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M6 HERITAGE:

34 Years of Thoroughbred M Performance in Elegant Coupes

Like every BMW vehicle with the big “M” in its model name, the M6 is a creation of BMW M. The full name of this legendary BMW subsidiary is BMW M GmbH – GmbH being the German abbreviation for a limited-liability company (LLC), normally associated with companies smaller than the AG (stock-corporation) type such as BMW AG. Geographically as well as organizationally, M is separate; irreverent Americans might refer to it as a “skunk works,” and as long as it’s in the German context of precision, perfection and perseverance, that’s a fair characterization.
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Employing just a few hundred associates, BMW M is headquartered in the small city of Garching, Germany, north of BMW’s metropolitan home of Munich. BMW M also maintains an engine-development facility in the north of Munich, which is where the engineering of the M6’s amazing new V-10 engine took place. The M6 Coupe is the second M model to employ this 500-hp engineering masterpiece and its accompanying 7-speed Sequential Manual Gearbox.

M6 heritage,

beginning with the 3.0 CSL

BMW has been crafting sleek and fast coupes since 1936, but more strictly speaking the M6’s heritage encompasses just four predecessors: the 3.0 CSL, the M1, a first-generation M6 and the 850CSi. All, to one degree or another, were products of BMW M, or BMW Motorsport as it was originally called.

A generation of elegantly sporty 6-cylinder, 4-seater coupes (internal designation E9) had been in production since December 1968, and was evolving toward more power (first 2800 CS, then 3.0 CS and the fuel-injected 3.0 CSi) when BMW Motorsport was founded in 1972.  Now the 3.0 CSL – a reduced-weight, more sportily calibrated and trimmed version of the 3.0 CS – was taken in hand by Motorsport. The CSL got a slightly enlarged version of the 3.0 CSi engine, whose 200 horsepower now propelled it to 62 mph in less than 7 seconds and a top speed of nearly 140 mph – hot numbers in those days. In the standard CSL, about 440 pounds of weight were saved via aluminum doors and hood, acrylic windows and the omission of steel bumpers, sound insulation, power steering and other comfort-and-luxury equipment. In time, though, customers tended to order their CSLs with more normal equipment, preferring to have some luxury with their performance. 

In July ’73, the 3.0 CSL – the roadgoing model, at least – took its last evolutionary step with a larger (nearly 3.2 liters) engine developing 206 hp. At the same time, Motorsport began offering a “sports version” with an extra-deep front spoiler and aerodynamic fins atop the front fenders. In the bargain, buyers received a kit of parts they could install themselves, including a stirrup-like roof spoiler and a gigantic rear spoiler. Altogether, 165 carburetor CSLs were made; 929 “regular” injected 3.0 CSLs; and 110 of the sports version.

Then there were the actual racing CSLs, which catapulted to prominence in European Touring Car competition as well as the International Motor Sports Association (IMSA) series in the U.S. The BMW Motorsport engine – a relative of the standard-production 6-cylinder but possessing core attributes of BMW M engines right to the present day – reached 450 hp in the ’75 racing season, and is today an important facet of BMW M’s performance and racing history.

The first M-Car so-named: M1

The M1 was BMW’s only production
 mid-engine sports car to date and the first from-the-ground-up model from BMW Motorsport. The M1, internal code E26, had the purpose of demonstrating BMW’s technological prowess in a highly tangible way: with winning performance on the race track. To compete in the racing class BMW chose for it, 400 road versions of the M1 had to be produced in a time span of two years. Lacking the capacity to do this itself, Motorsport turned to Lamborghini in Italy, which was also doing a significant portion of the M1’s engineering.

An  Italian connection was natural, as the genial designer Giorgio Giugiaro had designed the M1’s fiberglass body. Unfortunately for everyone concerned, Lamborghini hit a financial wall soon after the first prototypes were completed, and was unable to execute the series production. BMW had to do something – fast – and thus entrusted the production to Baur, a reputable custom automotive bodymaker in Stuttgart, Germany; components converged at Baur from several sources. This production began in late 1978.

The goal of 400 units within two years was not met, so Motorsport created an M1-only racing series called Procar, whose events took place on the Saturdays before European Formula 1 races. Each Procar race was driven by the five fastest drivers from the F1 races’ Friday training sessions – exciting races, to be sure, as the M1s were identical and their drivers the very best. At the time, some observers found the Procar M1 races more exciting than the big-time F1 races that followed on Sunday.

In the end, 400 M1s were indeed built, though 50 of them were 470-hp Group 4 versions (the originally intended racing car) and a few were all-out, turbocharged 900-hp Group 5 racers. The road version, powered by a road-tuned 3.5-liter inline 6-cylinder engine found in the BMW CSL racing coupes of the day, applied 277 hp to accelerate to 60 mph in less than 6 seconds and attain a top speed of over 160 mph. These cars were docile enough to drive on public roads, and Giugiaro had designed a skin of gorgeous, understated elegance. Today, an M1 in top condition commands about $100,000.

M635CSi/M6:

more luxury and space

In 1976, BMW had replaced the CS/CSL generation with an all-new coupe, the 6 Series. Compared to their predecessors, these moved toward more luxury and comfort, and they were larger overall. At the beginning there were two models for Europe: 3-liter 630CS with dual carburetors and 3.2-liter 633CSi with fuel injection. For North America, a fuel-injected 630CSi was offered beginning in ’77, but the larger engine was soon certified for U.S. emissions rules and the 630CSi became 633CSi for the ’78 model year.

No talk of M yet. That would come in September ’83, when BMW Motorsport presented the M635CSi, powered by essentially the same 3.5-liter, 24-valve Motorsport engine as the M1. Now developing 286 hp, it kept Motorsport’s signature individual throttle for each cylinder and four valves per cylinder, but adopted new electronic controls that helped the engine meet increasingly stringent emission limits while also delivering M-style performance.

In comparison with what had by now evolved into the “regular” 635CSi, the M model had larger, 4-piston fixed-caliper brakes; lowered and tightened suspension; and the esthetic touches that identified it as an “M” car: M logo in its black-slatted grille, a deeper front spoiler and one on its trunklid; wider wheels with low-profile performance tires; sport front seats with their typical prominent side bolsters and adjustable thigh support; and an oil-temperature gauge in place of the 635CSi’s fuel-economy readout. The M model became available in the U.S. in ’87 under the name M6; thus it was the new M6’s most direct predecessor.

America’s emission regulations, then as now stricter than Europe’s, took a slight toll on the U.S. M6’s power and performance: its engine delivered 256 hp, vs. the Euro model’s 286. But it was plenty quick, reaching 60 mph in 6.8 sec. according to official BMW data and 6.1 sec. in Car and Driver’s contemporaneous road test. In another predictor of future M Car character, it came only with a manual transmission.

The 6 Series attained a level of production volume far beyond that of its CS/CSL predecessors; alone the M635CSi/M6 reached 5,855 units by the time the last unit went out in February ’89.

850CSi: “M Car without the M”

As the new M6’s most recent – as opposed to most direct – predecessor, the 850CSi was introduced at the ’91 Frankfurt Auto Show and came to the U.S. as a ’94 model.

As its name implies, the 8 Series had been launched (in ’91) as a coupe beyond the 7 Series; as such it was relatively large, and heavier than other BMW coupes. It had the engine to go with its heft. At the beginning, a 5.0-liter V-12 of 296 hp powered a single 8 Series model, the 850i. Later, the 850i was renamed 850Ci and was joined on the one side by a 4.0-liter V-8 840Ci and on the other side by the 5.6-liter V-12 850CSi.

It was in August ’93 that BMW Motorsport GmbH assumed its present name of BMW M GmbH, and the ’94 BMW 850CSi was introduced at about the same time. For this limited-production performance model, BMW M developed a 5.6-liter, 372-hp version of the V-12 engine.

This larger, more powerful V-12 engine was at once the 850CSi’s most compelling feature and the reason it did not acquire an M designation such as M8: it had “only” 2 valves/cylinder and a single throttle. On the other hand, not only did it deliver that 372 hp, it also put out fully 402 lb-ft. of torque. Available only with a 6-speed manual transmission, the 850CSi accelerated to 60 mph in 5.7 sec. It also pioneered features found in M Cars to this day: variable rpm limiting, in this case allowing a higher “rev limit” in 1st and 2nd gears than in the other gears
 and variable throttle linkage providing two levels of engine throttle response (similar to today’s M Dynamic Driving Control).

Other M-style features of the 850CSi included M sport suspension, wider wheels and Z-rated performance tires, specific front and rear spoilers, four polished exhaust outlets, specially calibrated instruments with red pointers, and Yew wood interior trim that was unique to the model. The 850CSi was offered in ’94 and ’95 only. In its May ’94 issue, Road & Track declared that the CSi was “surprisingly fast, loaded with gizmos, and it glides like a swan; BMW’s flagship is a virtual GP
 racer fit for a Bavarian King.” Continuing its commentary, the magazine instructed its readers to “Think of this car as the firm’s M8, in limited production of 200 examples over two years (and, sorry, you’re already too late for the first year’s run).”

With the new M6, BMW M continues the proud tradition of performance coupes described here. For the 2006 model year, the lineup of M Cars is the most extensive ever: M Roadster and Coupe, M3 Coupe and Convertible, M5, and M6.
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� – “Production” as described here, but not in the sense of today’s M Cars with their 4-figure production runs.


� – All current M Cars, and some regular-production models, vary the tachometer warning segment according to engine oil temperature.


� – Grand Prix.
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