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Upgrading an Early Birkin for Track Duty

story & photos by Harold Pace

eing the official Birkin importer

for the U. S. and Canada has

its advantages for Texas Motor

Works/Birkin America honcho
Dick Brink. In order to promote this primo
South African brand of kit-built tiny ter-
rors means building up a killer track car
and racing the bejeezus out of it every
chance he gets. I know, it’s a tough job,
etc, etc.

One of the benefits of Birkin owner-
ship is the dedication the factory has to
continued support for its earlier models.
Birkin strives to come out with improve-
ments on the basic design that can also be
incorporated into the early cars. Nothing
shows that concept better than the Birkin
America track car that Brink has been
flinging around racetracks for over a de-
cade. In 2001 the “Wine Sizzler” (named
for its wine-reddish-purple paint) was first
assembled with a dry-sump Ford Zetec
engine. An expensive full race preparation
program resulted in an extremely impres-
sive 220 hp. The hot engine was backed
up by a conventional H-pattern Ford close-
ratio transmission and proved to be a very
potent track car for use in National Auto
Sport Association (NASA) events.

As time went on the need for speed
increased and the Birkin was updated to
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keep up with the increasingly quick com-
petition. “In NASA we run against other
Super Sevens and motorcycle-powered
racing cars like Legends Cars. It’s very
safe but the Legends cars aren’t near as
fast as we are, so it’s more fun when the
Sevens show up,” says Brink. “We typical-
ly have four to eight Sevens, and if we can
get 12 or so we can get our own class.”

He and his crew have tested dozens of
tires and wheels over the years, along with
various limited-slip differentials. Brink
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now uses a Quaife gear type LSD. He
says the disc type LSD units require more
maintenance. He also uses GAZ double-
adjustable shocks as they are one of the
few manufacturers making the 1-7/8”
diameter shock bodies the Birkin requires
for suspension clearance in front. After
extensive testing the Brink team chose
350-pound front springs and 200 pounds
in back versus the street springs (300
pounds front, 150 back).

The live axle racecar is fitted with
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Kodiac 13” three-piece racing wheels (8”
wide front, 9 back) shod with Hoosier
#25 compound slicks (10.0X22.5 rear,
8.0X22 front). Brink says street cars work
better on 15” wheels for increased ground
clearance. While the street Birkin weighs
in at 1,260 pounds, the roll cage and safety
equipment add another 80 pounds to the
racer. After all, there aren’t any “luxury”
items to strip out of a street Birkin to
reduce weight!

One other item that got upgraded was
the suspension. In 2009 Birkin widened
the front track to decrease weight transfer
to the rear end during cornering. This in-
creased stability and allowed more power
to be applied on corner exit. “It turns in
better and has a better turning radius,” he
says. Brink installed a wide track conver-
sion to his car and recommends it to own-
ers of older Birkins who run lots of track
or autocross events.

Brink is also a believer in the live axle
rear end for racing. “It works as well as
the IRS (independent rear suspension) sys-
tem on smooth tracks, but it doesn’t ride
as well on the street.” New Birkins come
standard with IRS and the wide track front
end.

The biggest upgrade was in the engine
compartment, where the trusty iron-block
Zetec got the boot in favor of the new
aluminum-block Ford Duratec engine.
Installing the Duratec was easy — the only
changes needed were a new bellhousing
and motor mounts. The Duratec proved
a big step up from the Zetec, which had
smaller valves and a less efficient cylinder
head. Brink stuck with a wet-sump system
on the new engine to save both money and
weight. “If you keep your rpm under about
7,800 rpm you probably don’t need dry
sump,” Brink explains. The racer uses a
Raceline oil pan with swinging trap doors
to control the oil.

Like most Birkins that Brink sells, his
racer is fed by a Haltech Platinum 1000
engine management system that works
with engine vacuum to achieve fine tuning.
The performance maps can be modified on
a PC to work with superchargers or other
performance changes. Race technician
Jorge Rubio worked with Haltech and AT
Power to develop the intake system for the
Birkin. Rubio also found that the sensor
setting may require adjustment depending
on the year of the engine. The result is a
potential 285 hp at 9,000 rpm using Cos-
worth Stage 4 cams and upgraded crank,
rods and pistons. Brink emphasizes he
doesn’t use the full 9,000 rpm on the track.
The engine currently has 13.5:1 compres-
sion, which requires racing fuel, but 11.2:1
pistons can be used with premium pump
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gas in street engines. “Octane improvers
won’t help,” Brink adds. Rubio also made
up the wiring loom from scratch, set up
the dual channel wideband system and
calibrated the computer to match.

DRIVING THE WINE SIZZLER

Brink recently let me take his prize
racer around the Motorsport Ranch track
and it was an eye opener. The Duratec
engine, even in a relatively early stage of
tune, was noticeably more muscular than
a Zetec-powered car I drove a while back.
Last year I drove a Birkin with IRS and
the live-axle car doesn’t seem to leave
much on the table in comparison. The
engine pulled hard and the car was a blast
to drive. On the tight sections it’s respon-
sive and predictable, while maintaining
stability on the fast sweepers. The only
problem I encountered was the new Quaife
six-speed sequential gearbox, which is
difficult to get used to. Brink assures me
once you have been shifting it for a while
it is quicker and results in lower lap times,
which is the whole idea. I would not
recommend this box for street use, but for
track cars it’s obviously the way to go.

This Birkin has also been set up with
a combination of gauges and warning
lights to alert the driver of shift points, oil
pressure and temperature. A special cam-
era also records the gauges during track
sessions so that they can be studied later.
From watching the gauges they found they
were not having oil starvation problems in
corners, despite the use of the wet sump.

The seats are one of the three op-
tional Birkin seats. They are called the
Sport Racer seat and Brink likes them
better than the full-race seats offered. I
thought they had plenty of support and
were quite comfortable on the track. The
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extensive roll cage is required for racing,
and although Brink had this one custom-
fabricated years ago, Birkin now offers
a similar one as an option. Other safety
equipment fitted includes a fire system, a
7-gallon fuel cell and racing seat belts.

POWER FOR THE FUTURE

Racecars never stop developing or
they slip to the back of the grid. Brink,
Rubio and supercharger expert Terry
Woods from The Supercharger Store,
have been developing an ATI Procharger
gear-driven supercharger program for the
Duratec that they hope will give big power
with minimum changes on the engine.
“The stock engine with the standard Birkin
equipment puts out about 195 hp. With the
Procharger bolted on we expect to have
302 hp,” Brink says. He will have to build
a new engine, though, with much lower
compression to go with the blower.

HOW FAST DO YOU WANT TO GO?
As anyone who has raced can tell you,
any competition effort is capable of soak-
ing up as much money as you are willing
to pour into it. Brink says it would cost
about $60,000 for he and Rubio to build
you a Birkin identical to this one. Rubio
has many hours in fabrication time honing
the purple racer to racing condition. “Jorge
Rubio is very, very good at what he does,”
says Brink. Or you could buy the raw parts
for the rolling chassis for about $19,800
and put your own engine and transmission
in it. The good news is that the classes the
Birkin competes in are fairly stable and
you can expect the car to remain competi-
tive for a long time. The Wine Sizzler has
been running at the front for ten years now
and doesn’t look like it’s ready to retire
any time soon! KCB
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