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How come such a staggeringly efficient car as BMW's

new M3 is something of a disappointment to drive? Mark
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Hales explains why Porsche’s 968 makes him feel better
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BMW M3 — PORSCHE 968

was always going to be hard to replace.
Conceived to satisfy the international
motor sport body's 5,000 per year production
requirement, virtually nothing in engine,
shell or mechanics would interchange with
angthing from the humbler 3-series models
and once you took the wheel, it showed. The
car was an ultimate boy racer’s Loy,
Responsive and unbreakable, it offered an
incressingly rare combination of hig front-
mounted engine driving just the rear wheels.
Wagding the il was always on the oplions
list and the steering always left vou feeling in
possession of an extra degree of comrol. Word
was, however, that German buyvers were a tri-
fle cool aboul an expensive small BMW with

FI:II‘ the keen deiver, the four-cylinder M3

al top international aloon car level which has
brought the new M3 to the UK's market at a
mere £32.500 — at least 10 grand less than
originally emvisaged. Perhaps it is also why
there is no gorblimey rear wing as seen in all
the sneak fouring car lesting pictures, And
perhaps it is because the straight-six engine
cannot rew to 10,000 and develop thee same
lind of grunt as the Mercedes four; that was
the real reason why BMW pulled out of the
domestic series. Maybe its why some BMW
insiders wanted to call this latest car a 3-litre
C5i, rather than risk comparison with an
llustrious predecessor,

Whatever the racing intent = and it already
loaks as if the new M3 is capable of challeng-
ing the Escort Cosworths in the showroom

Tha 388 manages to invalve you far mors in the driving process than does the BMW M3

only four cylinders. Over here, il was only

available in left-hamd dFive, due—acearding b .
BMW — 10 problems threating the steering

column past a big four-cylinder engine which
lard it head to the right-hand side of the bon-
nict,

Mesmwhile, international saloon carracing
wias changing, and the old 5,000 model pro-
duchion requirement was on the way oul.
Before that happendd though, the M3 had
wirn every domestic and internalional saloan
car series, Mercedes and Audi felt sufficiently
stung by the domination from Munich o
kegin the application of Formuly One-sized
budgets o the German Touring Car
Championship in pursuil of BMW's erown.
Successive defeals by these Iwo meant BMW
needied 2 succeszor lo the M3 = then in ils
final high-winged 2.5-litre evolution.

Gestation was lengthy bul that successor
has finally emerged — a5 & new-shape M3 - and
ironically, it now seems unlikely Lo be seenin
competition. BMW has now withdrawn from
the German series — ostensibly in profest at
Grand Prix-sized costs = while the rest of the
world's Touring Car racing seems destined to
o the 2-litre, four-door only route bo give
front-wheel-drive cars some kind of chance
against, er. BMW's four-door 3185 nobody
said marketing was an exact science.

Possibly, it is this lack of sporting potential
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BMW M3 - PORSCHE 968

turho's 2T4khp from 2,1T4ce is a more Jikely
titbehobder. BMW alzo claims the new 3-litre
engine has as much torgue at idle as the old
2.3-litre M3 did st its peak. Torgue may be
purely a functisn of engine capacity bul it still
seems unlikely.

Mearly 300bhp whithks @ bon and a hall to
GOmph in well under Geec, and as we found on
urirestricted German motorways, comfortahly
up 1o the 155mph-sensitive electronic speed
limiter, ut which point the car’s speedo is indi-
cating no less than 265kph = or 165mph. At
this speed, it’s still possible to listen to the
radio, and despite Lhe absence of any overt
aerodynamic devices to spoil the car’s under-
stated Touring Car ambience, il racks rela-
tively straight and Erue at this speed.

Suspensieon lwvout i3 developed from the
current J-series, with stiffencd springing.
anti-roll bars-and damping all round, and a
fair few bits borrowed from: the much heavier
850 for the driveshafts, wheelbesrings and
hubs. The otherwise commonplace front sus-
pénsion syslem fealures BMW's ingenious
swivilling link at the bottom of the
MacPherson  struts.  This  undoubtedly
restricts changes in track and wheelbase as
the steering wieel is lurned. which are tnde-

‘The BMW’s engine
is without doubt a
technical
masterpiece. It
idles with barely a
rustle and then

pulls relentiessiy
to 7,000rpm with
no step or surge
anywhere to spoil -
the flow’ '

sirable for ABS hraking. but it costs in lerms
of steering fecl. At the rear, there's the trailing
arm-and transverse link layout that first
appeared on the Z1 sports car and finally [aid
tor rest the BMW reputation for tricky tail-out
handling on the limil eared primarily by
alder G-series and M3 models

It was alsa aboul this time thal testers
begin, to complain of dead sfeering on new
madel BMWs, so mavbe vou can't hive it both
ways. The new M3 rear 'end remains res-
alutely ghied to the road throughout most
narmal provicalive manoeunvres - reading on
andl off the accelerator, sawing al the steering
or lifting off the power in-a corner = but it
does make the front end pushi Makes yvou
wonder how the ald M3 managed to be =0
nicely balanced will semd-tradling anms.

S0, the car is a 2econd quicker to 6B0mph
than its predecessor thunks to more power,
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BMW M3 £32,450

FUEL ECONDMY': 28 3mpg gosernmen
compmln, 30.Emipdg on 18],

INSURANCE GROUP; 21
SERVICINGMWARRANTY: One pasruniumniied
mibeage wiriany. Six ynor amiscorrnsion
WETATITY,

Sax ayhintfors i g, front longaudinally.
meruntod. 290000, BEmm bore = 85 Smen stroke
T0E 1 compresssnn ralia, Cast inpn Block,
olimminiume slloy eyiindar hoad. Twin chadn-driven
oy arhand camehaitg oppraling Mour valees e
Gylnhar, placing-Pydrim e contingusiy-variablo
innled cam toming. Muolti-post fuel injocgion,
akachramic amg e manageEmeni

PEAK POWER: PREGhp ot 70000

PEAK TORCLE: 236004 8t 3,600¢pm

POWER TO WEIGHT RATIO (ne tested):
AR g an

¥

andl it cam get through the cormers ot higher
speed thanks Lo mere rubber = 233402Rs on
7.5% 17in aluminium rolless = and it probably
[akes less effort to dooit thanks to mare
sophisticated  rear suspension, Bul Joes
dreater performance coupled with a more
compased, safety-conscious mature add up to
& better longt distance driving experience?

In search of answers, we didn’t want to use
the préevious M3 as a baromeler since new
anes have not been availahle for over & year,
anid pur search for rivals brought the question
of BMW competitors inlo sharp focus, What
other four-seat 250bhp plug, rear-dee road

Largo stearing whoal convays little information
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Fisg-upood ofl eynoromaonh goartax, fnoni
longitudinolby-mounted, deiving roar whosls
through rend-meiirisd ddbissnisl wak Hmised
abip.

SUSPENSION: Front MacPharson shiwta with
fower lnks, gas:filked 1elascopsie dampaers and
anfi-rodl boe, Varishda radia posaor-aasisiod rack
and pinlod #Peofing. Rdsr tiailihg anms wiih
tramsverss links, gas-filed (descogie dampers
and anti-noM bar

BRAKES: Front and rear veniifabed duscs. ABRS
WHEELS/TYRES: Cnat ATl fiam-a lboys

T.5x 17im franl RS2 1 Tin roan235M07R radials
Irairit anaf rear

Chrome trim for familiar grille

burners are there for around 22 grand? Only
Lhe Nissan 300ZX can really match the BMW's
hargain price and storming performance,
althaugh two understeering four-wheel dri-
vers — the Mitsubishi 3000GT and Audi 54
qualiro - can compele onspesd but cost a few
grand extra: Eventually, we opted for ‘the
Porsche 968 while admitting that the Nissan
seonald have been aotougher competitor given
the massive torgue from fis burbo V& engine
and 14 greater cabin space.

The Parsche is nol quile comparable with
the M in terms of interior space — it's more
coups than saloon allhough both have anly




DIMERSIDNS

EXTERMAL: longib 174, 5in, widif 67.3in, haighi
53.-||F|'|‘_.W|l-r'l'|”'|.‘.lﬁ 106.3im, track fawiinand 56,0
5b.Ean.

INTERMAL: rear hoad J4.8in, rear log 21.4-
6.9, resr wedth 51,290, (rand Baad 37, W6, beent
Iy 37,6-44.Tim, Meont widih 50,00,

WEIGHT: 3.3600D | a5 taared with full Tued 1ank and
VE5IE e,

Auitoanaiic: N

Larsifirs pphaiainng: L1040
A condtioning: 1 4460

AbS: Srsntan

PAS: Stondard

Adrbag: DE30 {driver side anlyl
Ebectric: seats: Standasd

IM?RZ 9398

L

M3's 3ditre twin-cam stralght-six boasts 2B6bhp and 2361b 1t of torque
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The old M3 invited the driver to attack the comer the new one Just abeys orders but Its lmita ore far higher than its prodecessors

two doors = or in power output = 2406hp
against 286, But it's rer-driven and for us, a
standard-seller in terms of balance, steering
feel and driving invalvement. A supremely
enjoyable ground coverer,

However, il docan't look as purpogeful as
the M3, The BMW is a model of understated
agarression, bul devold of wings and wilh sub-
tle bodywork additions below the front
bumper and along the salls. b also looks
lenger and lower thien it really is, a perception
aided considerably by a long 106in wheelbase
= 13in longer than the 968's within just four
inches extra body length. This really does pul

afarge diameter wheel at each of the M3's cor-
ners, with the fronts especially close to the
car's nose, The Parsche looks all bonnet and
no cabin by comparizon, and even a little
dated, although it Loo is quite understated. It
all deperds whether you like the sensation of
looking oul over a long bonnet, but it's a pity
it doesn't make the same visual step from the
44 as the M3 does over its predecessor.

Four big cylinders make up the 968
engine's 3 litres, smoothed by two belt-driven
shafts with offset counterbalance weights
mounted high up each side of the cylinder
hlock, fed by four valves in each combustion

chamber, and an inlet camshaft with a rather
simpler variable timing system. Its no less
smoath to the touch than the BMW's six —
wiipch is praise indeed — but it sounds coars-
er. The 965 lets out a gruff rasp, rather like an
old Alfasud and it sounds down-market when
compared with the six pol's classier wail. And
while six is a sweeter noise than four, when
compared with the silkiness of other BMW
“sixes, Lhis one lays a coarser, more pu ul
grovw] over the more familiar subdued wadl,
Possibly it's hecause the exhaust manifalds
are separated info two bunches of three, exch
with a separate catalyst and silencer. If it was[=
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BMW M3 - PORSCHE 968

Porsche 968 £36,722

FUEL ECOPMOMY; 27 Gmipg gevarmmant
campossie. 3. 0mpyg oniest

INSURANCE GROUP: 30
SEAVICINGWARRANTY: Two yoarsunlimited
milloago warrnety, Thoes yoaes palnt warranty.
Ten yoars Sndi-comosien warranty, Two yonrs
Porgche Assistanco recoverny sanvice,

Four cylinders in-ling, front longiudinaliy-
maunied, 2,938cc, H4mm bore x 88mm siroke.
11001 compression ratio. Aluminium-oliey block
and cylinder hoad. Twin balancer shiafis, twin balt:
driven overhead camshafis, four vialvos por
cylinter, electronically-controlied variablo inlot
tirmiing]. Multi-poing fuel injection with eloctronic

G ine manasgemenl.

PEAK POWER: 240bhp st &, 200mpm

Heat undorstatod I-ih'”l'lg charactorisos Porscho's 368

intended, the engineers have played a good
aural trick by making the car sound more like
aracer without getting much louder.

The BMW s engine is withoul doubt a tech-
nical masterpiece. It idles with barely a rustie
and then pulls relentlesshy to 7000mm with
0 step or surgie anywhere to spoil the fow. It
would therefore be perverse to suggest that
the Porsche feels a5 if it has greater low-down
pench because there's a surge as the engine
comes on =ong al around 4.000rpm. This
would fafl to credit the BMW engine with its
faultless poveer delivery. And then far come-
parison is difficult because the 965 has six
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PEAK TORQUE: 225091 ot 4,100¢am
POWER TO WEIGHT RATIO (o8 tested):
T P

Roar-moumnad six-spoad tranaasxlo driving roas
wlsials. (Lirsigd-glip @il oplionall

SUSPENSION: Fron! MacPharson sliuts wilh
borweor wishbonas, gas-filled (eloscopse dampars
and antl ol bar, Power-asalated rack snd pimion
stearing. Aear somil-ralling arms with 1orsion boe
springs, gos-fillod telescopic dampers and anti:
rall bar.

BRAKES: Front and rear vontilatod discs. ABS,
WHEELSITYRES: Cast aluminium-nitoys, irom
T.5% 16in weith 705%50FA rodinks, vear 3x18im with

gears, and vou are most likely (o be one ratio
down when chading the same overtaking
opportunity, The M3 starts (o stride away
from the 968 as you edge past 100mph. The
BMW is just quicker whether it feels it or not.

The BMW has five forward gears, the
Parsche six, the M3's gearbo is immediately
behind the engine, the 968's is in the tail. But
despite long linkages between lever and box,
the change is crisp and positive. The inertia of
all the connecting rods seems to add meati-
ness o the change without making it hard
work, and the lever clicks home into the next
ratio with a satisfying metallic finality. A total

M-FOWER.RU

EXTERNAL: lsngth 170in, vestdth T6.Zin, hoight
50.2in, whowelbhaso 83.Tin, trock frontirear 579
57.%A,

INTERMAL: rear hend 300, rear keg 15.0-24.0in,
roos width 40.0in, front hesd 37.0in, front log 34.0
£5.0in, Team witdh 51.0in

WWENGHT: 337610 lae osted with full Pued fank and
1651k drivert

dAviiarmase MA

Lontlsar sphinlsleny Standnard
Alr conditipnang: Senndnrd
ABS: Stondard

PAS: Standard

Alrbng; Derenr gidp only
Eleciric sposs: Siamdmrd

Gaontle tafl-out overstoer can soon switch to the more lurid sort

of 5ix also makes the lower gears seem closer
and the minirmal dropin the engine's rasp as
wou snick up throagzh the gears feels goad and

Tacy,

Thee M3's shift is lighter, bul has o slightly
rubbery feel, and there's more shunl in the
transmissinn if you are climsy with the aceel-
erator at [ove speeds. The gearchange redquires
less effort generally. but perversely is less at-
isfying as a result. 1t atso has 2 very strong
spring across Lhe gate between fourth and
fifth, and when wou have become used to the
featherlight feel of the other four, i’s easy not
Lo poke hard enough sideways and miss fifth,



Porecha’s big four s smooth as M3's six
—=

Bul a hammy fist round the Porsche’s gear
kriok will wsially find fifth from second more
aftem Lhan thee Bhind it was oo king for, so mei-
thir syaterm can really be described as perfect,
Nit-picking to be sure, but we are supposed o
bee discuesing ullimate derving machines,

Mow we come o the most important thing
in a sparts car; the handling, and this is nat
the same as grip, ot ability to'sel lap times. I
that were the case, the new M3 has lilts com-
petition; in the model's first UK competition
appearance it fmmediptely lapped some twa
siecondds quicker thun the ear il replices.

The first thing vou notice when vou drive

the same piece of road in esch car is the
response to the steering wheel. The Porsche
turns frem some imaginary point underneath
your seal whereas the BMW seems Lo tum
fram somevhers near your feet. Normally this
is known as underdteer, and although the
BMW does @ lot more of that than the
Porsche, it's the way that the 968% hody
moves in response. loca- driver inpul that
delights. At S0mph, if you rock the steering
wheel through 50% left Lo right, the BMW
Idndres the commund as pointless, while the
Porache’s nose tries hard to keep up. Try areal
cormer, and the 968° tail 2quats and kans into
the tum, while messages filter back to your
harnds from the front wheels, telling you fo
ald lock or remove i Sometimes you feel the
need bo be cargful not to upset the Porsche's
heavier tail which is dipping and swayving
behind you, bul the 965 invites you to be a
partner. in this driving process,

The BMW steering has thrée turns befween
Tock st\nps,.nml the wheel is'big. The steering
i light. requires: no effort to turn and your
hands seem bo move a long way rovnd the cir-
cle hefare the car-does anything Then youl
turmiit some more only because vour eves tell
youl the car js runmnﬁuldle The helm might
be connected o thi wwheels by electronics and

hits of wire rather than fingst German steel-
work, for all the indormation it gives you,!
Where is the old car’s invitation (o attack the ',

corner and feel the change in welght at the
homds; telling you that the frontwheelswere
lnsing grip, to back off the al:cx.ltrﬂ!ur.. or
tghten the line?

When the time cume bo overslep 1Fu. mﬂ
limnits and find oul I, and’ how hard!

winld hilc.wu]nmgm-e up with the BN W.'

The Porsche will happily swilch from slight
nige-wide understeer Lo gentle tail-out oyery
steer. Too fiet into the cormmr and the gentld
oversteer becomes lurid which is fuirdy ensily
halanced with nghi fool while the sl.cmng, il
left alone, will spin itself to exactly the'rght
amount of oppasite lock, By then itis thd-far
mdm;}slub;. comfortable ar safe uuls:ld;' ke

salety ofia circull where hedges andditches
arca. ﬁrltf, and it becomes obvious hal the -

068 needs tobe driven smonthly and 'iz{l:led

into the comer before doing anything {oo
sudden. The BMW just noses ever wider the'

harder you try, the tail barely slraying even
under-full power in second gear and simply
pushing safely wide if you attack a cornerat
ludicrois speed and lift off.

I tried tuming in mch too fast and braking
in the middie of the corner, Only then did the

BMW bite back. Fimally provoked, it waltzed
from one comer 1o another. hopping and

hucking while 1 tried to decidewhat to dowith
An-enormous steering wheel which wasn't
apparently connected Ao the front wheels
Even at this stage of provecation. the eantrol

al the dampers over a wayward body was
‘stounding. checking and holding with no

alopor sensation of he weight that had been
disturbed, But it was o confusing strugile
wilthin the car itzell and it was hard Lo sbop
hecause there were no messages Trom amy-

M-FOWER.RU

whiere = steeringt, body movement or wherever
— suggesting & possible course of action for
the driver. There was never any tap on the
shonsbder saying “Try this"

It's firly.gafi to say thatana dry road, only
those seeking an early meeling with their
Maker would need o waorrg about sorting this
out. The car’s limils are simply staggering.
and while the car's lendency Lo push its nose
wide is a dominant and slightly disappointing
handling characteristic, the speed at which it
becomes really irritating s Loo greal to be safe
anywhere on this istand,

The brakes on both cars are immensely
pawerful although the Parsche's pedal moves
a fittle farther before stopping than is ideal,
The BMW's feel utteriy tireless even afler a
dose of Hockenheim cirewit, and are just the
fight side of ideally weighted. Botl cars have-
ABS as standard.

So, we hawve a car which is stageringly fast,
s safe s iyt hing that fakt e be, metiited

Sometimes you
'the need to be
careful notto
upset the
Porsche’s heavier
tail which is
dipping and

- swaying behind

you, but the 968
invites you to be a
partner in this

dnvmg process’

by a:masterpiece, of technology. which is so
temperament frée as to be devold of pistons
and rads, maunied fiva oy sybieh & beabiti-
Tully" finishied and. appaimted. understited
enough = not 1o -he vitkgor et affressive
gy ko satisty the st Hhristing of male
edos, It's more roumy and accomiiodating of
differing sizes than the 968, and easier to see
out oo [Fa also quicker, sounds classier, con-
trols its body betler, amdits cheaper,

5o, feed willy such an army of superiority,
whyis the BMW slightly disappointing?® (i
because the driver has beoome an irrelevance
to the productlon of superior statistics. Mo
doubt the telemetry at BMWs test brack says
this M3 corneérs faster (han' any road BMW
ever before, but did the test drivers wanl Lo
ke thie ear out fust for the hell of it 1 want o
car that fecls good and mikes me fietl good
too. The Porsche muonages (o de that,
although (t's undeniably less capable overall
I this is the way it's going, D might as well play
compriler games 10 best my reactions while
Hritish Bail getsme where Iwantto go, |l
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