Connecticut, the state doesnt exactly represent a wheeler's paradise, or even a wheeler's vacation spot, but come this weekend in October, that all would change in the northern portion of the state.  The Great American Jeep Rally (jeeprally.org) descended upon Somers Connecticut on October 3rd this year, marking the ninth iteration of the show since its inception in 2001.  With 740 jeeps in attendance, the show had grown substantially since its modest roots in 2001, which at the time weighed in at a respectable 200 Jeeps, not bad for a freshman effort. 


We arrived early in the morning, greeted by a chorus of 4.0 motors making their way around the fairground in preparation of the day’s show. I watched as a helicopter passed overhead at treetop level, helo rides being one of the new attractions this year to the rally.  The smell of funnel cakes and fuel filled the air.  This one was gonna be good. 


I made my way through the crowd of people down what appeared to be the main row of vendors/show jeeps to meet with Ian and see what our plan was for the day.  Passing by all the regional jeep clubs, manufacturer vendors, merchandise vendors, and parts resellers, I couldn’t help but think that this really was the real deal.  JKs, TJs, WJs, XJs, CJs, KJs, MJs, ZJs, Willys, FSJs, the list went on and on.  Every conceivable Jeep since the creation of the brand was here today for the show in force, ranging from pavement pounding show rigs, to rock stomping crawlers, all the way to the mud boggers, if you were a Jeep enthusiast, this was where you needed to be in October. 


My second stop was a no-brainer, looking down the grid of Jeeps, the rock garden was easy to spot.  A staple of the rally each year, the rock garden gave anyone in attendance a chance to take their jeep to 4-low and get some seat time in front of the crowd.  Some chose speed, some chose finesse, but everyone exited the garden with a smile on their face and a few extra scratches on the underside of their jeep, all in the spirit of the Jeep Rally.  Again I found myself navigating the maze of Jeeps, all set up in row upon row, on my way to the helicopter where Ian and Crawl had arranged for Ian and I to take flight with the pilot over the show for some aerial photos and video.  We met with the crew briefly and before we knew it we were being buckled in and wired into the comms system so that we could talk while airborne over the onboard radio.  Up we went into the autumn sky, only from up here could you really appreciate the expanse of the show and the amount of attendees there.

 What was once a maze of Jeeps was now a carpet of them below us, with ant sized people crowding around the pebbles of the rock garden below. The pilot took us into a sideways yaw maneuver over the mass of Jeeps as people below looked upward.  I kept filming as the  array of colored vehicles below gave way to the autumn foliage beyond as we flew on. After taking us for a few extra loops for the sake of the photography, we were back on the ground and on the move again.  The show was winding to a close, the awards/raffles were being announced, the crowd was thinning and the vendors were closing up, but our time for the rally was hardly over. 


Since Ian started attending the show, one of the raffles offered at the event was an “Ian Johnson Trail Ride” that would on the day following the event at an “undisclosed location”, this time in rolling hills of New Hampshire.  One lucky winner would be awarded the chance to come along on the ride with a pre-determined group.  My group and I left the Jeep Rally and took the few hour road trip over the border of MA and then NH, arriving at sunset to find our hotel for the night, where we would pack it in to awake early in the morning to hit the trails.

The ride is put on by the NEA4WD (nea4wd.org) and its members, and is held on private land maintained and marked by the organization.  Set deep in the autumn New Hampshire countryside, it was sure to be a good time with great scenery and terrain to be had.  We awoke early in the morning to a cold dew on the ground and a certain crispness in the air, to which we gathered our gear and hit the road to the trailhead to meet up with the guys on the run.  After navigating a seemingly endless sprawl of winding roads through the woods, we arrived at the spot, I use "spot" loosely when it should really be "park".  The entrance road widens out into a large grassy field or "campground" as we were told, encircled entirely in a forest of evergreen trees, complete with pavilion, picnic tables and a big spot to stage vehicles/trailer.  Local NEA4WD guys Ryan Frost and Scott Dollard were quick to greet us alongside Ian, this trio would be our guides for the day as we did our best to capture the run with our cameras.  We would be making a video of the trailride (available at the new crawlmag.com) as well as taking pictures for this article the rest of the day, so we made sure all of our stuff was together and charged and we got with our rides for the day.  After a quick briefing to the groups headed out that day (a hardcore & mild group) we were off and into the woods in search of our first obsctale challenge.  The hardcore group was made up mostly of the guys who had replaced their vehicle bodies with tube work and didnt much mind taking a nose dive off a rock ledge, while the mild guys were a little more in tune with their love for sheetmetal, and probably felt the nose dive was a little overrated.  

The first thing I will say is, I was impressed with this setup they had here on this small parcel of private land.  I expected just a basic trail system with a few hard core obstacles, as per the norm with runs similar to this, but was pleasently surprised in the first two minutes driving out into the woods.  At each trailhead a well marked trail sign was placed, and not just a piece of paper with some sharpie scrawled out on it, these signs were computer designed, laminated, and gave the place a very official and well thought out feel.  The trails were all named and labeled with their difficulty so you knew what you were getting into before jumping in head first (and ending up rubber side up!).  In no time we had found our first obstacle, a tall slick rock ledge followed by a rock notch carved out of the damp forest floor.  "Well, this is gonna be a show today" one of the guys in the group exclaimed, referring to the extreme amount of rain the region had seen earlier in the week.  What was once a normally pretty dry "mild" arrangement of trails (by buggy standards) was now a slick mud-coated throttle assault.  One by one the masses of tube made their way up the climb, throttle pinned, tires spinning.  The first rig, a familiar rig to me but not driver this time around,  Miguel Nobre driving David Smiley's old tube buggie took to the climb, spinning up the tires, cutting his wheel back and forth searching for the right traction as his Krawlers heated up to the occasion.  As soon as the rig caught the right momentum it shot up and was onto the next obstacle in line.  Aaron Turcotte followed up with similar efforts, his custom chassis' and V8 long wheelbase making short work of the ledge in a growling assault forward, the other guys following up closely behind.  

We made our way through the woods, mostly on foot when we could keep up, following the buggies down the more difficult stretch of trails until we found our next section to conquer, this time being a selection.  On one side, you had a super steep climb, snaking up and around the side of a small hill, all dirt, and by dirt I mean that damp, wet, soggy dirt, not quite mud, but the kind that makes you do a whole lot of rooster tailing and not a whole lot of moving forward.  On the other side, you had a shorter climb, but steeper yet, and by steeper I mean the kind of climb that puts you in position for an olympic style backflip...that is if the Olympics allowed tube buggies (and if they knew these guys they probably would). 

Joe Pierce stepped up to the plate, in his mostly new four seater buggy.  An unpainted jungle gym of tube, this wasnt just any trail riding family four seater, one blip of the throttle is all you needed to hear to know this thing meant business.  A 454 big block made itself known to my eardrums as I watched through the lens of my camera the rig lining up for the steep dirt climb.  If you've never heard gratuitous use of a rev limiter before, you're missing out.  If you've never heard gratuitous use of the rev limiter on a 454 in the middle of the woods shooting terrain 40 feet in the air, you just haven't been hanging out with the right group of people.  The tube monster lept forward, spraying dirt in its wake, bouncing between two trees before stopping forward movement.  I looked on again as the rig tried a handful more times before I realized it wasnt being held up due to traction, or steepness of the obstacle, but simply because it would not entirely fit between the two trees.  Did I mention this thing was big?  Next up to bat was Adam from Clayton Off Road.  Adam was behind the wheel of the Clayton Off Road rockcrawler buggy, complete with "cheater tires" as the guys like to call them.  Cheater tires being the BFG red label Krawlers, a soft, sticky rubber compound made up these bad boys, and boy did they shine today.  Mashing the gas pedal, the Jeep 4.0 in the Clayton buggy powered all 4 Krawlers into a spin as it shot forward up the climb.  Before we knew it (and after some fancy footwork dodging the rig flying up the hill) Adam was sitting at the top of the obstacle wondering where the rest was at.  I walked over from there to see Kazu in his big white YJ attempting the opposing climb.  Like most of the rigs here, this was no normal YJ, rockwell axles slung underneath as well as another 454 motor under the hood with monster truck sized swampers  made this another unique and attention grabbing rig on the trail ride.  One by one, just as before, the guys eventually conquered the climb, some pulling cable, others just digging for traction until finally they were able to scale the height. 

From here I broke off to ride along with the mild guys for the remainder of the day, capturing some of their action on some of the more "Jeep-friendly" trails on the land.  We made our way down one of the access trails, coming upon one of the log bridges on the property.  I took some time to talk to a few of the guys on the ride about stuff like this I had seen throughout the property.  These natural bridges were built and laid by the guys in the NEA, their purpose being so the vehicles on the property could utilize a natural resource of the land to cross over some of the more delicate water crossings, made up of small streams and creeks.  Members of the NEA clubs take great pride in promoting responsible land use and are extremely proactive in protecting the land that they wheel on. Work days are scheduled to maintain the trails, just one of the many examples of "tread lightly" being practiced responsibly and put into real world use by the local clubs and organizations who enjoy use of the private land there.  Along with the log bridges, special sections of the property that were not to be tread on by vehicles were seperated from the existing trail system by barrier fences, put in place again by the users of the property.  The NEA is made up of 32 clubs that cover all of New England and some of the surrounding states, an average club within the NEA has anywhere from 10 to 75 members. 

Eventually the sun was setting, and we had to say our goodbyes to the group, but we surely were pleased with how the day had turned out.  A great ride with great people, and we ended up learning a lot about the involvement groups like this and events like this play in the land-use game for off roaders like all of us.  

