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Driving Impressions—Compared

by Robert P. Hall

A quick summary of the three engines reveals the following. The latest version, 
the V-8 in the E39, sounds like a highly sophisticated German version of an 
American muscle car. The first two M5s were offered with the M1-inspired 
straight sixes, which give the driver a certain “cammy” sound and feel of the 
engine. Relative to the weight of the first two M5s, they delivered modest 
torque in the lower end of the torque band. Consequently, you need a deft 
hand to choose the right gear to get the rear end squatting and both ends 
accelerating. The first two M5 engines also crackled with six acoustical sound 
bites coming from the throttle bodies accompanied by the smooth snarl of a 
high-output inline six engine.

Driving the E28

The shape of the first M5 model, the E28, is boxier than the other two, and 
I liken it to a raw egg; that is, the character of the next two models is more 
refined. Acceleration in the first model is accompanied by a little vibration and 
a lot of wonderful sounds. The E28 has a bit of looseness built into it when you 
drive it hard, but the car just keeps coming back with a feeling that you can’t 
flip it or lose control when the drive gets close to the limit.
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The first M5 might be regarded as rougher in character than the other two, 
but it has a certain charm that, in my experience, appeals more to female 
passengers. For example, the E28 is my wife’s favorite.

Despite being slightly numb on center, the E28’s steering is perfectly 
weighted and highly accurate. It takes a while to learn the idiosyncrasies of 
the transmission, but once you gain experience with the shifting you will feel 
you’ve mastered it and shifting will be a joy.

After you have driven the E28 enough to get this feeling of mastery, the first 
M5 is easy to drive fast—and even very fast. Something about the unlikely 
combination of the first E28 boxy family-sedan shape and its ability to take 
corners with serious urgency makes for a car that provides great driving 
pleasure. A car with square corners and sharp angles possibly offers more 
driving pleasure because you constantly wonder how a car with this prim-and-
proper shape can handle so well.

Having driven an E28 M5 for more than two years, I would agree with other 
commentators that you have to be much more involved with the driving 
experience in these cars than you do in the modern BMWs. The stick shift is 
easy to use, but both the steering and the braking action are a bit heavy.

Despite these characteristics (or perhaps because of them), the driver really 
does feel exactly what is going on among the car, the tires, and the road. 
Although the E28 may feel a bit loose, with some vibration, the car never ceases 
to amaze in terms of its handling prowess. You can throw it around, but the E28 
M5 never gets out of control, even though there is a bit of body lean. I also like 
the high-looking windows, which afford great visibility while you’re driving. You 
have to remind yourself to look down at the dials because the car can travel 
very fast, so effortlessly and so smoothly. The sounds of the engine are vivid, 
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and you definitely get the feeling you are driving a four-door sports car with a 
somewhat raw racing engine.

Driving the E34

The next M5 has more weight and refinement, and thus the engine is not quite 
as loud or vivid-sounding as the E28’s. But in the E34 there is also a feeling of 
more torque or power along with a deeper-sounding exhaust note. But when 
you get close to the redline, the E34 becomes a different car altogether. Your 
feeling of confidence increases.

Although the chassis is less rigid than on the first M5, the car conveys a sense 
of tightness in its match among chassis, suspension, and body. The car is lower 
all around, and so you feel more directly connected to the curves and the 
elevation changes on the road. Its sounds here are more refined, almost silky 
in nature, but you also hear the wonderful mechanical sound of the valves 
working hard to respond to your commands. When the tach approaches 
the 7,000 rpm limit, you don’t get the feeling that the engine wants you to 
slow down. Rather, the E34 would be content to cruise at that level all day. In 
addition, the shifting and the clutch interaction in this car is more accurate than 
in the first M5.

Driving the E39

Unlike the first two M5s, the E39 offers a sport mode, described previously, 
which tightens up the steering feel and adds acceleration feel at the foot 
pedal. When you take a high-speed blast on a twisting road in sport mode, it 
becomes far more pleasurable and rewarding as you balance the car through 
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tricky sections or cornering maneuvers. By eliminating any unnecessary slop 
or vagueness in the throttle, sport mode makes this M5 easy to drive through 
tight corners. The application of more power is just a mere nudge of the gas 
pedal away. Although the steering feel is not altered in sport mode, the added 
heft of the steering wheel gives the impression that the front tires are more 
securely planted, adding to the feeling of control and composure for the driver. 

Comparing the M-Car Experiences

Because I have owned and driven all three of these M5 models extensively, 
I can offer a unique perspective on each of them. I owned the E39 before I 
bought an E28. I had driven the third version for two years before owning 
the first M5 model. Then I drove the E28 version for two years and more than 
30,000 miles before I bought the E34. In other words, I have traveled backward 
in technological terms—from the latest M5 I review here to the first—and then 
forward to experience the second.

I am going to recommend some upgrades later in this book. But even when not 
modified with tasteful suspension upgrades, the E34 version is a perfect blend 
of the modern touches in the E39 with the more primitive design of the first 
E28 version. The E34 is lighter and has fewer electrical and computer features, 
which add weight and complexity. Its chassis is tight and perfect when properly 
maintained. I have taken this version of M5 on rally events, driving with and 
against Porsche 911s and BMW M3s (two-door sports cars), and the E34 can 
almost hold its own flying through twisty mountain roads with these other cars.

Bob Harper gave an accurate and concise summary of the handling traits of all 
three cars in his 1999 article “Fast, Faster, Fastest.” After pointing out that the 
E34 M5 has a tendency to “thump” and “crash” over poor road surfaces, he said, 
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“The E28 is altogether more supple, absorbing bumps that upset the later [i.e., 
E34] car. The E39, though, is a near perfect compromise with excellent body 
control but the ride quality never straying the wrong side of firm” (60).

My Take on the Need for Speed

When owning and appreciating sports cars of character, there comes a point 
following a purchase when I’ve felt connected to the car with an intellectual 
and visceral attraction. Other connoisseurs probably have such feelings for fine 
works of art or classical music. Stated another way, ownership of such cars is 
not just about speed for speed’s sake or just driving for thrills.

At some level owning sports cars of character can give you—provided you 
actually drive and use the car—a sense of freedom coupled with a pursuit 
of and a passion for speed. Driving responsibly within your limits, but with a 
passion for speed, can give you a sense of transcending yourself. And you may 
possibly discover the excitement of exceeding your own limitations. With this 
view in mind, a passion for speed can be understood.

Now, taking it to the next level, to drive a sports car of character fast requires 
that you really concentrate and possibly listen to nothing (or no one) except 
the sounds of the engine. With the right approach, there should be a sense 
of exhilaration when you’re driving a sports car “at speed.” This observation 
explains the attraction of participating in a car rally or car tour while navigating 
through twisty mountain roads. And, of course, there is always the attraction of 
driving a race car.

And as to a passion for speed, while driving you may start to feel a sense of 
relaxation, of “bringing yourself out of yourself.” For reasons like this, I’ve come 
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to think that driving a sports car of character can be a panacea for the trials of 
everyday life.

Here is a suggestion: Think about these things right after you and a passenger 
take a spirited drive through mountain roads to a winery. Reflect on what 
you’ve just experienced and marvel at the marriage of humans and high-
performance machinery.


