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Installing Rancho’s
RS 9000X Pro Series
coilover shocks on
the Killer Bee
By Ned Bacon Photography: Ned Bacon

“Wow, I should have
installed these
things years ago!”
This was the first

thought that went through my mind after
hitting a familiar bump and feeling virtual-
ly nothing. This bump, if hit at half the
speed I was now traveling, would have
previously sent a compressing blow up
my spine and a whiplash effect to my
neck. My old Killer Bee rockcrawler has
been transformed into a prerunner buggy.
It’s now capable of flying over rough ter-
rain that previously meant slow going or
suffering painful repercussions up one’s
backside, not to mention worrying about
breaking or bending the thing.

How did this phenomenon come about?
Three items:Coilover shocks,proper spring
rates, and nitrogen bumpstops.First, a little
history: I set up my Willys-based Jeep with a
homebuilt and home-designed coil-spring
suspension back in 1996. At the time, I
stretched the wheelbase from 81 to 98
inches and utilized 35⁄8 x 14-inch free-stand-
ing stock car coils from Afco.Not knowing
any better, I assumed the front was heavier
than the rear and I needed a stiffer-rate
spring up front. I started with 300 lb/in in
front and 250 lb/in in the rear.Over the last
10 years, the control-arm geometry has
been improved,various shocks have been
tried, and all the springs wound up being
300-pounders.For slow-speed,high-articula-
tion rockcrawling, the Jeep worked great,
pulling off some amazing feats over the
years.But when asked to go fast over wash-
board roads or rough two-tracks, the ride
was akin to a bout in the ring with a prize-
fighter. It just flat beat you up.

I put up with this ride for so long

TO CRAWL OR
HAUL? DO BOTH

because (a) it rode so much better than leaf
springs and an 81-inch wheelbase, (b) it
worked so well in the rocks, I was afraid to
mess with it, and (c) I was worried about
the expense of coilovers and the seemingly
trial-and-error approach to getting them set
up properly. It seemed that everyone I
talked to had a different answer, and
nobody was quite sure about anything.
However, they were doing something right
because trying to hang with friends in
newer,coilover-sprung machines was
impossible. So I went coilover shopping.

There are many quality coilover shocks
on the market, and all of them are fully
rebuildable so you can fine-tune them to
the ride you want.Choosing the correct
coil springs to slide over the shocks
requires knowing the ideal spring rates for
your rig.Finding this is a process that
involves math and formulas, subjects I’m
terrible at. I could see why I’d put this mod-
ification off, and was contemplating
continuing to do so. Then Rancho came
out with its RS 9000X Pro Series fully
adjustable coilover shocks. At less than
$400 apiece with the coils included, they
are a bargain, and Rancho’s Web site
(www.gorancho.com) has a section devot-
ed to choosing spring rates that even my
math-impaired brain could figure out. The
shocks are offered in 32-inch and 36.29-
inch extended lengths.

The RS 9000X features an adjustment

knob, just like the company’s other 9000-
series shocks. This knob allows you to
adjust the shock’s damping characteristics
without taking them apart to change shims
and/or oil volume. You can even set them
up with an in-cab remote for on-the-fly
adjustments of compression and rebound
damping. While they may not be as tunable
as higher-dollar, take-apart shocks, that little
knob still makes a huge difference in ride
quality from 1 to 9, and the range is more
than adequate for a rock buggy.Hell,we’re
not running the Baja 1000,and our rigs are
far from Trophy Trucks!  Although we’ll
probably never run 1,000 miles flat-out, the
RS 9000Xs still feature remote nitrogen-
charged reservoirs for extra fluid capacity,
which keeps the shock from aerating (and
then fading) during long high-speed runs.

An area of concern is the weld on the
mounting eyes which replace the cool
looking, and much stronger,CNC-machined
units on higher-dollar shocks. When utiliz-
ing a coilover as your spring medium,all
the weight of your rig is supported through
the shock’s eyelets, and in the case of the
Ranchos,by these welds.Break one,and
your suspension collapses. The question is,

just how strong is strong enough? So far
I’ve had no problems.Further convincing
that they are strong enough came after
watching Rancho’s own Bob Willis beat the
stuffing out of the company’s rock-buggy
racer at a rock race in Moab.Bob,and the
car’s builder,Rob Bonning,have both told
me they have only broken one shock in
two years of competitive racing. While
they don’t look as nice, the Rancho weld-
ons do feature Heim-jointed eyelets that,
after months of my pounding them,have
yet to become loose or start squeaking.

So the shock bodies seem strong
enough,and the damping they provide is
awesome, so the next issue that needs to
be addressed is choosing the springs.
Rancho sells the RS 9000X complete with
two Eibach springs per shock,plus the nec-
essary adjuster ring and slider.Rancho
offers spring rates ranging from 80 to 350
lb/in, in both 12- and 14-inch heights. The
rates you want can be calculated with the
info on Rancho’s Web site. I went one step
further and consulted with someone who
really understands chassis dynamics. In my
case, that is Jim Frens from Nth Degree
Mobility. The numbers needed are axle

� This is one complete 36-inch extended-length RS
9000X as shipped. The two Eibach springs are
included in the price, and you can pick your rates
anywhere in a range between 80 and 350 lb/in. The
shorter 12-incher goes on the top and is a lighter rate
than the longer 14-inch unit which is installed on the
bottom. The formulas to figure out the proper spring
rates for your rig can be found on Rancho’s Web site.
Be prepared to know the weights of various compo-
nents of your rig in order to dial in the proper
suspension tuning for it.

� Assembling the shocks is easy and doesn’t require
any special tools. First, slide this aluminum adjuster
sleeve and threaded collar onto the shock body.

� The adjuster sleeve is installed from the bottom of
the shock (as are all the spring components). It bot-
toms out against this lip formed in the shock body.

SUSPENSIONS THAT WORK

1

2

3



78 March 2007 FOUR WHEELER

SOURCE
Rancho Suspension
www.gorancho.com

weights front and rear, the total vehicle
weight, the front-half weight and the rear-
half weight of the whole rig, and the
weight of a tire and wheel.From these
numbers, Jim calculated my static spring
load and determined the best spring rates
for the front and rear. These numbers are
then plugged into another formula to deter-
mine the best individual rate for each of
the two springs that are stacked together
over each shock body,providing a progres-
sive rate and allowing a proper frequency
split, front to rear. The frequency split is
important so the rig won’t “hobbyhorse”
over washboards or consecutive bumps.

Then there is more math to fine-tune the
rates after taking into account the angles
the coilovers are mounted at in relation to
the axle/frame centerlines. As you can see,
it’s a complicated process that involves a
more in-depth explanation than we have
room for here.

Suffice to say,he got it right,or at least far
better than it’s ever been. The Jeep is an
entirely different vehicle when driven fast
on rough roads.No longer do I cringe at an
upcoming bump or dip that there is no time
to slow down for. In the Oregon sand dunes
recently, the rig was incredible,soaking up
witch’s holes and jumps like a proper sand
buggy.But the best part is I have not found
any of the Bee’s rockcrawling ability to have
been compromised.None of its control-arm
geometry has changed,so it ’wheels like it
always has and actually has more travel and
more ground clearance than before. An
added bonus of coilovers is that they are
adjustable for height,so I’ve been able to
add a little. The 36-inch-long shocks with 14
inches of travel also allow the axles to articu-
late further than before.

There was still one more component
that needed to be addressed.Physics is
physics, and what goes up must come
down.Having the proper spring rate and
great damping to control it adds up to
faster speed.Faster speed creates more sus-
pension movement, and eventually you’re
gonna run out of it. This is when things
can get ugly as metal collides with metal.
This is the zone where good bumpstops
come into play.For the answer to this prob-
lem,see “What Goes Bump”on page 80.

In retrospect,after experiencing the huge
improvement in ride and the dual sportabili-
ty the old Bee can now achieve,I wish I’d
installed coilovers a long time ago.However,
there weren’t Rancho RS 9000Xs around
until recently,and between their friendly
price,helpful Web site,and built-in adjusta-
bility, I think they were worth the wait.

� Next, slide the 12-inch, lighter-rate spring into
place. Then slide the nylon slider onto the shock
body. I originally installed it (as this photo shows)
with the long side of the sleeve up. After a few test
runs, I noticed that the slider was bottoming against
the adjuster sleeve before the upper spring was
reaching total bind. This was limiting the total travel
of the softer end of the progressive rate the dual-
spring setup provides. A flip of this slider, so that the
short side was up, solved the problem.

� The 14-inch, higher-rate bottom spring is then
installed against the short side of the slider. Finally,
the aluminum spring retainer slides on, and the
whole package is ready to install on your rig.

� This is my area of concern. The shock’s spherical
rod-end mounts are welded on instead of being CNC-
machined pieces like those found on higher-priced
coilovers. Time will tell how they hold up, but so far,
after eight months of abuse, all is well. Note the red
adjuster knob, which has nine positions of adjust-
ment for compression and rebound. The difference
between 1 and 9 is huge and very noticeable from
the seat of the pants.

� The RS 9000X is equipped with remote nitrogen-
charged reservoirs for extra fluid capacity. This aids
in keeping the shock from fading during prolonged
use at high speeds. It’s doubtful a rock buggy will
ever generate enough prolonged speed to overwork
these shocks—think prerunning a 250-mile desert
race course flat-out. (Note: I just had to change those
Rancho Red coils to Killer Bee Yellow.)

� Before: This was the right-front suspension setup
on the Bee before changing to coilovers. The coils
were 300 lb/in, 35⁄8 x 14-inch Afco stock-car units
and were captured at both ends. Shocks were
Bilstein 6000s. Note the tennis balls inside the
springs that provided a bit of bumpstop action.

	 After: Changing over to the Rancho coilovers was
pretty easy. They fit in the same place as the old
shocks. I had to reinforce the mounts to handle the
weight of the entire vehicle being passed through
them. The brackets that held the old springs are now
utilized for the Light Racing JounceShocks featured
on page 80. FW
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