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The Essence of the M Car

by Robert P. Hall

The essence of the M car is a feeling beyond words. It is a fusion of gasoline 
power and mechanical capability that gives rise to human enthusiasm and 
exhilaration. The best description I’ve found does not even talk about the act 
of driving the car, just the awe of witnessing what it can do. British enthusiast 
Quentin Willson remembered an experience he had just outside Berlin. He says 
he was “hammering down the derestricted autobahn at 140” miles per hour. 
He was driving a Mercedes-Benz E55 AMG and he “felt unassailable.” (The AMG 
is an aftermarket high-performance edition.) The engine was at 4,000 revs. It 
was “three in the morning, arrow-straight tarmac, no traffic, no cops, no limits.” 

The M-Car Badge The three colors of the M-car badge reflect the 
branding of a series of cars that the Motorsport division has enhanced. The 
logo symbolizes a stealth approach to appearance but at the same time 
with sports-oriented technical improvements that elevate performance, 
ride, and handling.
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He wasn’t watching his mirrors for anyone at the rear because, at that speed, 
“anybody coming up behind usually knows what they’re doing.” Quentin said 
he first heard the car behind him as “just a polite toot of the horn.” And here’s 
what happened next:

I didn’t know where he’d come from, or at what sort of incredible 

velocity, but he was there, impatiently sucking up my slipstream. I 

broke my trance of concentration, dutifully moved over, he edged past 

and I saw the tiny M5 badge on his rump. I buried the throttle, kept 

with him for a bit and then felt the crushing disappointment when at 

exactly 155 mph the Merc’s killjoy speed limiter closed me down. In 

disbelief, and with some bitterness and envy, I watched him accelerate 

into the night, two receding red orbs doing 170 (2006, 71).

A more “factory-approved” description of M-car essence was provided by 
former BMW M division director Karl-Heinz Kalbfell (as quoted by Classic Car 
journalist Mike Goodbun):

It’s the spirit of a high revving, sophisticated, normally aspirated, 

in-line six-cylinder petrol engine in cooperation with breathtaking 

gearshifting precision, superb roadholding and smooth yet sporty 

comfort. This is even valid for an M1. It’s the overall performance, the 

mixture of excitement, which makes M cars so unique. And last but not 

least, its durability (2009, 41). [The M1, about which I’ll say more later, 

was a swept-back, mid-engine sports coupe manufactured by BMW 

from 1978 to 1981.] 

The normally aspirated part deserves some explanation. This is automotive-
engineer jargon for the car’s literally breathing normally. By contrast, some 
high-performance cars are turbocharged, an engineering approach by which 
air is forced into the engine under pressure to increase power and acceleration. 



The Essence of the M Car 3

What’s that mean to you? Well, most turbocharged sports cars tend to have 
higher maintenance expense and suffer from low rpm lag, or dead spots as a 
driver accelerates to the red line of the rpm range. Happily for the sake of your 
practical side, M5s are born lean—and they stay mean.

Peer Review At this Pebble Beach concourse event, M sports-car BMWs are parked next to 911 
Porsches. The BMW M cars should be considered members of this esteemed sports-car group and thus are 
fittingly parked together on the same lawn.

Appreciating the M Car

I have owned three very different M cars over a 10-year period. I want to not 
only share with you what it feels like to own such a car but also convey the 
almost indescribable essence of these particular sports sedans. And then in a 
wider context I’ll relate how owning an M car can allow you and a newly formed 
group of friends to literally open that car door and climb into an exhilarating 
new, cool lifestyle.
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But acquiring the key that opens that door requires some preparation. 
Although this book is not intended simply as a buyer’s guide, I will give you a 
general orientation on three M5s. As a prospective purchaser, you’d do well to 
read everything you can find about these cars. I list the sources I’ve found in the 
“For Further Reading” section at the back of this book.

Bear in mind that I’m not referring here to concourse-level cars, or cars that have 
been meticulously restored to showroom condition. My emphasis is on cars 
you won’t hesitate to drive every day, even though they are engineered to a 
high level and to some degree are even hand-built. My focus is on classic used 
cars that, over the years, have been maintained fairly consistently and are at 
least repairable without being torn down and completely rebuilt.

My related assumption in recommending an M car is affordability. I assume 
that the cost of entry to the cool lifestyle—the price of this magical key—falls 
within the range of $20,000 to $50,000. This budget expenditure would include 
purchasing the car as well as incurring any major repair expense required 
to make it roadworthy for regular use. I suggest that this price range should 
correspond with an economic “sweet spot” for many types of prospective 
owner, whether young professionals, families, or retirees.

And while I’m not talking about mint restorations, I am also excluding exotic 
cars from this discussion. As a broad definition, exotic sports cars are in limited 
production and typically cost two to three times what I’m suggesting for the 
affordable M5s.

Then too the whole notion of a four-door sedan that is also a sports car is 
at odds with the traditional concept of the collectible, classic sports car. Car 
enthusiast commentators used to insist that sports cars of character could have 
only two doors and minimal luggage space. Obviously, from my point of view, 
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this configuration makes them impractical choices for the types of everyday 
use I’m suggesting, unless as a second car.

But then along came the M5—a sedan with sporty character.

Origins of the M Car

The history of the sports sedan predates the M car. BMW initiated the concept 
of a luxury sports sedan with the introduction of its model known as the 
2002, a two-door sedan with high windows. This model gained widespread 
popularity and worldwide commercial success. But during the period of time 
the 2002 was in production, a small group of vocal enthusiasts demanded even 
more performance than the 2002 could offer.

When these enthusiasts complained to BMW, they were referred to a division 
of the company that later became known as BMW Motorsport. This division 
of BMW AG was responsible for producing the sleek M1 sports coupe and 
also managing the company’s racing programs. Less known to the public 
at this time was that the Motorsport division also worked on experimental 
development. It took its design requirements from the preferred customers 
who demanded higher performance than the regular production models could 
provide. Among the initial product enhancements were larger engines with 
more sport-oriented suspensions. Then, in response to enthusiast demands, 
BMW introduced the first of a new, high-performance car line, the M533i.

The M5s were a fusion of a previous series of practical, square-shaped sedans, 
known as the 5 series, with new sporty enhancements. When it was time 
to update one of the earlier 5-series models to what became known as the 
E28 (the first of my M5s I’ll tell you about), a rumor spread that loyal BMW 
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customers were anticipating a race-bred engine fitted into the standard 5 
series. Noted car magazine columnist Bob Harper reported, “[Starting in] 
October 1984 a dedicated team of 75 Motorsport technicians started hand 
building the first M5s, with UK deliveries starting in 1986” (1999, 56).


