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Bracing breeze worldwide. BMW 3 Series Convertibles
Distinctive design, a unique identity and undiluted dynamics are the standout virtues of the open-top BMW 3 Series. And BMW Mobile Tradition is celebrating the 2007 launch of the new 3 Series Convertible with its “Bracing breeze worldwide. BMW3 Series Convertibles” campaign. Captivating images and an aesthetically accomplished new book provide a vivid showcase for the successful history of these models and Sheer Driving Pleasure with the top down.
Munich. No car exudes a stronger feeling of freedom than a convertible. Enjoying that uninterrupted view of the sky, feeling the sun, following the road – and all with a fresh and pleasant breeze in your face. It is a feeling that unites softtop enthusiasts around the world. Driving a convertible is all about relaxing into the moment, running free and enjoying the wonder of the here and now. BMW Convertibles have developed a reputation for inspirational design. Their flat silhouette gains them the elegance vote over many other models, sweeping lines oozing a calmness of spirit and independence of mind, and no more so than with the roof down. It is, above all, their distinctive design and unique feeling of identity, combined with powerful engines and high standards of safety, that have set BMW 3 Series Convertibles apart over the years. Making concessions in form to serve the interests of mechanics is anathema to the open top 3. And this tradition takes its logical next step in the new BMW 3 Series Convertible launched in early 2007.

It is 30 years now since the first Convertible based on the BMW 3 Series range was presented to the motoring public. Stuttgart-based body manufacturer Baur developed the requisite opentop construction for the 3 Series, introduced in 1975 and still the company’s most successful range today. The BMW Baur Topcabriolet, included by BMW in its official sales brochure in 1978, was “a convertible and coupé in one” (in the words of an ad slogan at the time). The fixed window frames, two burly roll-over bars and a hardtop roof allowed the 3 Series Topcabriolet to offer impressive safety. With an additional softtop stowed behind the C-pillar adding a “Landaulet” mode (closed roof, but open at the rear) to the open and closed options, the term “four-season car” soon slipped into motoring parlance. The choice of engines available for the new Convertible was similarly broad. Any of the models in the range could be specified with Baur’s cabrio fingerprint or sent to Stuttgart for conversion. Prices for the Topcabriolet started at 23,090 marks. That may have been rather steep for the time, yet Baur had still sold some 4,600 BMW Topcabriolets by the end of 1982. 

The arrival of the second-generation 3 Series saw Baur return to the scene of former BMW Convertible glories. The Stuttgart-based body manufacturer began production of its latest BMW Convertible body in 1982, shortly after the 3 Series Saloon went on sale. Like its predecessor, the new conversion came in Topcabriolet guise with fixed roll-over bars and window frames. Baur also succeeded in steering its latest BMW 3 Series Convertible around the pitfall which claimed so many open-top cars, namely “second car” or “summer car” syndrome. Nobody could deny that the latest Topcabriolet was an expensive proposition, but neither could its credentials as a potential first car be overlooked. Like its predecessor, it combined the essential features of a convertible with the attributes of a four-seater, sporty and exclusive saloon, its ability to adapt to changing conditions removing the need for an alternative carriage. The second model was shorter, but also broader and considerably roomier, than Baur’s original Topcabriolet. Passengers could enjoy the fruits of a more spacious interior and rely on even more assured roadholding. By 1991 over 14,400 customers had snapped up the second-generation BMW Baur Topcabriolet. The conversion cost almost 8,000 marks, yet the number of drop-top drivers continued to rise – a development which Munich was following with interest. The open-top competition from within was stirring at last

In 1985 BMW lined up toe-to-toe with Baur as a competitor rather than a partner. The company unveiled its first works 3 Series Convertible at the International Motor Show in Frankfurt. The 325i – a fully-fledged Convertible – was assembled at the Regensburg plant. “The first bar-free open-top 3 Series is here!” rejoiced the motoring press. Only two small triangular windows remained from the design of the bodies made by Baur, and there were no roll-over bars to disturb the view to the sky. All the driver or passenger needed to do was release the two catches on the windscreen and the complete roof construction would disappear down between the rear seats and boot cover. This allowed up to four people to enjoy an uninhibited view to the outside world in all directions, part of an unprecedented open-air motoring experience with the front and rear windows fully lowered. The necessary safety was provided by extensive reinforcement of the body, especially the A-pillar. Like no other car of its time, the Convertible epitomised lightness, speed, dynamics and elegance. The 2.5-litre engine transferred every dab of the accelerator with silky smoothness yet incredible power into dynamic thrust through the rear axle. The sonorous rumble of the 171 horsepower provided an imposing background to the sound of the wind. The front end of the car was dominated by four headlights, the typical BMW kidney grille and a flat bonnet. The anatomically formed BMW sports seats gave the driver and front passenger impressive lateral support through even sharp corners and represented the perfect complement to a sporty, rigid chassis with enviable torsional stiffness. The engineers spoke glowingly of a “unique synthesis of active safety and ride comfort”, and the sensitive – but very direct – power steering supplied the icing on the cake In 1987 BMW added a hardtop and environment-friendly catalytic converters to the options list. The 325i was joined in the range by variants with four and six-cylinder engines. In 1988 BMW brought an M3 Convertible onto the market as a treat for speed merchants with a soft spot for softtops. The muscular new model had a 200 hp four-cylinder powerplant under the bonnet and roots in touring car racing.

The first works 3 Series Convertible exceeded all expectations, despite a price tag in excess of 40,000 marks. Over 140,000 were sold between 1986 and 1993, with BMW offering the following explanation for this success: “Most cars do what you expect of them – they take you from point A to point B. However, for those who want their car to be rather more than a means to an end, a BMW is a welcome alternative. After all, BMW embodies Sheer Driving Pleasure like no other car. And the BMW Convertible offers this pleasure in a very special, open-top form.”

From that point on, BMW included a works Convertible as part of every new 3 Series range. Introduced in 1993, the open-top member of the third 3 Series family was significantly longer, broader and flatter than the model it replaced. As a result, it cut an extremely sporty figure. The low seating position and flat windscreen produced “headroom reaching into the sky”. An arrow-straight line extended from the front edge of the windscreen to the boot. The side view of the second works Convertible was interrupted only by the head restraints, the triangular window of its predecessor now a thing of the past. In addition, further advances had been made with the car’s safety package. ABS, a driver’s airbag, side-impact protection, and belt tensioners and stoppers came together as standard to ensure far-reaching occupant protection. A hardtop was also available as an option for the third-generation Convertible from launch.

The development of the third-generation 3 Series spawned a completely new design. Aerodynamics assumed a decisive role in BMW chief designer Claus Luthe’s creation, inspiring the car’s light wedge shape and the twin headlights housed under a glass cover. In addition to its sporting properties, the distinctive identity and timeless elegance of the Convertible also met the high standards demanded of it. “The aesthetic quality of the BMW 3 Series Convertible is always visible. Inside the car, it is even something you can feel,” suggested BMW at the time. Trimmed with wood and leather, the cockpit was built around the driver with an exclusive flair and to impressively ergonomic effect. Sharing the technical underpinnings of their Coupé cousin, the first models to appear were the six-cylinder 320i and 325i. These were followed by the four-cylinder 318i in 1994 and in 1995 by the new six-cylinder 323i and 328i. The top-of-the-range 2.8-litre engine with 193 hp laid on agility and dynamics in equal measure. Short shift travel, a sporty clutch and stiff suspension provided a guarantee of driving pleasure on both straight and curvy sections of road. And with average fuel consumption of just 8.7 litres per 100 km, the 328i burned around ten percent less petrol than its predecessor. In 1994 BMW unveiled the second M3 Convertible, which displayed all the hallmark traits of a true M car. This was a luxurious sports convertible costing almost 100,000 marks and powered by a six-cylinder engine. The 3-litre powerplant developed 286 hp and peak torque of 320 Nm to dispatch the dash from 0 to 100 km/h in 6.2 seconds. A model refinement package introduced in 1996 saw the M3 Convertible available with a 3.2-litre unit delivering 321 hp. This model was to lay the technical foundations for the upcoming BMW Z3 Roadster. By the time the second-generation 3 Series Convertible went out of production in 1999, BMW had sold around 170,000 units in five engine variants.

The fourth generation of the BMW 3 Series, which went on sale in 1998, brought together dynamics, innovation and aesthetic beauty once again. Christopher Bangle, Director of Group Design BMW AG, presented a new range with extra curves and more cutting-edge styling, but a revolutionary design experiment this was not. The same was true of the Convertible unveiled in 2000. There was the flat windscreen with slightly rounded A-pillars – shared with all the other models in the range – and then there was just sky: in this BMW Convertible, the universe revolved around the passengers. The windscreen strengthened the sporting credentials of the new model, and could also withstand loads of up to 3.4 tonnes. Among the optional extras available for the new model were Adaptive Headlights and roll-over bars which extended if the car flipped over. Extensive safety measures – essential for the driver and passengers to sample a genuine feeling of freedom – were provided by an ingenious occupant protection package. Meanwhile, with its use of parallel and straight lines, the design of the interior highlighted the precision of the workmanship involved. New front seats with a standard integral belt system and a sporty yet elegant three-spoke steering wheel were the exclusive preserve of the open-top 3. The BMW 330Ci was presented at the end of 2000, BMW billing the top-of-the-range softtop 3 Series as the ticket to the “trip of a lifetime” and the press christening it “Münchner Freiheit” [“Munich freedom”, also the name of a well-known square in the city]. With its lively new 3-litre six-cylinder engine (231 hp) and optional six-speed Sequential Manual Gearbox, the 330Ci blended sports car capability with the quintessential open-top driving experience. The driver could change gear without the need for a manual clutch either automatically or using the shift paddles on the steering wheel. Reduced to a matter of milliseconds, shift times were far shorter than with a “normal” gear-change. The engine’s reserves of power appeared inexhaustible even at low revs and helped propel the Convertible to a top speed of 247 km/h – and all with average fuel consumption pinned back to 9.6 litres per 100 km. Another standard feature of the 330Ci was its fully automatic softtop.

The open-top 3 Series was also made available in diesel form from 2004: the 320Cd Convertible sourced its power from a four-cylinder engine developing 150 hp. The pedigree athlete in the fourth-generation range was the M3 Convertible launched in early 2001, a striking beltline giving it an even broader and more powerful visual edge. The high-revving naturally aspirated engine developed 343 hp and catapulted the Convertible from 0 to 100 km/h in an awesome 5.5 seconds.

The new BMW 3 Series Convertible, launched in the winter of 2007 at the North American International Auto Show (NAIAS), continued the tradition built up by these sporty and elegant cars. The classically distinctive lines have been retained, while the sweeping bonnet, newly designed front apron and long wheelbase with short overhangs strengthen the dynamic impression stoked up by what is now the fourth-generation works Convertible. The flat shoulderline, set-back seating position and short windscreen ensure man and nature are never far apart. The view out of the car has been further optimised from all angles and it now offers an even greater field of visibility. A standard-fitted hardtop roof, meanwhile, is celebrating its 3 Series Convertible premiere, and takes the place of the softtop fitted on previous models. The threepart roof construction is made from lightweight steel and can be opened by remote control. The roof disappears elegantly and fully automatically into the boot of the car in 22 seconds, and requires just a second longer to close again. The new construction lowers noise levels and increases safety. Other key contributors to occupant protection include innovative systems such as the chassis control system DSC and Dynamic Traction Control (DTC). The wonderfully spacious interior comes with four full-sized seats, its exclusive design set to win over customers with light and dynamic lines, top-quality materials and the type of driver-oriented cockpit for which BMW is rightly famed. The new 3 Series Convertible comes as standard with the BMW iDrive control concept, which serves as a hub for the navigation function, climate control, and entertainment and communications systems. And customers can also choose to add a rather special final touch by specifying the illumination package for the interior door panels and trim. 

BMW is offering the Convertible in five variants from launch: the four-cylinder 320i, three six-cylinder models and a 330d diesel. The new four and six-cylinder engines with petrol direct injection have lower fuel consumption, while the new 306 hp straightsix twin-turbo unit – taken from the Coupé – boasts High Precision Injection and plays its part in ensuring an even more intense and sporty open-top driving experience in the range-topping 335i. Peak torque of 400 Nm allows the Convertible to show off its sprinter’s edge, powering out of the blocks to 100 km/h in 5.8 seconds. Available as an alternative to the six-speed manual gearbox is a new sixspeed automatic, which can also be operated using steering-wheel shift paddles. With their efficient dynamics, a form that captures the imagination, and unbeatable safety, the various generations of the BMW 3 Series Convertible all contain the ingredients required for a quite unique serving of driving pleasure. BMW Mobile Tradition picks up on this feeling and the irresistible appeal of the cars in its “Bracing breeze worldwide. BMW 3 Series Convertibles” campaign. The pages of a new book, new and fascinating photos, and an image clip all underline what it is that has united 3 Series Convertible drivers over generations: a feeling of freedom and Sheer Driving Pleasure.
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