Enter Liquid Iron Industries.  What would appear to the average passerby as a quaint garage door in a pretty run of the mill industrial park suite in southern New Jersey; is actually much more.  Few would be the wiser that inside these modest walls, tube-formed combustion powered beasts were crafted solely for the purpose of taming some of the gnarliest off road trails in the world.  Tim Diekmann's XR-23 Blackbird would be no exception to the trend.  It started as a dream, like most, and culminated to a true to life east coast race car, built to take on trails from the hills of the Pennsylvania coal region to the canyons of the California desert.

What started as plans for a cone dodging rock crawler, quickly switched gears (quite literally) to something different altogether.  "My original build plans were strictly to compete in RCrocs Class 3 rockcrawling comps and possibly some WErock pro-mod.  Next thing you know, racing comes to town and plans change" Tim said, and thus it began.

It all started with a trip to a guy's backyard to snag a surprisingly mint 1987 Jeep YJ body and frame, humble beginnings no doubt, but surely no limiting factor.  Once back at the shop the body was laid out on the chassis table and the strip down would begin.  It all had to go: tub, wiring harnesses, seats, stock roll cage, those wonderful Torx bolts, everything.  What would be left was merely a skeleton consisting of a frame, cowl and firewall, and front section of stock floor.  Any skeleton looking for new found life would need a new heart, and while most lept right for the standard LS V8 variety, Tim opted for something a little different;  a Ford 2.3L.  Oh, surely not a typo, anything that small just cant ‘hang’, right?  Well, in the game of survivability and reliability, weight is King.  King of the Hammers?  Well we will just have to wait on that one.

Sourced from the ever obscure Ford 1987 Merkur XR4Ti, the 2.3L would breathe new life into this bare skeleton in the form of a conservative 300hp by way of an HX35 turbo from a Cummins motor.  

And as expected, the engine is where the similarities to the Merkur would end.  Heated seats, power windows, power door locks and a tinted moonroof, would be replaced with .120 wall DOM tube, Twisted Stitch custom seats, parker pumper, and Bilstein 2.0" shocks, 14" & 17" travel (respectively).  The Blackbird's talons of choice would be Maxxis Trepadors in the highly proportionate 37" variety, wrapped around tried and tested Raceline 17x9" beadlock wheels.  A call to Will Carter sourced a race proven rear axle in the form of a Strange 9" with Iron third complete with a truss-dent worthy as a conversation piece for even the most seasoned racer.  Complimented by an FJ80 HP8" front, the beast had grown legs, and healthy ones at that.  Days turned to weeks, weeks to months, tape lines to tube work, and the Blackbird slowly transformed from skeleton to something more, something much, much, more.  The metamorphosis continued, sprouting arms (eight arms to be exact) with double triangulated Heretic Fab heat treated 4130 links front and rear built to withstand a beating with 2"x.250 lowers complimented by Currie 1.25" Johnny Joints all around.  Soon the Bird had found its way off of the chassis table and onto all fours, rolling freely and getting its first taste of sunlight outside the shop since its past life.  

Time seemed to move in fast forward as the hours until race day drew closer: the planned unleashing set for the Badlands KOH Qualifier in Indiana.  But the Badlands race came and went, and not long after, the final race in the local RCrocs race series.  Things were looking grim for Tim and his caged beast, that is until the Line Mountain race series decided it was time to descend upon Rausch Creek unexpectedly.  Race day was set, the race team was named (Molten Motorsports), the number was picked (4343), and the deadline was noted.  "High speed, 100 rigs, what could go wrong? We were destined to be there." Tim exclaimed looking back.  Sure, we had all seen 100 rigs in a race, thats really nothing new, King of the Hammers takes that many rock racers to the desert every year, however this is no desert.  These are the hills of Pennsylvania, a wild world set far back into the wooded countryside, rich with coal and mud, rocks and dirt.  100 rigs at Rausch Creek was akin to 500 rigs at KOH, with equatable madness.

The Blackbird's skin took shape as a slick smoked lexan, encasing a chassis sprayed in John Deere Blitz Black.  The motor was returned to it's tube cradle with a mere 12 days on the clock until the green flag would drop at Rausch.  Finally came the vital life lines of the machine turned beast with general plumbing, fuel system work, and intercooler.  From there on would become a blur, late nights spent prepping, chasing problems, finding solutions, all part of a racers life which is something Tim would learn to become accustomed to in this newfound competitive racing lifestyle.  Then came the night before race day, and the tuning breakdown.  "No matter what we did, the air/fuel was all over the place. Too rich, too lean, etc. We were ready to call it quits when Kyle (my employee and co-driver) decided to try it out with no chip at all, stock tune. In theory this won't work at all since we are running a MAF sensor, 60lb injectors, and a huge turbo. Somehow, somewhere, someone decided this combo works together with the stock tune. It's a hair rich, but it ran, and ran hard." Tim recounted.  The beast crawled its way onto the trailer around 3AM to lie in wait for its first feeding frenzy later that day, a few hours to the north west. 

Tim and Kyle arrived to Rausch later that morning with the Blackbird in tow eagerly looking to unleash their creation on the spread of racers staging before them.  Off the trailer and 10 minutes later they found themselves sitting at the start line, at the helm of the Blackbird waiting their turn in line as the cars in front of them lept off and out of site into the woods around the first bend.  "I've raced many other things in my life, but sitting in this thing on the starting line really scared me. I had no seat time, no testing, no idea if it was even going to make it 20 feet. I was confident, but at the same time, not at all. I'm pretty sure Kyle just wanted to hear that turbo because he was dead set on leaving the starting line."  And with that they were off, trailing Erik Miller's roaring V8, spooling the turbo for all it was worth leaving nothing but a trail of dust in their wake.  Going on to finish 5th in class, in their first race, in a rig finished a matter of hours before the green flag, to them, the Blackbird had succeeded.  The stage was set with an entry into the King of the Hammers Last Chance Qualifier for 2011, drawing a 25th starting position gunning for a spot in the main race.  From skeleton to full on monster, the Blackbird's journey had just begun.

