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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Two-seat sports cars, especially roofless ones, were out of fashion when BMW was becoming firmly established as a maker of cars with dynamic driving qualities in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Car makers everywhere were afraid that US legislation would outlaw the sale of such cars on safety grounds, and BMW wisely held back. By the time the threat of that legislation had receded, the company had sealed its reputation as a maker of closed cars with sporting qualities.


So BMW was late in getting back into a market sector where its products had been prominent during the 1930s. The low-volume Z1 of 1988 made clear that the company was thinking about an open two-seater, but it was not until 1995 brought the Z3 that the BMW sports car in ‘affordable’ form reappeared. Since then, the company has never looked back: the 2002 E85 Z4 and 2009 E89 Z4 continued where the Z3 had left off, refining the roadster concept and making of it something that was once again central to the BMW image.


I have been interested in the BMW roadsters since the early days of the Z3, and have also followed BMW the company closely over two and a half decades or more. So it has been a pleasure to write this history of the roadsters’ rebirth – and that of the coupé alternatives that accompanied the Z3 and first-generation Z4.


I need to make one small point about the format of this book. You will see that I have devoted far more pages to the Z3 and first-generation Z4 models than to the second-generation Z4. This is deliberate: at the time of writing there was greater enthusiast interest in the earlier cars, and I felt they therefore deserved the lion’s share of a book like this. There is already enthusiast interest in the E89 Z4s, and I don’t doubt that will increase as the cars become older and more affordable. In the meantime, please treat the chapter about them as a placeholder: if this book goes to a second edition, then will perhaps be the time to go into more detail to meet enthusiast expectations.


As always, credit needs to be given where credit is due. BMW (GB) and the BMW Global Media Service have between them been enormously helpful in providing the basic material for this book. Special thanks go to Ian, Barbara and Melanie at Brooklands Books for giving me access to so many road tests in their vast library. Various individual enthusiasts have chipped in with pieces of extra information, and so have several websites and online forums. Many thanks to all of them and, as always, only I can be blamed for any mistakes in understanding what they told me.


James Taylor


Oxfordshire


June 2016





CHAPTER ONE





A SPORTING HERITAGE


As a much-admired builder of sporting machinery, BMW was in an extraordinary position for most of the 1980s. For the German car maker had no traditional sports car in its model range. Nobody doubted the performance and handling qualities of its top models, and nobody doubted the excellence of its engines, but there was no open two-seater available with the blue-and-white roundel badge.


The reasons for this were many and varied. Perhaps most important of all was that by the 1980s BMW had only just pulled off an astonishing recovery from near-extinction at the start of the 1960s, and that building such frivolities as a sports car had been put on the back-burner until the company was back on a sound commercial footing. And yet without a sporting undertone to the products of its revival, BMW would have found those years of recovery much more difficult. Competing in a German domestic market dominated by the solid and superbly engineered cars of Mercedes-Benz, and where the lower-priced sector was well catered for by the likes of Opel, Ford and Volkswagen, BMW had to be different. That sporting undertone was what made it different.


Although there was probably an element of calculation about distinguishing itself from rival manufacturers in this way, it was certainly not an idea that had been picked out of the blue. In earlier years, BMW had enjoyed a reputation as a builder of sporting machinery that had included traditional open two-seater models. In fact, it was cars like this that had made its reputation in the first place.


In the Beginning


BMW’s early years had been spent as a maker of aero engines, and the company’s name actually reflected its beginning in that industry. The letters BMW came from Bayerische Motoren Werke (‘Bavarian Engine Works’), and from 1916 the company had focused on building some of the best aero engines around. However, the opportunities to sell those engines became rather more limited during the 1920s when Germany was caught in the grip of rampant inflation and reconstruction of its military powers was severely restricted by the humiliating Treaty of Versailles that the country had been forced to sign in 1919. So BMW began to look around for additional ways of deploying its talents and its factory space.


One industry that was booming in the 1920s was that of the motor car. Everywhere that cars were being made, synergies were being discovered between the design and manufacture of cars and aeroplanes, and it made sense for BMW to look at the possibility of moving into the car industry. The opportunity arose in October 1928 when the small German car maker Dixi, based at Eisenach, ran into financial difficulties. BMW did not hesitate and bought it out and, for the first few months, continued to run the company under its original name as a subsidiary.
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The 1931 3/15 DA2 model, derived from Britain’s Austin Seven and with saloon bodywork by Ambi-Budd in Berlin, seems a far cry from the sleek BMWs that came to characterize the marque. Yet the sporting ambition was already present: the chassis was available with a two-seat roadster body as well.





At this stage, Dixi was best known for building a version of the British Austin Seven under licence. The Austin Seven had been carefully designed to offer the minimum of everything that was needed in a car, in order to keep its price low and attractive, but it had also been designed to offer more than the ultra-cheap cyclecars of the time. The formula was an attractive one, and was eminently suitable for a Germany where economic circumstances were difficult. So Dixi took on manufacture of the Austin design in 1927, adding a few features of its own to give the car extra appeal to German buyers.


Once BMW had taken over, the Dixi name was dropped, and the upgraded 1929 models became known as BMW 3/15 models – the 3 was the 3PS taxable horsepower rating and the 15 was the actual power output of 15PS (14.8bhp). During 1930 the original three-model range (saloon, convertible and delivery van) was expanded to include a sports roadster – BMW’s first – with a drop-centre front axle to lower the car’s centre of gravity and an 18PS (17.75bhp) version of the engine. Known as the Wartburg model (after a castle overlooking the town of Eisenach), it was withdrawn after just a year as the sports car market collapsed in the Great Depression. In 1932, the licence manufacturing agreement with Austin expired, and BMW chose not to renew it. By this time, they were ready with their own car designs.


As the BMW 3/20 appeared in 1933, the German economy was just beginning to look up under the leadership of the National Socialist Party. While ruthlessly suppressing political opposition and asserting German nationalism, the Nazi party did succeed in improving job prospects and reining in inflation. The building of new Autobahns provided an opportunity to create new touring cars and saloons, and BMW did exactly that alongside other new sports models such as the 315/1 of 1934.


The Roadsters of the 1930s
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The 1934 315 (not to be confused with the earlier 3/15 model) was designed by BMW engineers and was made available with this attractive roadster bodywork.




The 315/1 – presented at the Berlin Motor Show in May 1934 – was the first roadster engineered by BMW’s own designers. Based on the chassis of the company’s existing 315 saloon, it had a more steeply raked radiator, just two seats behind a low windscreen, a folding roof (really for weather emergencies only) and a tapered tail. To reduce wind resistance in the fashion of the times, its rear wheels were hidden under spats. Like the saloon newly introduced at the same show, it had a 1.5-litre 6-cylinder engine developed from the 1.2-litre type used in the earlier BMW 303, but in the sports car it had 40bhp as against the 34bhp in the saloon, and in production form that sports car was capable of 75mph (120km/h).
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BMW campaigned the cars itself, well aware of the value of sporting success in impressing a car’s qualities on the buying public. These are 315/1 roadsters at the 1934 ‘2,000km across Germany’ race, in which BMW won a gold medal.




The 315/1 quickly established its sporting credentials with success in the 1934 International Alpine Rally, run between Nice and Munich over a distance of 2,867km (1,781 miles). One of the five works-entered cars finished first in its category, and all five completed the rally without incurring any penalty points at all. Over the next couple of years, the little BMW became a serious contender in motor sport events, driven by both works and private drivers, and a ‘special’ built by Ralph Roese was still winning races in 1939, when Roese carried off the German Road Racing Championship. Meanwhile, BMW had capitalized on the car’s success by making a more powerful version available – this time with a 1.9-litre engine tuned to 55bhp. Called the 319/1 and available between 1934 and 1936, the car was another success in competition, although its high retail price kept sales relatively low.
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Much in the same mould as the 315/1 but far more powerful and modern in concept was the BMW 328 roadster of 1936. The wheel spats helped link the design back to the earlier 315 but were usually removed for sporting events to speed wheel changing.




Other manufacturers made strenuous efforts to outdo the BMW roadsters in the mid-1930s, and the company could not afford to rest on its laurels. Further engine development found higher outputs within the capacity constraints of the 2-litre class, and from summer 1936 BMW had another new contender. This was the BMW 328, whose new 2-litre engine would be used not only for the sports car but also to power BMW’s larger road cars, both saloons and grand touring cabriolets. In overall charge of the 328’s development was Fritz Fiedler, and there were significant contributions from Alex von Falkenhausen and Ernst Loof, who would later play important parts in the history of BMW after the Second World War.
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The 328 roadster became a competition favourite. Here, a clutch of examples contest an event held in the City Park at Hamburg during 1939.




The 328 was introduced as a specialist sports-racing machine at the Eifelrennen race in June 1936, where it won the 2-litre class. The model became available as a road machine as well and during 1937 achieved more than 100 class wins in competition. In 1938 it won its class at Le Mans and won the RAC Tourist Trophy, the Alpine Rally and the Mille Miglia, following that in 1939 by another RAC Rally win and a class first (plus fifth overall) at Le Mans. A special works coupé won the 1940 Mille Miglia at an average speed of 103.6mph (166.7km/h), but by that time war had broken out and many potential competitors stayed away from the Italian event.
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The 2-litre BMW engine was used in the elegant 327/28 coupé – a 327 model of the late 1930s fitted with the higher-powered engine of the 328 roadster.





In the Doldrums


During the 1940s and 1950s, BMW was in very bad shape. At the end of the Second World War in 1945, the company had lost one of its major factories (at Eisenach) to the Russian-controlled eastern sector of the country, and for the next few years struggled to survive in the harsh postwar economic climate from its main factory in Munich. It restarted motorcycle production somewhat hesitantly in 1948 but built and dismissed a number of prototype cars over the next couple of years. Among these was a most attractive model that was clearly inspired by the little Fiat 500 and was thought for a time to be the sort of car that Germans – once again going through an extremely difficult economic period – might want to buy. In the meantime, many of its engineers had probably begun to despair of getting back into building proper sporting cars. Two of them had left the company to set up on their own as sports car builders.


One of them was Alex von Falkenhausen, who had been a key member of the design team responsible for the prewar BMW 328. He set up AFM (Alex von Falkenhausen Motorenbau) to tune surviving examples of the cars, and from 1948 went on to build his own car around the 328’s engine. AFM cars did well in German motor sport events and elsewhere in Europe over the next few years, and fitted into the Formula Two regulations under which the World Driver’s Championship was run in 1952–53. However, as Formula Two faded away, von Falkenhausen decided to return to BMW, where from 1954 he became head of the company’s racing division, a position he would retain for more than two decades.


The other was Ernst Loof, who had also worked on development of the 328 in the 1930s. Like von Falkenhausen, he set up in business to work on surviving examples of the cars, rebuilding them and tuning them for track use, and sending them out as BMW-Veritas models. Although sporting success came as early as 1947, BMW objected to the use of their name and later that year Loof began to badge his cars simply as Veritas. By 1949 Loof and his partners had developed a road-going version of their Veritas racer. They switched to a new 2-litre engine built by Heinkel but money was tight and the company had to suspend production in 1950. Later that year, Loof set up a new company, again building Veritas cars with the Heinkel engine, but the money ran out again. So Veritas was liquidated, its assets were bought by BMW, and Loof returned to the BMW fold, working in styling and body engineering until his early death in 1956.
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Even a specially designed two-door coupé body (in this case by Baur) could not disguise the essentially heavy lines of the 502 models.




The stories of these two BMW engineers show that the green shoots of sports and racing cars were sprouting at Munich during the 1950s and 1960s, and it could only be a matter of time before BMW returned to its 1930s roots. Yet the BMW products of the early 1950s would have given onlookers little hope that such a return was possible, for they were far from sporting in nature.


It was 1951 before BMW felt it had a car design that was right for the times, and 1952 before that car – the 501 – entered volume production. Germans had endured the austerity of the late 1940s and by the start of the new decade were beginning to reap the early benefits of the Wirtschaftswunder (‘economic miracle’) that would turn their country into a major force in Europe once again. They no longer wanted small and cheap cars that reminded them of the difficult years, although several companies continued to offer such types; what they wanted was large and luxurious models that reflected their new-found prosperity. The BMW 501 was one of those cars.


Big, sturdy and deliberately middle-class, the 501 and its derivatives reflected BMW styling themes of the 1930s, and as a result they dated rather quickly and gained the rather disdainful nickname of Barockengeln (‘Baroque angels’) because their bulbous and flowing lines reminded people of the carved wooden figures in south German and Austrian churches from the Baroque period of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Early models had a revived version of the pre-war BMW 2-litre 6-cylinder engine, but later ones took on a newly designed all-alloy V8 – and that would later take the company back into the two-seater sports car market, although it would be a short-lived and ultimately unsuccessful return.
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Desperate times called for desperate measures, and BMW assembled the Isetta ‘Bubble Car’ under licence in the mid-1960s. The rotating amber beacon on this one was not a standard feature!




Clearly aware that there was still a market for small and cheap cars in Germany, BMW aimed to broaden its range from 1955 by taking out a licence to build the Italian Isetta ‘Bubble Car’. This could hardly have been more different from the 501 family, but it did make manufacturing sense to BMW at the time because it could use one of the company’s own motorcycle engines. A sports car it was not, but sales of the little three-wheeler did help to keep BMW alive and did give it the confidence to develop its first post-war twoseater model.


The BMW 507
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It would be some time before BMW entered the roadster market again after the end of the Second World War. This was a design for what eventually became the 507, produced in 1954 by Ernst Loof who had returned to BMW after closing his own Veritas sports car business. The Loof design was rejected in favour of one by Albrecht Goertz.




The impetus for the design of the BMW 507 actually came from Max Hoffmann, who had developed a thriving business importing European cars into the USA. BMW had no car they could really offer him, but they did pick up on his assertion that he could sell a high-performance sports car in large quantities if they could build one. Such a car would only be feasible if it could use elements of other production BMWs, of course, and that immediately steered minds towards the company’s latest V8 engine and its associated powertrain components.


During 1954, the newly returned Ernst Loof was given the job of designing and building a prototype BMW roadster on the 501-derived 502 chassis with the company’s latest 2.6-litre V8 engine. In the meantime, Max Hoffmann suggested to a US-based German car designer of his acquaintance that BMW might welcome a new sports car design. That designer, Albrecht von Goertz, contacted BMW and produced not only a sports roadster design but also a grand touring coupé design. The Goertz sports car design won the day against the Loof design and became the BMW 507, while his grand tourer entered production as the BMW 503.
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The Goertz design for the 507 was quite stunning, although the car was too expensive to sell strongly and faced serious competition from the Mercedes-Benz 300SL.




Goertz’s curvaceous roadster with its optional demountable hardtop had a shape that has worn incredibly well over the years. By the time it entered production in 1956, BMW had a larger and more powerful version of their V8 engine ready, and the 507 came as standard with a 3.2-litre engine that developed 150bhp in initial twin-carburettor form and was later uprated to 165bhp with a triple-carburettor installation. However, the 507 had barely become established before it was faced with serious opposition from the Mercedes-Benz 300SL, which from 1957 became available as a roadster after three years in production as a gullwing-door coupé.
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The 507 could also be had with a hardtop, as on this example pictured at Munich airport. This car also has the optional centre-lock wheels.
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Despite its relative rarity, the V8-engined 507 remains well regarded and is a highly prized classic today.
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In the 1950s, one of BMW’s main aims was to establish a reputation for itself in the USA as a maker of sporting cars. Like the 507, the 503 had a V8 engine and was designed by Goertz, but this cabriolet was more of a grand tourer than a roadster.




The competition with the already-legendary Mercedes was one reason why the 507 never became a strong seller. Another was cost, and a third was that BMW took its time to get production under way. Although the car had been announced at the Frankfurt Motor Show in autumn 1955, the first cars were not delivered until the following year. Customers complained of a lack of boot space in the first cars, and so BMW made a smaller tank available as an option – which made refuelling stops necessary more frequently if the car was used as intended. So just 254 507s were sold in three years of production, all with left-hand drive. The experience left BMW not very keen to try its hand at another sports roadster.


Crisis and Renewal


Meanwhile, BMW’s small-car designs had gradually been growing in confidence and ability. The 600 of 1957 drew on the company’s Isetta experience but added a larger motorcycle engine to a four-wheel design, and the 700 of 1959 once again used a motorcycle engine, this time in a larger body with attractive lines penned by Italian designer Giovanni Michelotti. Over the six years of its production, the car became BMW’s bestseller since 1945, and more than 188,000 examples were built. But it arrived too late to stave off a financial crisis that threatened to engulf the company in 1960.


By the end of 1959, BMW was in trouble, having lost DM15 million on that year’s turnover of DM150 million. A general meeting of shareholders in December strongly supported a proposal from the bank – BMW’s chief creditor – that the company should sell out. Mercedes’ parent company, Daimler-Benz, in buoyant financial health, circled expectantly.


However, a substantial minority of shareholders blocked the proposal and put forward a counter-proposal to find another source of funding that would enable BMW to remain independent. Over the next two months, two businessmen who already owned a substantial proportion of BMW shares began to increase their holdings. By the autumn of 1960, some two-thirds of BMW shares belonged to the brothers Harald and Herbert Quandt, and BMW once again had funds.
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The Neue Klasse of 1961 was the car that hauled BMW out of the doldrums, and the company has never looked back. As a medium-sized saloon with sporting qualities, it gave the company an enduring image that remains in place today – and BMW’s Z3 and Z4 roadsters would always to some extent have to fight against that image.




Next, it needed direction. BMW’s board wisely decided that the company should proceed with its plan to enter the medium-sized saloon market, but that work done on such a car during the 1950s should be halted and the designers should think again. They did, and the new car that was shown in prototype form at the 1961 Frankfurt Motor Show embodied the best of what BMW could achieve. Not only was it attractively styled, with modern unitary construction and a modern suspension layout, but it also had an engine derived from earlier proposals by Alex von Falkenhausen. That engine was designed with built-in ‘stretchability’ that would enable BMW to produce a variety of different sizes from the same basic design, and after the BMW 1500 entered production in 1962 it rapidly gained praise from professionals and customers alike. Its basic design kept the car and its derivatives in production right through until 1976 – and the engine design remained in production even beyond that.
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In the 1960s, ‘sports’ meant high-performance saloons at BMW. This advertisement commemorates a 1964 victory by the 1800TI model.




Most important was that the BMW 1500 family of cars embodied the enthusiasm of designers who were determined to produce a sporting car. It was not yet a traditional sports two-seater because its role was to re-establish BMW as a mainstream car manufacturer, but it embodied the essential elements of a sporting car in its performance and handling. It also made clear that BMW was back and that its sporting heritage remained intact. During the 1970s, the successors of the 1500 range – the 5 Series four-door saloons and the 3 Series two-doors that replaced the ‘02’ range of two-door cars derived from the 1500 – kept alive that sporting heritage and built on it. By 1980, everybody knew once again what BMW stood for.


The Wrong Time


But this was not yet the time to introduce a sports roadster again. There is not even any evidence to suggest that BMW considered such a project. Few car companies had such a model in their ranges at the start of the 1980s. Most of them had fought shy of investing in any sort of open car when the 1970s had brought the threat of US legislation that would ban open cars on safety grounds. The issue was not just that the USA probably absorbed more open cars than any other country in the world; it was that other countries were likely to follow the lead of US legislators and also ban open cars. So the car makers gradually pensioned off their open models and did not replace them directly. In Britain, for example, the Triumph TR6 sports car was replaced by a firmly closed TR7 fixed-head coupé in 1975 – and it was some years before the car could be redeveloped as a convertible once the threat of that US legislation had receded.
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This 1987 M3 cabriolet was what BMW was really all about in the 1980s. The M3 was the Motorsport-developed version of the 3 Series compact saloon, and the cabriolet version seen here was introduced almost reluctantly: BMW had become firmly wedded to tin-top models.
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In the 1970s, BMW’s sporting ambitions were tied to its big 6-cylinder coupés, which eventually tranformed into the formidable ‘Batmobile’ track cars.




At BMW, there were nevertheless a few open cars, at least of a kind. Playing for safety, the company had developed open-air versions of its 02 Series saloons in the 1970s and the 3 Series saloons that followed them. But these were not traditional convertibles; they were ‘targa-top’ models, constructed for BMW by the Baur coachworks and featuring a removable roof section that fitted between strong windscreen and rear upper body sections. That was as far as the company was prepared to go for the time being.


Things began to change in the early 1980s. The first evidence of a new approach at BMW was the introduction in 1986 of a proper cabriolet version of the E30 3 Series. Meanwhile, behind closed doors, the company had already begun to develop a two-seat roadster, the job of doing so having been handed to the future-products specialists at BMW Technik GmbH.


The BMW Z1
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Trying to shake off that ‘tin-top’ image, BMW drew on its other strength – advanced technology – to produce the Z1 roadster of 1988. There was perhaps too much technology for the car to be affordable, but BMW learned a lot from building and marketing the Z1.
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Even as late as 1999, BMW showed that it was more comfortable with large and powerful sports cars. This picture shows the Z8 roadster – a hugely expensive machine with a 4.9-litre V8 engine – next to its spiritual forebear, the 507 of the 1950s. The car had been previewed as a concept called the Z07 in 1997. By this time, of course, the Z3 was already on sale and gaining BMW a new reputation as a maker of affordable roadsters.




This car would become the first product of BMW Technik, and would arrive in 1987 as the BMW Z1. The Z was the initial letter of the word Zukunft – German for ‘future’ – and the car had been designed to a very loose brief that called for a two-seat sports roadster that would revitalize BMW’s image and demonstrate that the company remained a leader in innovation and excitement. As the details of the design had been left to the BMW Technik engineers, it was hardly surprising that the Z1 ended up being something of an engineer’s delight. It had a remarkable base-unit construction with demountable plastic skin panels, doors that dropped into the massive side sills, and a fully disappearing soft top.


Although the Z1 was a quite remarkable demonstration of BMW’s abilities, it was not by any means an affordable or traditional sports roadster. BMW decided against farming out construction to a company such as Baur or Karmann, and chose to build the car in-house. Space constraints meant that production would have to be limited, and limited production inevitably raises the manufacturing cost of a car. One result was that there would be no Z1s with right-hand drive. Another was that the Z1’s showroom price was simply forbidding. When it went on sale in the UK, it cost an eye-watering £26,500; back in 1986, BMW had optimistically hinted at a price of around £15,000.


While the Z1 was doing its job of demonstrating BMW’s advanced technical skills, over in Japan the Mazda company was putting the finishing touches to a genuinely affordable two-seat roadster that it would bring to market in 1989. The Mazda MX-5 (it would be called the Miata in the USA) was a gamble for the company, which had never built a car of its type before. However, market research had made clear that the time was now right for such a car. There were thousands of customers who yearned for the sort of sports cars that the British Leyland companies – MG and Triumph – had made before production was stopped in 1981. The viability of those cars as everyday drivers was diminishing as they grew older, and owners wanted more modern replacements. Mazda even based many of the MX-5’s features on those of British sports cars such as the MGB and the Lotus Elan.
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This press photograph released when the Z3 was announced was an attempt to resume BMW’s roadster heritage. The Z3 in the foreground is almost certainly a pre-production model.




The MX-5’s massive success, particularly in the USA, certainly encouraged BMW to think about building their own affordable two-seat roadster. This would not be another Z1, but a genuine volume-production model with a price tag that made it accessible to the younger people who were most likely to want one. There could, of course, be more expensive versions with better equipment and higher performance as well, but the key factor was cost. By 1991, a brief had been passed down to the engineers at BMW Technik. That brief called for the design of an affordable two-seat roadster, and the implied benchmark was the Mazda MX-5.


But no BMW roadster yet had been in the ‘affordable’ category characterized by cars such as Britain’s MGs and Triumphs or Italy’s Fiats and Alfa Romeos. So even though the bottom end of the new roadster range might impinge on the territory opened up by the Mazda, BMW’s vision for its new roadster was very much wider.





CHAPTER TWO





THE Z3, 1995–1999


As the 1980s opened, BMW was riding the crest of a huge wave of success. The company had already established itself on the global market with a series of highly successful saloon cars that were carefully designed to appeal to different types of customer. The compact 3 Series saloons were for young buyers and for older ones who wanted to downsize without compromising on quality; the medium-sized 5 Series cars were for family buyers; and the large 7 Series models were for those who needed a luxury saloon for prestige purposes. It was already clear that with careful management this model strategy could continue for a good many years, and that the engineering department would simply have to keep on improving each model range so that it kept ahead of rivals with the introduction of each successive generation.


That would keep the company ticking over profitably. However, if it was to expand and potentially make ever greater profits, it would need to develop new products for sectors of the car market where it was not yet represented. BMW management chose to establish a new future-products division to look at such products, and BMW Technik was set up as an umbrella organization for the company’s research division and for the engineering teams who would be needed to take new product lines through to production. It has been described as an ‘independent think tank’ and would be quite separate from the mainstream engineers whose task was to keep existing products fresh and to develop their successors, although inevitably there would also have to be strong cooperative links between the two divisions.




[image: image]


The earliest Z3 in its entry-level form certainly lacked the glamour of some of the later models. This is an early 1.8-litre car, with the styled steel wheels characteristic of the model. With its soft top erected, the car looks compact and user-friendly; even the long bonnet is barely noticeable in this photograph.






[image: image]


What a difference! This 4-cylinder car wears alloy wheels and is clearly being used for enjoyment, with the top down. The long bonnet and short rear deck are more evident here; like all the early cars, this one has no rollover bars behind the seats.




The US Factory


By the end of the 1980s, BMW was also giving due consideration to the question of manufacturing space. The Z1 experiment had highlighted the difficulties that would arise if the product portfolio was expanded without a corresponding expansion of manufacturing facilities. So the new roadster project became intimately bound up with the plan to expand BMW’s manufacturing facilities.


It became clear early on that an additional factory in Germany was not the answer. One of the problems that BMW was facing by the early 1990s was that it was selling a very large proportion of its cars in North America (primarily the USA), and that each and every one of those cars had to be manufactured in Germany and then shipped across the Atlantic to the supplying dealer. The whole process took time and was expensive, and it was relatively inflexible as well. Worse, fluctuations in the exchange rate meant that profitability was sometimes affected by a factor completely beyond BMW’s control.
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The Spartanburg plant in South Carolina was home to Z3 assembly – and later to that of the first-generation Z4 as well.




BMW quickly focused on the idea of building an assembly plant in the USA. During 1992, they settled on a site at Greer, in South Carolina’s Spartanburg County, and an official announcement was made on 22 June that year. The deal between BMW and the state government of South Carolina was an excellent one for both sides. South Carolina was very keen to attract more industry to provide work, and bought the greenfield site alongside Interstate 85 itself for $38 million. It then leased the site to BMW for a peppercorn rent of just $1 a year. This arrangement was to continue for thirty years; BMW could then choose to buy the land at market value or continue to rent it at the same favourable rate for a further twenty years, after which time it would be obliged to buy it at the going rate. The South Carolina government also agreed to fund the initial training of the start-up workforce of 570 employees under its special technical school scheme.


For BMW, the South Carolina site had multiple advantages. It had good road and rail links within the USA that would facilitate distribution of completed cars, and also excellent links to the deep-water port at Charleston, around 100 miles away on the Atlantic coast. An airport nearby would simplify travel for BMW executives visiting from Germany. Better yet: it would actually be cheaper to build cars there than in the BMW plants in Germany. At the time, the company quoted the average hourly wage of a Spartanburg employee with two years’ experience as about $17, which compared very favourably with his or her German equivalent who earned between $25 and $30. Offsetting this to some degree, however, was a much greater use of manual labour (as distinct from robots) at Spartanburg than in BMW’s German plants. This may have been one of the conditions imposed by the South Carolina government.


Construction began on the Spartanburg site in April 1993 and construction of the main buildings was complete by January 1994. That month, the first members of the start-up workforce were hired, and an indication of the new factory’s attraction for the local economy was that there had been more than 65,000 applicants for the 570 initial jobs. The factory was officially opened on 15 November 1994, although assembly of BMWs had in fact begun in early September.


The BMW plan was ambitious but carefully orchestrated. Beginning in June 1994, the Spartanburg logistics had been tested by bringing BMWs assembled in Germany for the US market in through the port of Charleston. The next stage of the plan was to assemble existing BMW models for the US market from CKD kits shipped in from Germany. The programme began with E36 318i saloons, added 318i coupés, and then in spring 1995 moved on to 328i saloons. However, the ultimate aim was to dedicate the US factory to the assembly of a single model range, and one that would not be built at any other BMW factory. Only the engines and transmissions would be shipped in from Germany. That single model range was the new two-seat roadster.
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The Z3’s body-in-white comes down the lines at Spartanburg, early in the car’s production life.
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Z3 bodies were painted by a fully automatic system; the only human element was supervision of the robots.
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