King of the Hammers, potentially the hardest single day off road race in the United States, possibly the world.  Appropriately labled "The Ultimate Desert Race", KOH is unlimited four wheel drive racing at its finest, a true to life "run what ya brung" event, no classes, one winner, one King.  As long as you meet the safety specs put in place by Hammerking (the event's sanctioning body) and have a transfercase for four wheel drive, you are elligible to race.   However not just anyone can show up to King of the Hammers and secure themselves a spot in line on race day, drivers are selected via national qualifier events, each of which exist as stand alone races on their own spread across the United States.  From the rolling wooded hills of eastern Pennsylvania to the rocky canyons of Nevada, racers have their shot of qualifying for the big show and a chance at the throne.


Ground zero for the race is Johnson Valley, California.  Set deep into the California Mojave Desert, JV is often likened to the moon, or Mars, and rightfully so.  The terrain and environment is simply unforgiving, the desert stretches as far as the eye can see in all directions, speckled with rough patches of desert brush and rock.  The horizon is broken up by the surrounding mountain ranges, as well as the menacing set of trails of which the event's name hails from, "The Hammers".  Made up of trails like "Sledge Hammer", "Jackhammer", "Clawhammer", and many others in the surrounding canyons, they make up what is considered to be some of the hardest trails in the country, a mecca for rock crawlers.  Used for many years in the past as a bombing range for the U.S. Military, Johnson Valley is about as savage as it gets, the perfect venue for a race like KOH.


The "cars" (as west coasters refer to them as) at KOH are a spectacle all on their own.  Born from the influences of desert racers and rock crawlers, these multipurpose machines rocket at speeds around 100 mph through whooped out desert and dry lakebed, and then change roles entirely in the canyon trails slowing to 5-10mph, navigating technical rock sections.  A vast mix like this demands a car with a full tube chassis, built to withstand the rigors of everything the desert has to offer.  Things like bypass shocks, coilovers, and air bumps are common place in a KOH car's suspension setup along side the tried and true triangulated 4-link set up.





This is the fourth, technically fifth iteration of the event since its inception 5 years ago, what began as a bet/friendly wager between buddies, quickly took on steam to become one of the most toiling, demanding, and difficult off road races in all of motorsports.


And here I stood, among some of the most amazing pieces of machine I had ever witnessed rocketing across a (mostly) dry desert lakebed, to the soundtrack of engine notes ranging from mild 4 cylinders to roaring 8 cylinder powerhouses.  Gleaming shock absorbers, worth much or more of what my Jeep Cherokee back home would blue-book for, sat waiting in each rig for the proverbial moment of lift-off where they would, to the best of their efforts, attempt to lend some form of control to the heaping tube monsters that sat above them.


Upon heading out into the seemingly endless desert, it is then when you are granted an almost pure silence, interrupted only by the occasional distant brap of engine echoing off the canyon sides near-by.  It is here where you realize where you are. The greatest event in rock-sports, and arguably for some, in motorsports.


For ages, desert racing remained synonymous with advanced independent suspensions and unthinkably deep pockets with equally thick wallets, but KOH would bring a new player to desert whoops, the rock crawler and weekend warrior.  What was once mostly unattainable to what some would call “an average joe” would now be completely realistic given the right amount of motivation and drive.  Not to say it would be “cheap”, but certainly attainable.  The “no-chase race” grassroots aspect of King of the Hammers would prove to be a great appeal to many people in the sport, both new and old, and this would show in full force come February 11th, 2011.


The sun rose just like any other on this day, to the east, and through the mountain range, but this time it would reveal a new city.  A completely mobile city assembled in the middle of the California desert dubbed, Hammertown.  A barren lakebed two weeks before, gave way to an estimated 20,000+ people living out of RVs, tents, wheeling rigs, you name it, spanning across Means Lakebed in Johnson Valley.  All people there gathered for the sole purpose of experiencing this event.


The tension rose as the clock counted down until go-time.  Teams scrambled doing last minute checks and passing on their good luck wishes to the competitors at their side, it was time to check all ill-will and differences at the door, it was race time.  A time many of these men and women have worked all year, or in some cases, their entire life for.  As I adjusted my gear, I observed the environment around me, if only in passing.  In the crossfire of sunlight peaking through the mountain valley, you could see each breath, with each passing one the start of the race grew closer, and the spectacle just that much more real.





And thus began what was described to be the 135 mile long car crash through open desert and some of the United States’ most challenging winding rock trails.  It wasn't long before the desert was littered with race cars, some moving, some broken, but all in search of the crown.  Rock racing legend Shannon Campbell in his unique IFS race car would eventually go on to win the event, just as he did in 2008, for his first return to the throne since.  It wouldnt come without its struggle or hardships, but in the end all glory is earned, and lost, here in the valley of the kings.





