

7.   History

The BMW 3 Series – the car that defined its segment

The BMW 3 Series has become such a success story since its metamorphosis from the BMW 2002 in the 1970’s that most commentators actually refer to the segment in which it competes as the 3 Series segment – a clear indicator of the esteem in which it is held.  

Over the past 30 years, the 3 Series has developed from a single body style into one of the broadest car ranges on offer, simultaneously defining the dimensions and performance parameters of the compact executive car class. 

BMW 02 Series

The 3 Series bloodline can be traced back to 1966, with the launch of the BMW 1600-2.  Buoyed by the success of the larger BMW 1500 in 1961 (the model that steered BMW away from near-bankruptcy in 1959) and later, the 1600, 1800 and 2000 four-door saloons, BMW engineers designed a new ‘small’ BMW.

The BMW 1600-2 (the last digit denoting two doors) was a revelation at its launch in 1966.  Its sleek body offered ample space for four adults yet its 85 bhp four-cylinder engine delivered a top speed of just over 100 mph and 0-62 mph acceleration in 13 seconds.  Gone were the days when drivers had to buy an uninvolving car to carry out the familial duties.  At last a car was available which combined the response and excitement of a sports car with practicality.

The 02 Series was built from May 1966 until July 1976 with 861,940 units leaving the Munich plant’s production lines.  The model variants ranged from the 1600-2 through the 90 bhp 1802, 100 bhp 2002, 105 bhp 1602ti, 120 bhp 2002ti and 130 bhp in 2002tii to 170 bhp in the legendary 2002 turbo.  The 2002 turbo was the first European production turbocharged car and bore the now politically incorrect reversed ‘turbo’ decals on its front spoiler.  In addition, there were model variations such as the Touring (not an estate car as Touring models are today but one of the first hatchbacks), a Convertible and a Cabriolet all built in relatively small production runs.

The 2002 etched its place as a classic both on road and track.  A very strong owners club following confirms the 02’s durable popularity whilst drivers of the calibre of Hans Stuck and Dieter Quester cut their competitive teeth on modified 2002’s.  

E21 – The first generation 3 Series

The first model carrying the 3 Series name was launched to the world’s press at the Olympic Stadium in Munich in July 1975.  Bearing the engineering number E21, the ‘new’ two-door saloon BMW 3 Series measured 4,355mm in length, 1,610mm wide and 1,380mm tall.  With its long wheelbase of 2,563mm and consequent short overhangs, the E21 formed the template for all subsequent 3 Series.  For the record, the E21 was 165mm shorter, 207mm narrower and 41mm lower than the new 3 Series.  

The all four-cylinder range started with the 316.  Delivering 98 bhp to a ‘family’ car of just 1,010kgs ensured a spirited driving performance from the entry model.  The range also included the 318, 320 and the halo model 320i.  With 125bhp, the 320i offered near-sports car performance with a top speed of 112mph, aided by independent spring strut suspension system at the front and rear to deliver a truly revolutionary sporting drive. 

This innovative combination of handling and performance in a compact family car had clearly struck a cord with buyers.  This is highlighted by a customer survey from 1980 showing that 77 per cent of purchasers bought the 3 Series because of its superior performance, 65 per cent because of its handling and 64 per cent due to the looks.  After just one year of production, sales of the new 3 Series had outperformed the aspirations of even the most optimistic planners, prompting the then Chairman of the Board of BMW Management, Eberhard von Kuenheim, to suggest a “level of success far beyond our own expectations”.  

Not resting on the laurels of class leading performance, and following a DM110 million investment in six-cylinder engine technology, BMW debuted the new 320/6 and 323i at the 1977 Frankfurt Motorshow.  Producing 143bhp, the 323i had a top speed of 118mph.  The new car was also a landmark in engine electronics technology, with K-Jetronic fuel injection and transistorised ignition used for the first time.  This not only provided class-leading performance but also benefited economy, with the 323i delivering 21.4mpg.

In 1981, and almost exactly six years after the start of production of the 3 Series, the one-millionth 3 Series model was produced.  By the end of production in 1983, 1,364,039 cars had been built.

E30 – the second generation

The next generation 3 Series, codenamed E30, made its debut in 1982.  Having been thoroughly revised and updated, the new car offered four centimetres more interior space inside and a 35mm wider track, but tipped the scales at an average of 30kgs less than its predecessor.  

In autumn 1983, after one year and 233,781 units of two-door saloon production, a four-door 3 Series model was launched for the first time.  In its eight-year life, the E30 3 Series was also offered as a full Convertible (the E21 3 Series offered only a Baur Cabriolet conversion) and a Touring - this time as a convenient small estate variant.

The four-cylinder 1.6 and 1.8i engines were available alongside two six-cylinder models, the 320i and 323i, both offering electronic fuel injection and setting the performance benchmark until the 2.3 litre six-cylinder engine became the lauded, silken 2.5-litre 325i.  Offering 171bhp and delivering a top speed of 135mph, the BMW 325i became the car of choice for the young, upwardly mobile executive.

Perhaps the most notable development at this time was the start of large-scale production of four-valves per cylinder engines, offered first in the high-performance M3.  Unveiled at the Frankfurt Motorshow in 1985, and appropriately first driven at the Mugello racetrack in Italy, the legendary E30 M3 was launched offering 200bhp from its four-cylinder, 16-valve engine.  Top speed was 146mph.  It was later available as an M3 Convertible, making it the fastest, small four-seater convertible of its time.  In 1998, the M3 Evolution was launched, differentiated by its uprated engine developing 220bhp and even larger spoiler set and the ultimate M3 Sport Evolution with a 238bhp 2.5-litre ‘four’.  In total, 17,970 road-going M3’s were produced.  The racing version of the M3 won every official touring car championship in the world in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s whilst its road car cousin is, even now, fondly remembered by purists. 

Although predominantly sold as a rear wheel drive car, this 3 Series generation was the first to be available as a four-wheel drive 325ix on the continent (and in the UK, with left-hand drive cars imported in very limited volumes).  The E30’s hugely successful production run ended after 2,220,225 units had been built.

E36 – the third generation

Launched at Miramas in the South of France, the third generation 3 Series range, codenamed E36, was a major design and engineering step.  Offered for the first time as a four-door saloon at launch in 1990, it reflected the growing popularity of four door variants in the E30 range.  Growing again in size over its predecessor, practicality was also improved with up to 30mm more rear legroom for rear seat passengers.

The initial saloon version was followed in 1992 by a new model variant: the former two door was now renamed Coupé for the first time to reflect its subtle, yet extensive, design differences.  The 3 Series Coupé was followed by the Convertible, Touring and, a new model, the Compact.

The E36 3 Series range carried forward the tradition of four- and six-cylinder engines.  Offering a range of engines that all exceeded 100bhp for the first time, the 316i was the entry model offering 102bhp with the flagship six-cylinder 325i delivering 192bhp as a result of twin camshafts and four-valve technology.  Later, VANOS, a new technology that adjusted the timing of the inlet camshafts was introduced, developing peak torque earlier and improving fuel economy.   Evolutions of the VANOS technology continue on all modern BMW cars.

The halo of the range, the new M3, was launched in 1992 as a Coupé, 1993 as a Convertible and 1994 as a Saloon with a 286 bhp, six-cylinder M engine.  In 1995, the ultimate E36 model, the M3 Evolution was launched delivering 321 bhp through its six-speed manual or Sequential Manual Gearbox.

The E36 range extended to no less than 31 different models, comprising Saloon, Coupé, Convertible, Touring and Compact models.  It also included the first diesel- engined cars to be sold in the UK – the 325td and 325tds.  In total, the E36 3 Series models reached a total of 2,745,773 owners, 69,794 of which were M3 drivers.

E46 – The fourth generation

1998 saw the introduction of the most recent 3 Series, codenamed E46.  Initially only available as a Saloon, the E46 followed the pattern set by its predecessor in additionally offering Coupé, Convertible, Touring and Compact variants within two years.  M3 and M3 CSL versions were introduced in 2000 and 2003.

The Saloon version again grew in size by four centimetres and, when compared to the original 3 Series of 1975, was 12cms longer.  Rear seat passengers enjoyed a further 10mm of legroom over the outgoing E36 model.

Again, four- and six-cylinder engines were offered, the range starting with the 118bhp 318i.  The entry model 318i benefited from the latest technology including balancer shafts that reduced engine vibration and consequent cabin noise levels by 10dBA.  Six-cylinder 323i and 328i models now featured double-VANOS, controlling the inlet and exhaust camshaft timing for enhanced engine efficiency.

The second-generation of 3 Series Coupé was launched in April 1999, initially as the 323Ci and 328Ci but followed soon afterwards by the 320Ci and 318Ci.  The Touring model also appeared in 1999.

The E46 generation marked the first time that diesel-engined 3 Series cars were bought by UK customers in large numbers.  In the previous generation E36, 325td and 325tds models were offered but into a market of relatively low diesel-engined sales.  With the E46, the environment and technology had changed, and with the 320d delivering 136bhp, a top speed of 128mph and fuel economy of 49.6mpg on the combined cycle, the benefits were clear.  

By 2003, the 320d overtook the 318i as the UK’s single largest selling model in the BMW range.  

The larger diesel-engined 330d was launched in 2000 in Touring guise, delivering 184bhp but more importantly 390Nm of torque.  Achieving a top speed of 140mph yet still delivering 40.3mpg, this represented the first opportunity UK drivers had of buying, arguably, a diesel-engined performance car.  Contributing to the debate, Jenson Button was famously caught by the Gendarmerie at over 140mph in France.  As a further demonstration of diesel engine desirability, the 2.0-litre and 3.0-litre diesel engines subsequently made their way into Coupé and Convertible variants.   

The final piece of the 3 Series jigsaw was the E46 3 Series Compact.  Launched in 2001, the smaller dimensions of the car (same wheelbase as other E46 models but 21cms shorter) and the large-opening hatchback boot lid appealed to those who wanted a ‘compact’ car but needed to retain 3 Series levels of practicality and dynamism.  But the 3 Series Compact also marked an important landmark for BMW in the UK.  The 1.6-litre and 1.8-litre four-cylinder engines in the Compact featured VALVETRONIC variable valve lift technology for the first time, and were built at BMW’s new manufacturing plant at Hams Hall, Warwickshire.  

From the start of production in 1998 until February 2005, a total of 3,141,330 E46 3 Series models had been built, and BMW is still counting.

E90 – 30 years after its introduction, the fifth generation 3 Series 

9.59 million cars produced since 1975 points to a successful model range. That BMW forged a new market segment – the luxury compact executive car – makes the 3 Series even more influential.  Hardly a year goes by in which a manufacturer launching a new model does not consider BMW and the 3 Series as its benchmark.  Competitors such as Mercedes Benz joined this category in the early 1980’s with the 190 and subsequently the C Class.  Audi entered with the 80 and A4.  Almost every other European and Japanese car company has subsequently tried to bridge the gap from ‘mass’ market to luxury saloon.  This is, on the one hand, a tremendous compliment and, on the other, a spur to keep developing and evolving.  With the arrival of the new 3 Series Saloon, BMW aims to ‘raise the bar’ again, putting the new BMW 3 Series further ahead of the competition.





































