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E28 M5

Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 3453cc, 24v
Max power: 286bhp @ 6500rpm
Max torque: 251Ib ft @ 4500rpm
Top speed: |55mph

0-60mph: 6.2sec
On sale: 1984-87/

E34 M5 (3.8)

Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 3795¢cc, 24v
Max power: 340bhp @ 6900rpm
Max torque: 295b ft @ 4750rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 59sec

On sale: 1992-95

e

E30 M3 Sport Evolution
Engine: In-line 4-cyl, 2467cc, 16v
Max power: 235bhp @ 7000rpm
Max torque:|77lb ft @ 4750rpm
“'I'T::';_J speed: [54mph .
0-60mph: 6.1sec

On sale: 1990
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E46 M3 CSL

Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 3246cc, 24v
Max power: 355bhp @ 7900rpm
Max torque: 2/3b ft @ 4900rpm
Top speed: [55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 4.8sec

On sale: 2003-05

Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 320lcc, 24v
Max power: 32[bhp @ 7400rpm
Max torque: 258|b ft @ 3250rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 5.2sec

On sale: [998-2002

Engine: V8, 494lcc, 32v

Max power: 400bhp @ 6600rpm
Max torque: 3691b ft @ 3800rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 4.8sec

On sale:1998-2003
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E46 M3 'CS
Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 3246¢c, 24v
Max power: 338bhp @ 7900rpm
Max torque: 269 ft @ 5000rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 5.1sec
On sale: 2005-07

Z4 M Coupe

Engine: In-line 6-cyl, 3246cc, 24v
Max power: 338bhp @ 7900rpm
Max torque: 269Ib ft @ 4900rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 4.9sec

On sale: 2006-present

Engine: V10, 4999cc, 40v

Max power: 500bhp @ 7/50rpm
Max torque: 383lb ft @ 6/00rpm
Top speed: |55mph (limited)
0-60mph: 4.5sec

On sale: 2005-present




THE ELIMINATOR

Our initial group of 12
M-cars will fight it out
over two days to see
which four go through

to stage two to meet

the new M3. And what
better venue to make the
decision than the quiet,
challenging roads of
South Wales (left)

hat 1s the greatest
BMW M-car ever
made? Not the biggest,
the most powerful or
the best-selling — though
our winner may also count
one or more of these as an
accolade — but the most engaging, inspiring
and downright entertaining drivers’ car to
wear the M badge. There 1s certainly no
shortage of contenders, with almost 30 years
of M-cars to choose from, including four
generations each of M3 and M5.
To have included every M-series car would
have been spectacular but impractical and
probably emotionally overwhelming, so

we had to be selective. Our first decision
was to make this a full-on M-car-only test,
rejecting the half-hearted cars, specifically
the two versions of the M5351. Next we
weeded out the derivatives — the convertibles,
the Tourings and the like — then we got
specific with the models, selecting what we
considered to be the best version of each.
For instance when it came to the second
generation (E34) M5, we chose the 3.8-litre
six-speed.

sStill we ended up with 13 cars, our
contenders ranging from the first of the
breed, the M1 supercar of ’78, to the brand
new ’08 model year M 3. We felt it was
important to include all the current M-cars
as a statement of where the division 1s now,
so the Z4 M Coupe and V10-engined M5
and M6 are in, but they have to compete for
a place in the second stage. Only the V8 M3,
the newest M-car, gets a bye to the final.

Stage One

A dozen cars and only four places up for
grabs. [t didn’t sound easy when we planned
it, and now, standing in the small car park

of our hotel in Abergavenny, South Wales,
surrounded by M-cars, the task looks both
thrilling and daunting. ‘The generous owners
who have brought along the older models
have bagged the best parking spaces, and
I’'m not the only one to notice the high
Niirburgring sticker count. It’s a mark of
the passion these cars inspire, an atfirmation
that ‘M’ was originally shorthand for
‘motorsport’ (the early road-going M-cars
were created by BMW Motorsport GmbH,
the department that developed and built the
company’s competition cars).

[n the past I've enjoyed memorable drives
in almost all of the cars gathered here, but
at the outset there’s a tangible sense of
adventure. Will the older cars feel under-

Greatest Ever

M-—car-

powered? Will the new cars feel less tactile?
Will there be anything approaching a
consensus among the five of us whose job it
is to decide which cars make the cut? And
where do you start? Actually, the answer to
the last question 1s easy: at the beginning.

M1 (1978-1981)

The daddy of the M-series cars is the

most exotic of them all, and although 1t

bequeathed those that followed only one

substantial element, that element was

rare in ability and rich in character — the

magnificent 3.5-litre, 24-valve straight-six.
Perhaps over-ambitiously, the M1 was

BMW Motorsport GmbH’s first attempt at

a road car following its formation in 1972.

[f all had gone to plan it would have been

a successful Group 5 sports car too, but for

a variety of reasons (see box, page 84) its

intended race career went unrealised. w

evo.couk 083
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M I: never again?

BMWV had already
established its
competition
pedigree in louring
Cars when it
formulated plans
for an assault on
the World Sports
Car Championship.
The car was the
mid-engined M|, but
lacking the resources
and expertise
in-house, BMVWY
outsourced the job
of developing the car
to Lamborghini.
Unfortunately,
the Italian supercar
maker was enduring
one of its more
troubled periods and
progress was glacial.
By the time BMWV
took the project
back and made the
M| production-
ready, Group 5
regulations had
changed — eligibility

084 EVO.COLIK

required a number
of road cars to have
been delivered.
The M| had
missed the boat, yet
it still created huge
publicity thanks
to the one-make
‘Procar’ series
that saw a field of
Mls, some driven
by then-current
Formula | drivers,
battling it out ahead
of F| races.
Overall, though,
the project was such
a painful experience
that, until recently,
BMWV maintained
that the M| was its
first and only mid-
engined production
car. Now, however,
it finds itself lacking
a top-end model to

compete with Audi’s
R8 or Mercedes’

rumoured R8 rival.
Never say never...

Nonetheless, the production car was pretty
special. The slightly conservative styling of
the M1, the work of Giugiaro and BMW'’s
Paul Bracq, 1s so finely detailed and has
stood the test of time so well that the interior
comes as a surprise. There’s an almost ’60s
feel to it and a real sense of the car’s low-
volume nature, with a simple dashboard
apparently stocked with switches, knobs,
dials and controls from a variety of sources.
The plain seats are squashy, the pedals are
offset strongly to the right and the steering
wheel 1s large and flat.

Twist the key and the straight-six churns
slowly 1nto life, almost as if 1t’s on carbs;
hook the dog-leg first, find the clutch biting
point and you’re away. Quite quickly the

M1 reveals itself to be
light, tight and sweet, the
twin-cam Six super-smooth
and really strong above
3000rpm. It doesn’t sound
like an Italian supercar,
the howl of the engine
having a more classic tone,
but by the same token it
doesn’t feel like one either;
the unassisted steering is
heavy but manageable and
wonderfully precise, and the M1 feels poised
and responsive, with a remarkably calm ride.
[t feels polished and finely honed. I love it.
David Vivian has lots of M1 miles behind
him. ‘It was as good as any mid-engined car
of the time,” he says, ‘and although it isn’t
really fast any more — it has the same power
as a Vectra VXR — 1t has great steering and
a lot of charm.” Roger Green is also smitten:
‘It’s a gorgeous thing. It feels old and it’s not
perfect, but you're an integral part of the
process, and power matches grip.’

128 M5 (1985-88)

The next car to use the M1’s 24-valve
straight-six was the M635CSi. It was a fine
car, but a few months later there came a
more significant, more bespoke and wickedly
understated saloon with the same 286bhp
version of the engine — the first M5. The

M5 was hand-built by BMW Motorsport
and, at £31K, cost eleven grand more than
the M 5351, which was largely an exercise in
badge engineering.

Stealth was a key part of the M5’s appeal,
cross-spoke BBS alloys and subtle body-
coloured arch brows the main clues to
its potential. There was little take-up of

M (below) designed
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the optional body kit, which is entirely
understandable as the same addenda

was fitted as standard to the wannabe
M5351, though this car, belonging to Mike
Alexander, does have it.

The original M5 looks petite alongside the
current V10 model and little bigger than
the latest M3; inside, its adequately roomy
cockpit feels airy thanks to those tall, thin
roof pillars. Fine seats put you at the heart
of things and, although you’d wince if a new
Mondeo had a facia made of this grade of

Jm i oy R

plastic, the way it’s angled towards the driver
and the clarity of the instruments set into 1t
were already BMW hallmarks.

The straight-six sounds gorgeous, 1dling
with a slow, steady rumble that is somehow
full of intent and confidence. Mike’s
M35 has over 140,000 miles on the clock,
so the gearshift is a little loose and the
recirculating-ball steering a touch vague
about the straight-ahead, yet the engine 1s
silky and pulls low revs and high gears with
ease. For decisive overtakes you need to

have it spinning above 4000rpm, and even
then this near-300bhp engine doesn’t feel
dramatically potent.

There is magic here, though. Up on
the roads of the Black Mountain, the M5
snaps into focus; guide it into a turn and all
vagueness vanishes, the meatily weighted
steering suddenly sharp and precise, the
whole chassis tensed up and responsive. The
brakes are a little wobbly after a few hard
stops and there isn’t the massive grip of the
modern cars, but the E28 flows beautifully
over the tricky terrain and engages you with
its poise and adjustability.

Vivian again: ‘It’s not a million miles away
from what [ remember. It’s so well balanced,
and it has steering with feel so you can key
into what the car is doing. In other areas it’s
unexpectedly good; the seats and gearshft
are excellent.”

E30 M3 Sport Evo (1990)

‘I so want the E30 M3 to be good,’ said

staffer Catchpole earlier. [ know exactly

what he means. The original M3 has the

finest motorsport pedigree of all the M-cars,
being both a fantastically successful touring
car racer and a rally winner. It looks great,

too, the effort expended by Motorsport

GmbH on making it competitive evident
everywhere, from its blistered arches toits =
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