country interactions through practices they
would be acculturated to view as proper and mandatory. Abusing these places. no matter
how minor. would be seen as taboo. It is only through sUCh belief-motivated practices that
these places will continue for the lives of the animals and plants existing there. and also for
future human enjoyment. If these thought processes do not spread. taking hold universally
among recreational communities (and those other communities included within the muniple
use category) these special places may vanish forever.

FINAL WORDS

When considering this research and its conclusions, it is important to keep in mind
that I am a Rock Crawler. As a member of this folk group I am a part of both the culture
and its attendant politics.

This is a boon in that I know many individuals within the

community and I am aware of the group centered values motivating their actions. Yet it has
been problematic to research and write about my culture while maintaining an ability to
remove myself. and my inherited assumptions, from the group's politics. Even my most
strident attempts at being detatched from these presumptions are still colored by this
political baggage. I have attempted to draw this "tint" out of the work by inviting other
folklorists-Andrew Bay, Mij(eI Koven, Michael RObidoux-to view and experience aspects
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of rock crawling activities along with myself. Conversations with these SCholars about what
we observed has helped

me to view rock crawting culture from different vantage points.

Conversations with thesis readers and editors has also added new and differing
perpectives.

Of course. these SCholars still have limited influence upon the tone and

content of the previous pages, which are ultimately the product of my mind. As such.
readers must remember that my perspectNes conceming rock aawling cuhure cannot

h~p

but flow from a vantage from within the group
In conclusion, the previous chapters ostensibly cover the tradrtional gestalts of the
physical environment which comprise Rock Crawlers' notions of the outback. Discussions
have considered the creative and social traditions revealing theSe be+iefs. Yet, a deeper
conceptual thread than the topics of the preceding six chapters binds this work together'
the traditions each chapter studies mandate actions. Because of their beliefs concerning
the character, values, and benefits, associated with the back country. Rock Crawlers'
pert"ormances. whether seff conscious or otherwise. are bound by traditions of
appropriateness and responsibility. On an immediate level. this discussion helps readers
understand the Rock Crawling community, a frequently misunderstood group. However,
I hope readers grasp this work on a broader and more transcendent level. This is that

regionally-basec:f communities operate through dynamics arising from wrthin group-<:entered
perceptual canons conceming the environment and locations in which they exist. These
traditional environmental notions affect, and are revealed through. the creative and social
traditions of all group members,

, I work from the belief that region can apply to an area as diminutive as a neighborhood.
or as expansive as the boundaries of a nation.
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Air Compressor:

Many 4x4s now have air compressors installed under their

hood so that owners can fill their tires following a trail ride.
Some rigs can even run air tools with these compressors. ARB
"Air Lockers" are activated via air provided by "on-board"
compressors.
Air down

Off-roadefs let the air out of their tires before driving off-road.
This not only increases traction but can extend the life of one's
tires. Wrth less air, tires are less lik8ty to bOunce and Skip on
sharp rocks. less air also provIdeS a softer, smoother ride.

Most Rock Crawters air down to: 5-18 Ibs. on front tires, and 315 tbs. on rear tires. However, some drivers go lower.
Samurai owners have been known to drop to 3 Ibs. in the front
and 1/b. (or less) in the rear. Tire size, tire construction (biasply or radial), and vehicle weight all affect these pressure
combinations. More air is almost always used on the front tires
to compensate for the engine's weight. (figs: 5.3. 5.4)
Air Locker:

A Iot:*erthat is actuated via compressed air. This system can
be tumed on and off. When the unit is off the axle performs
like it did in its stock configuration. Wtlen the unit is engagedvia a toggle switch within the 4x4-the axle is locked solid, there
is no differentiation.

B.l.M.:

Bureau of Land Management.
The government agency
charged with managing and protecting publicly held lands.

Body Panel·

The term body panel usually refers to the 4x4s fender panels
Rocker Panels (rockers) are also occasionally refelTed to in this
way.

Bottom Out

(1)Y\1hen a vehide SO'8peS its undercaniage on trail obstacles.
(2) When a vehide's suspension fully compresses, resulting in

full contact with the bump-stops or the shock absorbers.
Usually the 4x4 will "heave· up and down vicMently in such
instances.
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Bullet Proof:

A part (Of 4x4) that is buih so strongly or so well that it will not
break while off·road. People nO'N' also say "Bomb proof:

Chicken Route:

A trail spur that circumvents a difficutt obstacle. There is no
shame in using a chicken route beCause even the best drivers
oc:x:asionally have bad days.

Clearance"

The amount of unobstructed space under a vehicle.
clearance is necessary to avotd scraping obstades.

Daily Driver:

A rig that is also a primary SOU"C:le of transportation in the worka-day worid.

Dana 44:

Axles used on Chevy, Dodge, and Ford % ton and light-duty
314 ton trucks. Usually they come from the factory as front
axtes. Jeep is CUrTet1Uy using these on the rear of their Grand
Cherokees and TJ Wranglers. This addition to the Jeeps is
due to input mto design from the Rock Crawling community.
Many Rock Crawlers replace stock axles-front and/or ,earwith the Dana 44. ft is perhaps the most versatne and widely
used replacement axle.

Dana 60'

A heavy duty ax6e utilized by Chevy, Dodge, and Ford on 314
and one-ton tn.Jd(s. (They occasionally appear on old model
Jeep pic:k-tJP tn.Jc:*s.) This is one of the most indes~
buIIet.proof-axies made. This axte is ClIfTeIltly beCOming more
~y used to rePace less beefy stock axles on many rock
crawlers. \'\'hJle not used as exten~ as the Dana 44, it is
gaining popularity.

High

Detroit:

Shortened form for Detroit Locker.

Detroit Locker.

AnoItw" name for the "No Slip" differential. This trac:tion-aiding
device (or Locker) provides full-pOlNer to both ~ s on an
axle. (Factory dif'I'erentiaIs provide pooNer to ~ one ute.)
This locker is automatic, that is. it WOI1ts continuously.

Drive Shaft::

A& part of the drive train, they extend from the transfer ease, to
the front and rear axles, carrying power from the engine. (fig:
4.7)

Fiberglass Body:

A replacement vehide body that is oonstrucled of resilient and
rust..jmpervious fiberglass. They are also considerably lighter
than the factory steel units.
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Fin

Tall and narrow sandstone formations common to southern
Utah desertscapes. They literally resemble a shark or dolphin
fin which seems to protrude from the desert floor. Some of
these can actually be traversed in a vehicle. (fig: G.1)

FIG;G.1Sands~finsheAvefromlbedesertfioor.

Firewall:

The section of a vehicle's body which separates the engine
oompartment from the interior (passenger compartment) of the
vehicle.

G.P.S.:

Global Positioning System. Using at least three orbiting
satellites to triangulate position, these units can instantly locate
a driver anywhere on Earth to within 50 feet.

Grenade:

The catastrophic failure of a costly or important part; see also:

Scatter.
High Center:

Refers to a vehide's undercarriage becoming lodged on an
obstacle. \Nhen this cx:curs at least one tire becomes air-borne
or loses traction. In many instances two or more tires wi/llose
contact with the trail. To dislodge the rig people must push,
winch, use a jack or trait debris to lift it off the obstacle.
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High-Lift Jack:

A special extended jack for off-road use. These are very tall.
more than 4 feet. for "lifted" vehides with tall tires. Uneven
terrain also necessitates jacks that are bigger than factory

Hold-Back:

The ability for gearing and engine compression to slow a
vehicle rather than the brakes.

Hubs:

These are the actuators at the ends of the front axle that
engage the axle for 4-wheeI drive use. Most are engaged with
a simple twist of the hand. (fig: G.2)

Line'

The specific paths taken over the terrain. Ideal lines are those
bringing one's vehicle into hannony with the terrain's
irregularities. rather than continuously fighting against them.

Locked-Up:

Any vehicle having at least one Locker. Vehicles can be
referred to as "locked up front and rear,· specifically meaning
that both axles have lockers.

Locker:

Traction aiding devices that replace the stock differential and
provide equal power to each wheel on an axle. These are a
must. not an option, for driving on many tough trails. Some
lockers, like Detroit Lockers and Lock-Rights. WOf1(
continuously. Other units, like the ARB "Air Locker" can be
tumed on and off.

Lock Hubs:

To manually engage one's front axle for 4-wheel drive use.
Most vehicles must be engaged manually with twist knobs at
the axle ends. Some newer vehides have systems that can be
actuated electronically from inside the vehiCle-but these are
not usually strong or reliable enough for heavy usage. Axles
that do not have hubs are usually discarded for ones that do.
(fig: G.2)

Lock-Right Locker. This locking differential operates similar to the Detroit Locker.
Like other locking differentials. it divides power evenly between
the t'NO wheels on the axle in which it is installed. Although not
as tough as the Detroit, it has nevertheless been proven
refiable on outback trails.
Nerf Bars:

Tubular bars that extend out from the vehicle frame between
the wheels and under the doors. These protect Rocker Panels
from obstacles along the traiL (figs: 4.14. 4.20, 5.15. 6.18)
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FIG: G.2 On tIus Jeep's front we the hub elcten<!s from the axIe-end Ihrougt: the center of the wheel

Nine Inch:

Shortened form for Ford's Nine Inch Axle. A heavy duty rear
axle used on Ford % ton trucks and sport utility vehicles. Their
"modular" design makes them easy to work on and modify.
Rock Crawlers now alter these units for use as front axles.
The Nine Inch is widety respected as one of the toughest axles
available.

Overdrive:

Overdrive units, such as the Ranger, work much like a Torque
Splitter. But instead of bNering gearing, overdrives raise it.

Overhang:

The amount otvehicle extending past the front or rear wheels.
The less vehide extending, the better the approach or
departure angle. (fig: 4.15)

Posi·Traction:

Chevrolet's name for their limited slip differential configuration.
Most Rock Crawlers, however, call all limited slip units Posi~

Traction (or Poois

tor short). Unlike lockers, limited slips

proportion power to the wheels on an axle. For instance,
where a locker would provide full power to the two wheels on
an axle, a limited slip might provide 60/40, 70/30, or even
80/20. Limited slips' proportioning ability puts less stress on
axles than lockers. Although this configuration often wonc:s
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better on the street than many lockers, the proportioning effect
provides greater power to air-bound tires than those on the
grOUnd. Also, limited slips are driven by clutches rather than
gears, this means they routinely wear out where lockers do not.
Reverse Cut·

Reverse cut ax1es are units that have been tumed upside down

so that the drive line enters them from the top rather than the
bottom. To work propef'1y, the 8.ldes must have gears that are
cut backwards. This "reverse cut" allows the 4x4 to go forward,
rather than baCkwards, W'hen the driver wants to go f0fW8rd.
Reverse cut axles provide two benefits: (1) raise drive lines
higher from the ground (2) ease acute drive line angles. (fig:
3.9)
Rocker Panel:

The Body Panel under the vehide doors spanning the distance
between front and rear tires.

Sand-Hill Climber:

Special 4x4s built for climbing steep sand dunes or hills at
extreme speeds. Often these rigs are built for racing. A
specific community centers around this form of off-roading.

Scatter:

Known also as "grenading." This means to shatter or break
something on a rig. Under rugged conditions when some parts
(hubs, axle shafts, differentialS) break, they do literally fly apart
as if they have eXploded.

Slick Rock:

The name given to the smooth orange, red, betge, and yellOw
sandStone of the southern Utah desert. Despite what its name
seems to imply, this stone gives better traction than the
pavement on city streets. It is rumoured that slick rock got its
name from cowboys. VJhen they attempted to ride their horses
over it, the steel horseshoes could not get traction on the
smooth stone-hence the name. (figs: 2.5, 3.13, 6.17)

Spotter:

Those individuals standing at the trail's edge who guide drivers
through difficult obstacles. TheSe individuals are usually the
trail leader, wetl known drivers, or trusted friends of the driver
attempting the obstacle. Spotters use hand signals and vocal
commands to guide drivers.

Suspension Uft:

Known as "lift kits: these are used to raise the height of a
vehicle. Softer, f1exier, springs are regularly used so as to
improve off-road performance.
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Sway Bar
Disconnects:

Torque splitter:

Rigid rods that attach from a vehide's frame to its axle and/or
suspension~. The pu'l)OSe d a SWfrf bar is to limit
body-roll, Of the body swaying, as the vehicle comers. Sway
bars work well for the streel but they hamper wheel travel
because they woO( by fighting suspension movement
Restricted suspension trave{ is an undesirable trait off-road.
Some Rock Crawlers take their sway bars off and suffer with
Iac:k-luster road performance. Others use -quick disconnedswhich ahow the sway bars to be unhooked for enhanCed off·
road perfocmance, and re-attached for excellent street
performance: they provide the beSt of both wOOds. (fig: 5.23)

A device installed between the engine and transmission or
transmission and transfer case.
These devices provide
additional gearing for one's vehicle. Some units offer the
possibility of an additional 30% gear reduction below that
offered by factory gearing. Torque splitters also offer a greater
range of gear chotces. Some vehicles with torque splitters
boast 16 forward gears and 4 reverse gear combinations.

Tie-Rod Ends:

The linkages that hold all the steering in unison. Tie-rod ends
are the links that connect tie rods to each other.

Transfer Case:

The -t-case- sits behind the transmission and is responsible for
routing outgoing power to the front and rear axles. Most tcases have 441igh, which does not change the gear ratio, and
...·wheet IoN, which significantly reduces the gear ratio to the
...... (figoO.7)

U-Bolts & Mounts:

u-boIts hold the spring to the axle. They are ·U· shaped and
extend from the mount, that seats the spring, around the ax6e
and back to the mount on the other side of the $pring.

Wheel Travef'

The cycling ability of a suspension. A suspension that only
provides ... inches up and down tire movement does not have
as much travel as one that sHows a tire to move 15 inches.
(figs: 1.25,3.6,3.7,4.36,5.21)

Winch'

Powered electrically, hydraulically, or by power take-offs from
the transmission or transfer case, these units are used to pull
vehides from dangerous or stude positions off-road. They can
be mounted on the front or rear of a vehicle. (figs: 3.5, 4.37)
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