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It would be inconceivable to tell the story of the BMW 3 Series without talking about the countless motor racing victories and championships it has claimed over the years. The commercial success story of this model series finds its sporting counterpart on the racing circuits of Germany and abroad. The BMW 3 Series is a textbook model of the cross-fertilization between motor sport and series production.

When the BMW 320 made its race track debut in 1977, it did so in the same striped livery of BMW Motorsport GmbH (founded in 1972) that also distinguished the 3.0 CSL Coupés which had caused such a sensation on international racing circuits in the early 1970s. As Group 5 racing tourers, the BMW 320 models also cut a dash with their heavily flared wheel arches and large front spoiler and rear wings. Underneath the bonnet nestled a thoroughbred BMW Formula 2 racing engine, a 2-litre in-line four-cylinder unit that packed 300 bhp. Needless to say, such power could only be translated to the road with the help of a racing chassis and all-round aerodynamic assistance.

But it wasn’t just the car and its technology that were spectacular: the drivers at the wheel of the three BMW works cars also created a stir on and off the race track. Known as the BMW Junior Team, the three up-and-coming drivers Eddie Cheever, Marc Surer and Manfred Winkelhock were a trio of hot-blooded young talents who took on the established competition in the German Motor Racing Championship. At the time, this event was a showcase for the world’s best touring car drivers and works teams. Yet the BMW Junior Team, who would rise to ever-higher challenges in this series, were mixing it with the front-runners right from the start.

Kicking off the season with a bang

In the very first race, the “Bergische Löwe” in Zolder, Surer took a class win while Winkelhock came third and Cheever fifth to round off a successful season opener for the BMW Juniors. With their brash driving style, the Junior Team not only regularly won points but the hearts of the public as well, despite the fact that these hotheaded youngsters sometimes overstepped the mark. Just before the end of the race at Hockenheim, for example, Cheever sent his team-mate Surer flying into the safety fence – one of many situations that must have had BMW race manager Jochen Neerpasch’s pulse rate soaring.

Another sensation was the penalty imposed on Marc Surer in the Nuremberg 200 Miles at the Norisring after the race stewards judged that he had rejoined the field rather too brazenly after a pit stop. The victim of this incident was Hans Heyer in a Ford Escort, the keenest rival of the BMW drivers in 1977. Surer would set a warning example: not only was he fined, but the committee – for whom the risky driving style of the BMW trio had been a thorn in the side from the outset – eliminated him from the championship and, moreover, suspended him from racing. 

For the ensuing airfield race in Diepholz, Jochen Neerpasch turned to the “gentleman team” of Stuck, Hobbs and Peterson. Heavy rain turned the event into a waterfight. At times it seemed there were more cars next to the track than on it. But “Strietzel” Stuck drove his 3 Series as if it was on rails to take his third win of the season, having already stepped onto the top of the podium in the Goodyear 300 and the Eifelrennen at the Nürburgring. After ten championship races, BMW had made it into the winners’ ranks eight times, six times with the BMW 320. Manfred Winkelhock finished third overall and was best driver in the 2-litre class. Although he only managed a single win, he displayed the greatest consistency throughout the season with seven podium finishes.

A total of 28 Group 5 BMW 320i units were built in 1977/78. BMW Motorsport GmbH delivered the touring cars as sport kits to racing teams around the world. In 1978, BMW cleared the track in the German Motor Racing Championship for the tuners and private teams, as the Junior Team (the first systematically run junior promotion scheme by a manufacturer in motor racing) were now contesting the European Formula 2 Championship. They proved very successful in this too, with the March BMW 782 dominating the season. Bruno Giacomelli, who had replaced Cheever, took the European Championship title ahead of his team-mate Marc Surer. 

Successful tuners and private teams

The German Motor Racing Championship – known in the media as the “Formula One for Production Cars” – was won in 1978 by Harald Ertl in a Schnitzer-BMW 320. The Freilassing-based team were backing turbo power in this event, but in order to compete in Division II for cars up to 2,000 cc, the engine could not exceed 1.4 litres if a turbocharger was being used. Despite this restriction, it had an output of over 400 bhp. Apart from Harald Ertl, who pocketed five wins and also took overall victory, rookie Markus Höttinger emerged as the surprise newcomer, finishing as runner-up to Ertl in the 2-litre division with his BMW 320, thus topping the unofficial rankings for normally aspirated engines on behalf of BMW.

Turbo-powered successes

With a good deal of courage and the concentrated power of the 2-litre turbo engine in the BMW 320i, BMW Motorsport GmbH fielded a touring car against the flat sports racers in the World Championship of Marques: Gilles Villeneuve and Eddie Cheever took the chequered flag in the Six Hour Race at Canada’s Mosport circuit. The following year also saw customer teams competing, with BMW winning the 2.0-litre class in all seven races of the World Championship: Dieter Quester and Derek Bell in Mugello, Harald Grohs and Eddie Joosen in Silverstone, Ronnie Peterson, Hans-Joachim Stuck and Markus Höttinger in the 1000 km of the Nürburgring, Harald Grohs again, this time with Patrick Nève, in Misano, the “Duo Infernale” of Dieter Quester and Hans-Joachim Stuck in Watkins Glen and, finally, to round off the season, Marc Surer with Freddy Kottulinsky in the Six Hours of Vallelunga. BMW concluded the World Champion of Marques as winner of the 2-litre class with the optimum number of points: with its 320i the company had provided conclusive evidence of the sporting aspirations of the 3 Series range. 

That would continue in the 1979 season, even though Manfred Winkelhock driving a Schnitzer BMW 320 Turbo had to settle for runner-up position in the final tally in Division II. In third place was Markus Höttinger, who was now competing for the Freiburg-based racing team of Gerhard Schneider. The technicians working for “GS” had also implanted a factory turbo unit designed by BMW’s “engine guru” Paul Rosche into the BMW 320.

In less striking Group 2 trim, the BMW 320i cars lined up for the European Touring Car Championship in 1980. Drawing on 245 bhp from the performance-enhanced production four-cylinder, Helmut Kelleners and Sigi Müller were fast enough in their near-production Eggenberger BMW to clinch not only a class win but overall victory as well. In the 2000 cc class, BMW also secured the Manufacturers’ title that year, as well as coming top in the over 3-litre class with the BMW 635CSi. The 6 Series range had replaced the CSL Coupés in the large touring car class, and in 1981 a similar picture emerged: Grano/Kelleners dominated the rankings with their BMW 635CSi and went on to take the European title with a clear lead. In the 2000 cc class, Swiss drivers Marco Vanoli and Enzo Calderari topped the points list to clinch the Manufacturers’ title with their BMW 320. 

Following a realignment of the displacement classes in the European Touring Car Championship and BMW’s entry into Formula One, BMW Motorsport initially turned its focus on the over 2500 cc class, in which the BMW 5 and 6 Series were to rake in one win after another. The 3 Series was somewhat overshadowed by its larger siblings, but not for long. A new model based on the second 3 Series (E30) would soon emerge to become the most successful touring car of all times.

BMW M3: a winning type

During the first half of the 1980s, Formula One was at the heart of BMW’s motor sport programme. In 1983 Nelson Piquet, driving the Brabham BMW BT 52 with a BMW four-cylinder packing more than 1,000 bhp, became the very first turbo-powered Formula One World Champion in grand prix history. For a sports version of the second 3 Series model generation – the E30 – BMW Motorsport also chose a four-cylinder engine. Regulations for the new Group A in touring car racing demanded an annual production of 5,000 units of the base model and set narrower limits for modifications than before. That led to the parallel development of the roadgoing and racing version of the BMW M3. The production model, which already featured flared sheet-steel wheel arches and a striking front and rear spoiler as well as a new 2.3-litre four-cylinder engine with four-valve technology, was the ideal basis for the racing version. Volume production of this sports saloon began in 1986. For the racing version launched in 1987, performance was boosted from 200 to some 300 bhp. 28 metres of steel tubing were additionally welded in by way of a safety cell and to enhance body stiffness, and the chassis was also modified – all in keeping with the regulations. 

The most successful touring car in the world

1987, the year the BMW M3 made its debut in touring car racing, turned into a victory parade. The factory cars in their familiar BMW Motorsport livery won the three major titles: Roberto Ravaglia became the first, and to this day only, World Touring Car Champion, while Winfried Vogt claimed the European Championship and Eric Van de Poele drove the M3 to take the German Touring Car Championship. From then on, the BMW M3 seemed to have a monopoly on wins and titles and, by the late 1980s, had become a byword for touring cars.

More than 60 national championships worldwide, plus seven European Hillclimb Championships, five Mitropa Rallye Cups and eight wins in the 24 Hour Races at Spa-Francorchamps and the Nürburgring made the BMW M3 the most successful touring car in history. The outstanding driver of this triumphant model was Roberto Ravaglia. Following his 1987 World Championship title, he took the European Championship in 1988, the German Touring Car Championship (DTM) in 1989 and, in 1990, the title in his Italian homeland. The names of the drivers behind the wheel of the E30 version of the M3 read like a Who’s Who of motor racing: Johnny Cecotto, Steve Soper, Riccardo Patrese, Emanuele Pirro, Dieter Quester, Christian Danner, Joachim Winkelhock, Jacques Laffite and Eric Van de Poele, to mention only the most famous, were all chasing points in the BMW M3. 

Once again the regulations were to restrict technical developments. The second-generation BMW M3, now with a six-cylinder high-performance engine, entered the GT Class, while the four-door saloons with 2-litre engines were gearing up for the touring car regulations. The BMW 318i of the third generation of the 3 Series (E36) made its track debut in 1993 with 270 bhp. BMW works drivers entered the major national touring car series in Germany, England, Italy and Japan, where Roberto Ravaglia, Johnny Cecotto, Joachim Winkelhock and Steve Soper collected six titles in three years. For private teams, complete self-assembly race car kits were available again. Further honing of details led in 1995 to a new version of the BMW four-cylinder for the racing version of the BMW 320i, whose output in subsequent years rose to more than 300 bhp. 

Success in the USA

In 1995, BMW North America tasked the Prototype Technology Group (PTG) with building an BMW M3 race version. The BMW M3 was enjoying great popularity in the USA at the time and the company wanted to consolidate this by boosting its motor sport involvement on the North American continent. The upshot was four 380 bhp (280 kW) M3 cars with six-cylinder engines rebored to 3.2 litres, which entered the racing scene in 1996. BMW instantly won the IMSA GTS-2 Class, the first racing success in the US since 1981 in what was a crucial export market for BMW. With three wins, Pete Halsmer secured second place in the overall rankings. He had been just seven minutes away from the championship title when a technical fault in the final race at Daytona robbed him of his title chances. In 1997, the PTG M3 cars won the IMSA GT3 Class, and Bill Auberlen took the coveted Drivers’ title for the team.

Then things really hotted up. In 1998, BMW won the Drivers’, Manufacturers’ and Team titles in the Professional Sports Car Series and the United States Road Racing Championship. 1999 saw a joint venture in the American Le Mans Series (ALMS) with the Schnitzer Team, which was fielding the open-topped BMW V12 LMRs in the Prototype Class. In Strietzel Stuck, the PTG team had a driver who had already claimed victories for BMW on American soil in the IMSA Series in the 1970s. He played a key role in securing the GT Class Team title for PTG.

In 2001, four BMW M3 GTRs contested the GT Class of the ALMS. They were newly developed cars driven by a V8 engine with a swept volume of four litres and an output of 480 bhp (353 kW) that made for stunning performance. Schnitzer and PTG entered two cars each, driven by Stuck, Said, Lehto, Auberlen, Ekblom, Jönsson and Jörg and Dirk Müller. The tally of successes for the BMW M3 GTR was impressive: seven wins in nine races secured the Drivers’ (Jörg Müller), Team (BMW Motorsport Schnitzer) and Manufacturers’ titles. Following a change in the regulations for the next season, BMW wrapped up its ALMS involvement with the BMW M3 GTR. 

Significantly less horsepower than in the V8 coupled with far lower fuel consumption was a winning formula for the BMW 320d in the 1998 24 Hour Race on the Nürburgring-Nordschleife. Hans-Joachim Stuck and his team-mates Marc Duez, Andy Bovensiepen and Christian Menzel caused an absolute sensation by winning the world’s first overall victory for a diesel-powered car in an endurance classic. With the tuned direct-injection turbo engine from the production model, the team provided overwhelming evidence of BMW’s diesel competence. For 1999, BMW Motorsport had a new model lined up for touring car racing with models in near-standard production trim. The fourth-generation BMW 320i (E46) now followed the series model in featuring a straight-six under the bonnet for the race track as well. The race kit versions started out with 200 bhp; two years later that had risen to 240 bhp when, after a long interval, the European Super Production Championship marked the revival of an international race series for touring cars. BMW Motorsport was backing six European national teams. By the end of the tenth and final race, the winner was Peter Kox of BMW Team Germany ahead of his Dutch compatriot Duncan Huisman driving for BMW Team Netherlands. 

The 2002 season saw a repeat of the old rivalry between manufacturers in European touring car racing, with the BMW teams fighting nailbiting duels with the competition but ultimately having to concede defeat. The format of the ten races of two 50 km sprints each had proved itself and was carried over into 2003, as were the regulations for weight handicaps. It wasn’t tactics that counted on the track, however, but sheer racing prowess. An exciting season ended with BMW taking the Manufacturers’ title, while in the Drivers’ Championship Jörg Müller, despite sterling support from his team-mate Dirk Müller in the BMW Schnitzer works team, missed out on the title by a single point.

In the German Touring Car Challenge, the winning car was again a BMW 320i – and with Claudia Hürtgen at the wheel, it was the first time a woman had won a national championship. She managed to repeat her success in 2004.  

The many top-class drivers in their BMW 320i cars ensured an early win of the Manufacturers’ title in the FIA European Touring Car Championship, but the fight for the Drivers’ title raged on until the final race in an all-out battle against the drivers of the other marques as well as the competing BMW teams, and even some internal rivalry within teams. The duel between the two Müllers in the BMW works team of Schnitzer Motorsport ultimately gave way to an entirely different winner: Andy Priaulx was proclaimed European Champion in a BMW 320i fielded by BMW Team Great Britain. 

It is unlikely that these most recent triumphs will mark the end of the success story of the BMW 3 Series in the motor sport arena. In 2005, the fifth model generation of the sporty, compact saloon will roll off BMW’s production lines, and it will surely only be a matter of time before the first race versions begin to stir things up on the world’s circuits and add a further chapter to the illustrious sporting history of this car.

