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The BMW 3 Series Convertible
The Successor for the Avantgarde
is Ready to Go: 




BMW is launching the third generation of the very successful 3 Series convertible in good time for next year’s open-air season: 

The 323Ci convertible with BMW’s well-known 2.5-litre straight-six power unit will be making its debut in April 2000. Maximum output is 125 kW/170 bhp. Further engine variants will be following in autumn 2000. 

The convertible is unmistakeably a member of the new BMW 3 Series family, which started with the saloon in 1998. In spring 1999 the saloon was followed by the 3 Series coupé identical with the convertible from the front bumper all the way to the A-pillar. The even more striking waistline, the more muscular rear end and the very elegant soft top nevertheless give the convertible a very personal character. 

The convertible is also a truly unique car inside: The front seats, for example, are brand-new featuring for the first time in this category an integrated belt system ensuring optimum seat belt geometry at all times. Another standard feature is the rollbars integrated in the rear headrests moving up automatically whenever required. Frontal and side airbags protect the occupants in the event of an accident. Together with the proven ASC traction system and the DSC driving stability system, this once again puts the new 3 Series convertible right at the top in its segment of open four-seaters. 

The fully lined and padded soft roof also comes with new features: One of them is the heated, scratch-proof rear glass window fitting conveniently into the new, variable roof compartment. Like a folding box, the roof compartment itself folds up when not in use, providing a luggage compartment capacity of 300 liters (10.5 cu ft) whenever the roof is up.

The BMW 3 Series Convertible

Concept and Equipment




Just in time for the top-down season, BMW introduces its new 3 Series con​vertible. With delivery beginning in April, the third generation of the four-seat convertible will meet the challenge of expanding on the leading market position of its predecessors. The Convertible will debut as the

323Ci

170 HP, 2.5-liter inline-six cylinder engine with double VANOS 
(valve timing system).

Additional engine options will become available later this year. Closely related to the Coupe in design and equipment, the new 3 Series Convertible will assume the lead role of the convertible series in style, comfort, and safety. 
The first 3 Series Convertible debuted in 1985, and re-defined the market for four-seater convertibles. Until 1992 143.400 units were built. The second generation then was built in a number of 196.500 units until production expired in fall 1999. The engine alone assures the open 323Ci a unique place. BMW is the only car in this market segment with an in-line six, synonymous with quiet operation, under the hood.

A Member of the Family with its own Identity

The Convertible is unmistakeably a member of the young 3 Series family. From the front bumper to the A-pillar, it is identical to the Coupe. The svelte waistline and powerful-looking rear end give this newcomer its own character. The trunk lid is flatter, with a more boldly styled trailing edge than the enclosed two-door model. This slim design emphasizes the optical lightness and openness of the sporty Coupe’s sibling. The appearance of the rear end is dominated by the distinctive taillights, the BMW emblem recessed in the trunk lid grip, and the third brake light, which comes integrated into the trunk lid too. It employs neon-technology, already known from the BMW Z8.

An obvious characteristic of the Convertible’s front end is the wide chrome strip surrounding the kidney-shaped grille typical of all BMW’s. The car’s appea​rance is enhanced by the markedly flared front fenders concealing 16-inch wheels. The windshield rake is 62.3 degrees, providing an extended and elegant A-column. The strong emphasis provided by the lateral lines give the Convertible its powerful and elegant shape. An impact strip extends the full length of the vehicle, and blends with the detailed corrugation of the bumpers. This provides a contour line that, in combination with the rocker panels, gives the car a lowered appearance.

Evocative Interior

The car’s interior also distinguishes itself: The design for the three-spoke steering wheel is exclusively for the convertible. Instrumentation features italicized characters against a gray background.

The door panels reflect the lower waistline of the Convertible in the interior. The perfectly placed armrests with soft, ergonomic padding contain an inte​grated decor strip. The door design, along with the overall interior, defines the excitement from which the 3 Series Convertible derives its charm: straight, parallel lines for precision; diagonal, sweeping lines for excitement.

New in class: Seats with integrated Safety Belts

The most marked difference from the sedan, sport wagon, and coupe models is definitely the front seats which feature seat belts integrated into the seats, the first in its class to do so. In contrast to conventional safety belt systems in which the automatic seat belt is attached to the chassis, usually at the foot of the B-column, the Convertible’s belt attachment is above, in the seat back. The seat back frame consists of a U-shaped steel tube to withstand extreme forces. The upper belt support point is connected with the headrest, thereby offering better overall adaptability to the passenger’s body size.

This expensive design has several advantages. First and foremost, it provides optimum geometry to the safety belt under all conditions. Second, the inte​grated belt is more convenient to use since it may be easily grasped. Since it is no longer subject to wind between the body and the seat, there is no flapping belt during open-air driving. And finally, rear seat passengers have an easier time getting in.

Standard Equipment: Electrical Seats with Memory Settings

Another standard-equipment feature of the front seats demonstrates the fact that BMW designers have taken the car’s four-seat role seriously: the elec​trically adjustable front seats feature a special memory function for longitudinal position and height of the headrest, significantly simplifying entry and exit to and from the front and rear seat.

Here’s how it works: when the seat back is tipped forward for entry, the headrest automatically moves to its lowest position. When the seat back is returned to its normal position, the memory function resets the headrest to its original setting.

If tipping the seat forward does not provide adequate space for rear seat entry, the front seat may also be moved forward using the toggle switch located in the side of the seat back. The “Easy Entry” switch moves the seat forward at twice the normal speed. Here again, the automatic system stores the original seat position in memory, restoring it at the touch of a button.

Standard Equipment: Safety

Along with all BMW’s, the 3 Series Convertible features front and side airbags in addition to the safety belts as standard equipment. Side airbags for the rear seats are available as an option. Two automatic belts with outboard-positioned releases protect the rear passengers. Standardized ISOFIX mounting points for child seats are also standard equipment.

Additionally, a standard-equipment roll cage protects all passengers during a rollover. This roll cage essentially consists of two elements: a high-strength steel front roll bar integrated into the A-pillar and windshield frame, and two bars which deploy automatically in a split-second (110ms) from the rear head supports. This system which deploys by spring force in case of emergency was first implemented in this car’s predecessor, but has been improved and adopted for use as standard equipment.

The Foundation of Safety and Comfort- the rigidly stable chassis

Additional design elements of the new 3 Series Convertible meet an open vehicle’s needs for passive safety. As with its predecessor, an extremely stiff floor pan and seat support elements, side impact tubes in the doors, and a reinforced windshield frame and attached windshield as part of the roll cage serve to form a very strong passenger compartment.

With a value of 10,900 Nm/degree, the Convertible’s chassis features high static stiffness for an open car. The result – an exceptionally low amount of vibration and noise.

Additionally, the battery was placed in the trunk in such a manner that it works as an oscillation damper.

The seats also contribute to greater comfort. An elastic coupling element at the forward upper rotating axis of the seat height adjustment noticeably suppresses transmission of chassis oscillations to the seat, and thereby to the passenger.

Highest Quality: Fabric top with heated glass rear window

As before, the 3 Series Convertible receives a fabric top with integrated headliner, in keeping with the vehicle quality level. The heated rear window is glass (standard equipment), providing a high degree of resistance to damage and scratches. When retracted, the top is protected by an electrically-operated fixed cover. Closing the top is performed by means of an electrically-operated drive located behind the rear seats. Of course, the 3 Series Convertible is completely suitable for winter driving.

More luggage space: variable storage compartment for the top

In order to offer maximum luggage space when the top is up, or when a hardtop is in place, the new 3 Series Convertible features a variable top storage compartment. This plastic compartment may be disconnected by hand through the trunk and folded up. Thus, the trunk volume may be expanded from 260 to 300 liters. In order to prevent damage to the top or to luggage, 
a safety switch prevents the opening of the convertible top if the storage compartment is compressed.

Optional: High-speed Power Top

The standard-equipment top is one-hand-manually operated, but an electro-hydraulic system is available as an option. With an opening time of only 
25 seconds, this system is not only seven seconds faster than preceding models, but is also the fastest of all four-seater convertibles.

Opening and closing of the fully automatic top is effortless. Servo-motors handle not only movement of the top, but also latching and unlatching. Operation of the central power window control allows simultaneous opening and closing of all windows. This feature ensures that all windows are lowered by about 15 mm as soon as the automatic top closing system is activated. The top may be closed without worrying about window position.

Stability: Hardtop with roof rack

An optional hardtop with heated rear window is available for those who desire 
a Coupe instead of a Convertible during winter. The aluminum top is easy to manipulate thanks to its light weight (around 30 kg). It is strong enough, however, to support a roof rack. The C-pillars of the hardtop contain two interior lights that operate when a door is opened or when the push-button for either light is pressed.

Symbiosis: Sub-Woofer and Ski Bag

One of the many options for the new 3 Series Convertible is a ski bag and a high-performance stereo system which are inter-related: on the one hand, both options require a large opening in the front wall of the trunk; on the other, 
an opening that is too large reduces chassis stiffness. Both options take advantage of the same opening. Normally, the sub-woofer delivers its output 
to the passenger compartment through this opening. If, however, the ski bag (large enough for three pairs of skis or two snowboards) is used, the speaker support may be shifted to the side within a frame.

Standard Equipment (with options)

A selection of interior and convertible top materials and colors exclusive to the Convertible emphasizes its individuality. Other equipment already familiar from the coupe is also standard. Significant features include:

1 Light metal wheels 7J x 16 with 205/55R16 tires

2 Leather sport steering wheel

3 Adjustable steering column (tilt and telescope)

4 Traction control (AST)

5 Front and side airbags

6 Air conditioning

7 On-board computer

8 Car & Key Memory

9 Battery-less operation of remote entry control

The BMW 3 Series Convertible: 

Drive Train and Chassis

The engine: clean, efficient, sporty




The drive train of the 323Ci convertible meets the strict emission guidelines established by D4 by means of its double VANOS, adaptive detonation control, static spark distribution, individual ignition coils, roller cam followers, and map-controlled cooling. Its torque curve rises quickly to a flat line, allowing the driver to take advantage of ninety percent of the torque from idle to 3,000 RPM. This in turn provides powerful, silent performance. The 2.5-liter engine produces torque of 181 lb.-ft (245 Nm) at 3,500 RPM as well as 170 HP (125 kW) at 5,500 RPM.

The most prominent technical characteristic of this drive train is the use of double VANOS, a system that allows infinite adjustment of intake and exhaust valve cams, and thereby of valve opening times. In this manner optimum com​bustion based on engine speed and load is achieved, benefiting both emissions and fuel consumption.

About 30% reduced service costs

During development of all 3 Series models, BMW placed special emphasis on reduction of service costs. Thus, the camshaft is chain-driven and the alternator uses a ribbed drive belt, providing an expected life equaling that of the engine. The long-life spark plugs do not need to be changed until 100,000 miles. The average oil-change interval has been extended to about 15,000 miles. The improved service interval display informs the driver of the remaining distance in miles until the next oil change and service. Overall, service savings of up to 30% may be anticipated in comparison to earlier models.

Transmission: Manual, or Automatic with STEPTRONIC

The new 3 Series Convertible comes with a manual five-speed transmission with direct drive in fifth gear as standard equipment. The transmission features lifetime oil, eliminating the former transmission oil change. A self-adjusting clutch offering constant pedal pressure under any friction conditions links the engine to the transmission. It is therefore service-free for its entire life. A five-speed automatic with adaptive transmission control (ATC), regulated torque converter clutch. STEPTRONIC shifting is available as an option, however, in the U.S. all automatic transmission equipped cars will include STEPTRONIC.

Chassis: The Class Standard

The BMW 3 Series chassis is now in its fifth generation of setting the standard for active safety. Even weight distribution (50/50 front/rear) is accepted as the optimal balance for harmonious handling characteristics.

Both the vehicle’s track (front and rear), which are very wide with respect to the chassis, and anti-sway bars have a direct influence on driving stability. The new Convertible handles curves even better than its predecessors, reducing the chance of error even further. A specialist in such matters would cite “low dynamic wheel load displacement.” This effect is supported by the low un​sprung weight- the percent of aluminum in the chassis amounts to about 
60 kilograms, or 20% of its weight.

The front-end design includes strut-type suspension with forged aluminum control arms, twin-tube gas pressure shock absorbers, rack-and-pinion steering, and an anti-sway bar. The rear Central Link suspension with twin-tube gas pressure shock absorbers and an anti-sway bar especially distinguishes itself by a comfort-enhancing double-elastic rear differential mounting system.

Active safety: Based on the Best Brakes

A high degree of braking effectiveness, extremely quick response times, and optimum proportioning lie at the heart of the new 3 Series car’s advantage in the realm of active safety. Internally-ventilated discs are used on both the front and rear axle of the 323Ci.

Standard Equipment: Road Stability and Traction Systems

All new 3 Series models (including the Convertible) come with All Season Traction (AST), a.k.a. Automatic Stability Control as standard equipment. AST allows only as much power to be delivered to the wheels that will not induce wheel spin, regardless of the accelerator pedal position or momentary driving situation. Wheel slippage caused by engine braking which may occur during 
a downshift is handled by Motor Speed Regulation (MSR). In contrast to the ASC, this system applies engine power until the wheels turn freely again.

As a further development of the Anti-lock Braking System (ABS), BMW has implemented Cornering Brake Control (CBC) in the new 3 Series. CBC allows optimum use of rear wheel braking while minimizing any adverse effect on stability. If, for example, the driver brakes in a high-speed curve, light brake pressure may lead to oversteer, or a tendency for the car to spin into the curve. CBC recognizes the situation and controls the buildup of brake pressure in a way that increased pressure is provided to the outer front wheel sooner than to the other wheels. This counteracts the tendency to oversteer.

Dynamic Stability Control (DSC): Standard in the U.S./Optional Elsewhere

Dynamic Stability Control (DSC) is an option for the 323Ci convertible in most markets, however it is standard in the U.S. as it is on other 3 Series models. DSC increases road stability, especially on slippery roads, during abrupt maneuvers, or in curves. The system can brake each wheel individually. To accomplish this, DSC uses an effect that every sled rider knows: steering the vehicle by braking on one side. DSC may be disengaged for special situations.

The BMW 3 Series Convertible: 

Extras (with options)

Multi-function Steering Wheel.




Along with the airbag and horn switch, this option contains other controls: radio, cruise control, and telephone (with special equipment) which can be operated without removing one’s hands from the steering wheel. All controls feature adjustable illumination, and the selected radio function is displayed. If a telephone is installed (built-in or portable), the telephone function is also displayed. Since BMW telephone systems are already equipped for hands-free speaking, one may dial and speak without removing one’s hands from the steering wheel. This has become a basic re​quirement for telephone operation while driving in many countries.

Navigation Systems.

In 1994, BMW became the first European auto manu​facturer to offer a factory-installed navigation system. Two versions are offered in the new 3 Series: a so-called radio navigation with simplified optical display within the radio display, and a full version with a larger on-board monitor. Both systems guide the driver to a selected destination using speech and various optical indicators. Destination input is by means of a dialog whereby city, street, etc. are entered. The full version also offers direct selection from a map displayed on the screen. The maps are stored on CD-ROM, and contain additional information including information about restaurants, hotels, hospitals and gas stations. The most direct route is provided by determining the vehicle’s position using coupled navigation and map matching, as well as by satellite navigation (GPS). Route planning may be influenced by input of optional pre​ferences such as scenic routes or express highways.

Park Distance Control (PDC).

Beginning in 1993, BMW introduced Parking Distance Control (PDC), allowing the driver to “see” with his ears. The closer the car approaches to an obstacle behind it, the quicker the system beeps. Using the echoing principle, the system cyclically measures the distances between four sensors in the rear bumper and the obstacle. The system has 
a range of about 1½ meters, and the first tone is generated at a distance of about 120 centimeters. When the minimum distance of 20 cm is reached, the tone becomes constant.

Radio and Stereo Systems.

BMW developed a special audio program for the 
3 Series that includes four different receivers and three speaker systems. The receivers are completely integrated into the dashboard and into the electronic bus system, making theft practically pointless. Three speaker systems are available, varying in quality and number of custom-tuned drivers. The basic system features six speakers. The intermediate system offers a 240-watt amplifier with ten speakers, and the top-of-the-line system feeds 12 speakers (including sub-woofer) from a 300-watt amplifier.

Tire Pressure Monitoring.

The tire pressure monitoring system (RDC) monitors permanent tire pressure and temperature inside all tires, including 
the spare. The driver initiates the RDC by pressing the RDC button on the dashboard after the correct air pressure has been set in all four mounted wheels. Thereafter, the system monitors the given pressure both when the wheels are at rest and when they are moving, irrespective of vehicle speed and ambient temperature. If, for example, the pressure in one or more tires differs from a given tolerance value because of normal air loss, the driver is warned.

RDC works like systems used in Formula One cars to monitor tire pressure based on telemetry. Each wheel contains a pressure and temperature sensor that is powered by a lithium battery with a five-year life. Since no alterations to the wheel are required, the sensor unit can also be used in other BMW accessory wheels. The sensor unit in each wheel passes its signals to the receiver system in the wheel well, where it is in turn passed to the central control system.

Steptronic.

The Steptronic system includes a second short slot featuring a shifting toggle next to the automatic transmission lever slot, as is normal for sport transmissions. In automatic mode, automatic shifting through the five gears is performed as usual using adaptive transmission control. If the driver places the lever in the short slot to the “S/M” position, the automatic “Sport” program is activated. Steptronic is activated when the first manual shift command is issued. When the lever is toggled forward (“+” direction), the transmission shifts up; toggling in the “-” direction causes a downshift. In contrast to manual shifting, the Steptronic is more convenient, and is mistake-proof. The kick-down function is however retained, and automatic up-shifts are performed under full acceleration just before the limiting RPM is reached.

Electro-chromatic mirror.

The so-called EC mirror consists of a piece of clear glass and a mirror which enclose a very thin film of a fluid medium. When this medium is electrically charged, its transparency changes, darkening the mirror. This process is controlled by two light-sensitive sensors in the interior mirror. Depending on the situation, the reflective index can vary infinitely from 60 to 10 percent.

Windshield wipers with rain sensor. The hyper-sensitive automatic Interval Control (AIC) with rain sensor controls the wiper interval infinitely from constant operation to no operation, depending on windshield moisture. To accomplish this, the rain sensor measures the windshield transparency based on the reflection of infra-red light from a LED. A dry windshield reflects all infra-red light, and a moist one only reflects some of it. The optimum and most suitable wiper frequency is selected.

Other Special Equipment:

1 Side airbags in the rear

2 Various Wood trim and appointments

3 Various Leather interiors

4 Heated seats

5 Sport seats

6 Sport suspension

7 Lumbar support

8 Wind screen

9 Xenon headlights

10 Hardtop

The History of the BMW Convertible




The history of the open four-seater at BMW is as old as the history of BMW cars as such. It starts in 1928, the year in which "Steam​boat Willie" premiered at the cinema featuring a movie star quickly to become immortal: Mickey Mouse.

After some advance development for the Company's own car, BMW had just taken over the „Eisenacher Fahrzeugwerke“ Plant in the German town of Eisenach. This also meant the production of the Austin Seven built under licence in Germany as a small and very reliable car called the "Dixi". Power was provided by a water-cooled 750-cc four-cylinder developing 15 bhp, the frame was made of simple pressed pieces of metal riveted to one another. Both the front and rear wheels ran on live axles.

Before BMW was to replace the centaur with the flowing mane on the radiator by the stylised rotating propeller destined to make the Company world-famous, this little car was updated in its technical features: The footbrake now acted by cable not just on the rear wheels, but rather on all four wheels. And both the interior and the doors were enlarged, with the front seats offering extra comfort.

The Dixi: "Bigger inside than outside"

In late July 1929 BMW presented the Dixi 3/15 in Berlin as the DA2 standing for "Deutsche Ausführung" or "German Version". Two variants were to be admired at BMW's new showrooms in the Berlin Zoo District: The standard version with an open touring car body featuring four seats, a simple soft roof and stick-on windows - BMW's first open four-seater - and a two-door saloon with a fixed roof finished in leatherette.  The advertising slogan for the new car quickly became a standard message from BMW: "Bigger inside than outside".

Soon a whole range of other body designs were available, open and closed, with two and four seats. Starting in 1929 there was also a convertible with four seats and an elaborately designed folding roof, but only two windows in the doors. With the roof up, this made conditions on the rear seats not only rather cramped, but also pretty dark.

Apart from its reliability, the new car was able to win over more and more purchasers also through its high standard of economy and low price: Consuming six litres of regular fuel on 100 km, the BMW Dixi was already cheaper than a train ticket back then, and purchasers had the option to pay in instalments for the standard version retailing at 2,200.- reichsmarks. This made the Dixi a lot cheaper than a comparable Hanomag, placing it on the same price level as the best seller in the market at the time, the Opel "Laubfrosch".

It was precisely these merits which saved both the Dixi and BMW in the year to come: Just a few months after General Motors had purchased Adam Opel AG, the US giant became one of the major victims of 25 October 1929, the infamous "Black Friday". Banks closed down, companies collapsed, and millions lost their jobs within a few weeks. This was the start of inflation, with even the smallest transactions involving millions of reichsmarks. But despite the world economic crisis BMW was able to sell 2,009 cars.

The 3/20: the first "real" BMW

Two years later the first "real" BMW saw the light of day, the 3/20 again being available as both an open tourer and a four-seater convertible. This new car had hardly anything in common with the Dixi, a double tubular frame, pendulum axle at the rear and independent wheel suspension at the front offering a driving experience similar to that of a large car. The wind-down windows in the doors, however, remained the only openings at the sides when the roof was closed. The roof itself kept the driver and his passengers warm and dry: Made of sail-cloth, it came with a lining consisting of several layers and featured two wind bars at the outside to keep the roof firmly in position.

Within approximately one year, BMW had not only introduced a new car in the guise of the 3/20, but also a new engine. For while the specialists in Eisenach had concentrated in full on the challenge of producing a new automobile, their colleagues in Munich had focused on the four-cylinder power unit. The new, 20 bhp engine displacing 782 cc came with valves in inclined arrangement and was much quieter and smoother than its British predecessor. The seats, motoring comfort and the overall lines of the new convertible were also much more harmonious and modern than those of the rather spartan Dixi.

But the 3/20 entered the market at the wrong time and did not have the good luck it deserved. After taking power, Adolf Hitler soon focused his attention on the creation of a Volkswagen, a "people's car". With the 3/20 being simply too big and too expensive to compete with this project, BMW decided to concentrate on other categories higher up in the market. And with luxury cars having become almost extinct as a result of the world economic crisis, smaller cars were becoming appropriate also in the upmarket range, provided they were able to offer enough speed, elegance and prestige. Clearly, this meant six cylinders within the engine compartment.

The 303: BMW's first straight-six

In 1933 BMW offered precisely the six cylinders which sophisti​ated purchasers were looking for: This year marked the launch of the BMW 303, the first model in a long and glorious tradition of BMW six-cylinders. And the 303 was also the first car to feature that characteristic BMW kidney grille. The all-new 1.2-litre straight-six power unit quickly proved to be an extremely quiet, smooth but musuclar engine developing maximum output of 30 bhp and giving this four-seater convertible a top speed of up to 90 km/h. The bodywork of the models shown in BMW's sales brochures came from various German coachbuilders, one of the versions of the 303 being a so-called convertible saloon with a soft roof rolling up all the way.

The 303 was nevertheless too small in terms of engine size to boost BMW to the higher segments of the market. So the 1.2-litre was first enlarged to 1.5, later to 1.9 litres and maximum output of 45 bhp. This marked the birth of the 3.90-metre-long BMW 319 now featuring an automatic radiator cooling blind and hydraulic telescopic shock absorbers. The engine itself once again excelled through its superior smoothness, minimum vibrations, and good pulling force at all times. 

The 326: BMW moves to the top in styling and technology

Before the Olympic Games started in Berlin and before Max Schmeling sent Joe Louis to the floor, visitors to the International Berlin Motor Show in February 1936 were able to experience quite a sensation: the debut of the BMW 326 as the all-new flagship from Munich in new design and with new technical features. Instead of the box-shaped cabin reminiscent of old carriage design, the new BMW 326 came with a round "hump-like" back. The mudguards, in turn, no longer stuck out at the sides, but rather formed one harmonious unit together with the body of the car. Working from a newly developed low-bed box frame complete with a torsion bar-sprung and thus ultra-quiet rear axle as well as cross-leaf springs on the front axle moved to the bottom, BMW had created an entirely new midrange model available in three versions: as a saloon, a two-and four-door convertible.

The 326 was one of the most modern cars of its time. It was the first-ever BMW with its body in semi-monocoque design, with doors hinging at the front, a hydraulic brake system, and a covered spare wheel. The engine was a new, two-litre six-cylinder complete with two carburettors and 50 bhp maximum output conveyed to the drive wheels by a partly synchronised four-speed transmission with freewheel operation in first and second gear. Top speed of the 326 was 115 km/h or 71 mph.

Response to the new car was overwhelming, BMW selling a total of 4,060 open units up to the year 1941. This was certainly a lot considering the car's exclusive price, the two-door convertible, for example, selling at 6,650 reichsmarks. Considering that the projected Volkswagen was to be marketed at 1,000 marks, and that even this price level was out of most people's reach, we appreciate how much money this really was.

The 329: elegant BMW style at an attractive price

Precisely because of this price situation BMW decided to introduce a more priceworthy model, the 329. Boasting the streamlined radiator grille and the kidney design of the 326, the 329 also featured the integrated mudguards carried over from its more expensive counterpart. Beneath this elegant body, however, lurked the less complex technology of the 319 with its tubular frame chassis, 45-bhp straight-six power unit, a live axle at the rear and a cable brake. Available exclusively as a four-seater convertible, the 329 measuring four metres in length was half a metre shorter than the 326 and sold at a much lower 4,950.- reichsmark.

Even so, the 329 was replaced after just one year by the 320/321, a simpler version of the 326 now featuring a low-bed box frame and hydraulically operated brakes, but retaining the leaf-spring rear axle. While the wheelbase of the 320 was still 120 millimetres or 4.7" shorter than that of the 326, the two cars look very much alike. With the 320 being the first BMW to no longer featuring a vent-type windscreen, the car required a highly effective defroster system. The main difference between the 320 and 321, however, was the front axle, which initially came from the 329, but subsequently was taken from the 326.

The 327: a legend on wheels makes its debut

Throughout its entire lifecycle, the 320/321 always remained in the shadow of the 327, the unforgotten model launched by BMW in 1937. At a time when the world was shocked by the explosion of the Hindenburg Zeppelin and the yellow press was spellbound by the wedding of Edward VIII, the former King of England, and Wallis Warfield-Simpson, his American girlfriend, particularly this new 2+2-seater BMW convertible gained huge popularity right from the start. In many styling features, this 4.5-metre-long car paved the way into the future. The mudguards and engine compartment of the 327, for example, formed one single unit with the individual panels flowing into one another, integrating the headlights and no longer leaving them standing outside as in the past. The engine compartment lid - another new feature - was no longer split down the middle and suspended on hinges, but rather opened in one piece to the rear. The spare wheel fitted outside on the luggage compartment lid was fully covered by body panels, and even the numberplate illuminated from outside was integrated in the body. A particularly en vogue feature was the spats on the rear wheels with their typical airflow cutout. 

With its fabric upholstery matching the colour of the car, the interior and the specially designed instruments spelt out sheer style and class. The two individual seats at the front, in turn, were not only adjustable, but also featured backrests folding down all the way to the seat squabs at the rear. 

The BMW 327 was also an exceptional car in terms of its engine technology. Apart from the standard engine, a 55 bhp two-litre straight-six, there was also the 80 bhp power unit carried over from the BMW 328 sports car available as of 1938. And for the first time in a BMW, this engine came with V-shaped hanging valves opened not by overhead camshafts, but rather by push-rods and rocker arms. With the push-rod controls on the engine being fitted exclusively on the intake side, a mechanism in the cylinder head served to transfer these operating forces via transmission shafts and levers to the opposite side. It is easy to imagine that this six-cylinder boosted the convertible to a top speed of more than 120 km/h or 75 mph, soon becoming the very epitome of the sports engine. 

The price and, accordingly, the production "volume" of the 327 convertible were however as exclusive as the car's customers: Selling at 7,500.- reichsmarks, the standard version of the open-air 327 saw a production run of just 1,124 units.

The 335: the supreme grand tourer for the new Autobahn

The BMW 335, a larger version of the 326 with a longer wheelbase and an engine now displacing 3.5 litres, was launched in 1939. It was intended above all for the new Autobahnen and the high cruising speeds possible on these new long-distance roads. The engine with a camshaft at the side no longer driven by a roller chain, but rather by spur gears, developed maximum output of 90 bhp, providing a top speed of 145 km/h or 90 mph. The torsion bar springs were now in longitudinal arrangement on the rear live axle, the four-speed transmission came for the first time with full synchromesh on all gears.

But this year in which Gone with the Wind made its premiere and the first German TV set was presented to the public, came to a tragic end, with Hitler unleashing World War II on 1 September.

Losing the Eisenach Plant, BMW had a hard time starting out again after the War. The first new model was not presented until the 1951 Frankfurt Motor Show, a two-door four-seater convertible version built by BMW's old coachbuilder Baur entering the market three years later: the 501/2.

The 501/502: the "baroque angel" with six or 8 cylinders

By 1954 the Federal Republic of Germany, still a very young country, was enjoying its "economic miracle". The damage left behind by the War had been largely repaired, German products were once again very popular abroad. Germany won the World Football Cup and Lufthansa was back in the air. Appreciating this positive upswing and economic momentum, BMW once again moved up to the higher and move lucrative segment of the market with a large 4.73-metre long luxury car. Boasting beautiful swept lines the new car soon became known as the "baroque angel" among the public. And Baur, the Stuttgart coachbuilder closely connected to BMW, soon delivered a two-door, four-seater convertible for the true individualist.

The BMW 501/502 already boasted modern features such as a gearshift lever on the steering wheel, direction indicators and a horn ring in the white steering wheel. For reasons of weight distribution, the transmission was separated from the engine and the two front seats were so close together that they resembled one single seat bench extending from one side to the other. In particular, however, the BMW 501 was available as of 1954 with a brand-new V8 power unit, Germany's first 8-cylinder after the War and the first series production light-alloy V8 ever built worldwide.

The 503: a grand tourer for the well-heeled connoisseur

This 140-bhp power unit was also featured in the beautiful BMW 503 which, together with the 507 sports car, was the absolute sensation at the 1955 Frankfurt Motor Show. "Genuine class and sophisticated style beneath an almost modest body design perfectly matching the wonderful 8-cylinder power unit" - this is how journalists and the public alike described this new BMW, full of awe and admiration. The body panels including the doors and lids were made of aluminium, the roof was fully retractable by electric motors at the touch of a button. Also, the 503 was the first notchback BMW to enter series production. While the first model series still came with the gearshift on the steering wheel and the transmission beneath the front seats, the gearbox on the Series 2 model was flanged directly on to the engine and gears were shifted by a stalk in the middle between the two seats. 

The whole car exudes a standard of supreme automotive elegance to this very day. At a base price of DM 29,500.-, however, the production "volume" of the BMW 503 was limited to a mere 412 units, only 139 of which came with an open roof.

When production of the 503 stopped in 1959, BMW was left without an open four-seater for two whole years. But then, in the year when the GDR built the Berlin Wall and Juri Gagarin become the first man in space, Baur once again built a car which not only captured the hearts of open-air aficionados everywhere, but was also affordable: the 2´+2-seater BMW 700. The body of this 3.5-metre-long new car designed by Michelotti - incidentally the first BMW with unitary body construction - was just as modern and up-to-date as that of the BMW 327 in its time, and performance was virtually the same: To quote the official statement, "the BMW 700 powered by a 30 bhp two-cylinder offers the same top speed, the same acceleration and certainly a higher average speed on the road than its legendary predecessor, with the same space inside the car and even better roadholding".

The 700: the "Worker's Carrera", a dream car for the "man in the street"

In recognition of its sporting and dynamic performance, the 40 bhp sports version of this small rear-engined car soon became known as the "Worker's Carrera". The convertible came with two chrome strips extending from front to rear on the engine compartment lid as a genuine styling novelty and the 700 Sports already featured modern highlights such as recessed door handles and windows without frames. The rear axle came with drawn longitudinal arms destined to give BMW a great name for outstanding roadholding with the BMW 1500 soon to enter the market. A comparison of prices in November 1962, finally, shows that the convertible with its two-cylinder boxer engine was certainly priced at a very reasonable level, costing DM 6,950.- (including the heating system!) at the time, DM 1,250.- less than a VW Beetle convertible. And the open Karmann Ghia sold for DM 9,500.- back then.

Production of the open-air BMW 700 ended two years later after exactly 2,592 cars had left the assembly line.

The 1600-2: marking a new era of excellence in automobile production

The year is 1967, Germany is mourning the death of Konrad Adenauer - and BMW is now well-established in the market with the "New Range", the BMW 1500 and 1800. For one year the two-door 1600-2 has enlarged the range, prompting Baur in Stuttgart to build a 2+2-seater convertible version of this 4.23-metre-long car as of 1967.

Drive power is provided by a 1573-cc four-cylinder developing maximum output of 85 bhp and, as on all BMWs at the time, fitted into the engine compartment at an angle of 30°. The fuel/air mixture is delivered by a downdraught carburettor, the gas cycle on this very advanced power unit being masterminded by an overhead camshaft operating valves in hanging arrangement. The suspension featuring spring struts on triangular arms at the front and a semi-trailing arm rear axle also comes from the "New Range", this elaborate independent suspension on all four wheels making the -2 far superior to even much more expensive cars in the '60s. The brake system is also very progressive and efficient, drum brakes on the rear axle teaming up with disc brakes at the front otherwise only to be found on luxury models or sports cars.

Reflecting new safety standards, the open-air BMW 2002 launched in 1971 comes with C-pillars wrapped around at the top to form a rollbar. Developing 100 bhp from two litres, this legendary model has a roof fully removable over the entire length of the doors, C-pillars moved to the front and a soft roof at the rear with its integrated rear window. This gives the proud owner of this outstanding car the option to either drive with a kind of extra-large sunroof, in Landaulet-style with an open rear, or with the car fully open both at the back and above.

Production of the open-air BMW 2002 ceases in 1975, but Baur continues production of the Landaulet concept with the subsequent 3 Series in various versions up until the '90s. So it was 10 years until BMW's next fully open four-seater was to see the light of day: the BMW 325i.

The 325i: the trendsetter in the '80s

1985 - the year in which Michail Gorbachov takes over political power in the Kremlin and 17-year-old Boris Becker wins Wimbledon. And also the year in which the motor press waxes lyrical over the first pictures of a sporting but elegant four-seater, a car with style and dimensions just right for the aficionado of open-air motoring.

Launching this beautiful convertible, BMW once again introduces a genuine trendsetter. At a price of DM 43,300.-, the car comes with an extra-stiff, "rollbar-free" body with truly sophisticated features all round, an easy-to-handle soft roof thanks to its special kinematic opening and closing mechanism, and an extra-powerful six-cylinder engine. For more than a decade a car of this kind was available, if at all, only from a handful of specialist manufacturers at many times the price. Just how appropriate it is for the market is borne out by the fact that between the debut of the new BMW 325i convertible at the 1985 Frankfurt Motor Show and the end of the same year - that is within just three months! - sales amount to more than 10,000 units and the waiting list soon becomes a matter of several months for even the most enthusiastic purchaser.

With connoisseurs of open-air motoring shouting out loud not only for a particularly powerful 3 Series to become reality in 1988 through the launch of the open-air M3, but also for a particularly economical convertible, BMW launched the 318i convertible in 1990 as the final highlight in the successful model cycle of this generation of 3 Series. And this open-air four-cylinder quickly became the choice of many enthusiasts the world over, certainly also because of its low base price of just DM 43,400.

From the 318i all the way to the M3: elegance and high-tech in the '90s

The year is 1993, the world is rocked by the attempted coup d'etat against Boris Yeltzin, and motoring fans welcome the launch of a new BMW convertible. BMW's engineers have created an all-year four-seater with all the necessary functions, lots of space, superior sound control, and uncompromising active and passive safety. 

The particular demands made of the passive safety of an open-air car are met on this model by additional design features and improvements. One example is the extremely stiff floor pan and seat crossbars, a specially reinforced windscreen frame with the windscreen bonded into position serving as a rollbar, and reinforcement tubes in the doors helping to give the entire passenger area extra strength and stability. 

An important option for the event of the "worst coming to the worst" is the rollover protection system moving into position when necessary within fractions of a second: Two bars completely independent of one another move up instantaneously from two compartments behind the rear-seat backrest in the event of a possible rollover, keeping the passengers safe and sound even in such an extreme situation. Within just half a year, in good time for the summer 1993 season, the range of BMW convertibles is complete: the 318i, 320i, and 325i. And the more powerful versions of this open four-seater even come with electrical operation of the roof for extra style and comfort. 

With maximum output of 192 bhp in the "standard" top-of-the-range 325i convertible leaving hardly anything to be desired, BMW still has a genuine athlete for the really power-minded enthusiast: the open-air M3. Here, a three-litre six-cylinder lurks within the beautiful body of the convertible, featuring double-VANOS for maximum output initially of 286 bhp and later even 321 bhp from an engine enlarged in size to 3.2 litres. But that is only half of the - sensational - story. The second half is the car's fuel economy: Even critical testers state quite clearly that "there is simply no better engine in terms of its specific features". And other colleagues are equally clear in their judgment: "Without doubt BMW has established a milestone here for cars of this calibre."

Now, in the year 2000, this era is coming to an end. But only because a new era is on its way in: The new BMW 3 Series convertible is ready to go, continuing the outstanding story of success already presented so convincingly by its predecessors.

BMW Convertibles

(Two doors, four seats)




BMW 3/15
0.748-ltr straight-four • 15 bhp • 33.4 lb-ft • 85 km/h •
Weight 485 kg • 6.0 ltr/100 km (47.1 mpg Imp) • 
Price RM 2,200.- • Built 1930 - 1932 •
Production volume 2,009 units

3/20
0.782-ltr straight-four • 20 bhp • 37.8 lb-ft • 80 km/h •
Weight 580 kg • 7.5 ltr/100 km (37.7 mpg Imp) • 
Price RM 2,650.- • Built 1933 - 1934 • 
Production volume 471 units

303 
1.2-ltr straight-six • 30 bhp • 67.7 lb-ft • 90 km/h •
Weight 820 kg • 10.5 ltr/100 km (26.9 mpg Imp) •
Price RM 4,400.- • Built 1933 - 1934 •
Production volume 542 units 

319 
1.9-ltr straight-six • 45 bhp • 100.1 lb-ft • 115 km/h •
Weight 850 kg • 11 ltr/100 km (25.7 mpg Imp) •
Price RM 4,800.- • Built 1935 - 1937 •
Production volume 2,066 units

326 
2.0-ltr straight-six • 50 bhp • 106.9 lb-ft • 115 km/h •
Weight 1125 kg • 12.5 ltr/100 km (22.6 mpg Imp) •
Price RM  6,650.- • Built 1933 - 1934 •
Production volume 4,060 units 

329
1.9-ltr straight-six • 45 bhp • 100.1 lb-ft • 110 km/h •
Weight 880 kg • 11.5 ltr/100 km (24.6 mpg Imp) •
Price RM 4,950.- • Built 1936 - 1937 •
Production volume 1,011 units

320/321
2.0-ltr straight-six • 45 bhp • 102.0 lb-ft • 110 km/h •
Weight 1000 kg • 11.1 ltr/100 km (25.4 mpg Imp) •
Price RM 5,250.- • Built 1937 - 1939 •
Production volume  3,186 units 

335
3.5-ltr straight-six • 90 bhp • 220.7 lb-ft • 145 km/h •
Weight 1300 kg • 15 ltr/100 km (18.8 mpg Imp) •
Price RM  9,050.- • Built 1939 - 1940 •
Production volume 118 units 

327
2.0-ltr straight-six • 55 bhp • 109.9 lb-ft • 125 km/h •
Weight 1100 kg • 11.5 ltr/100 km (24.6 mpg Imp) •
Price RM  7,500.- • Built 1937 - 1941 •
Production volume 1,124 units 

501/502
2.0-ltr straight-six • 72 bhp • 130.5 lb-ft • 145 km/h •  Weight 1285 kg • 13 ltr/100 km (21.7 mpg Imp) •
Price DM  14,180.- • Built 1954 - 1955 •
Production volume approx 50 units

503
3.2-ltr V8 • 140 bhp • 215.8 lb-ft • 190 km/h •
Weight 1412 kg • 12.8 ltr/100 km (22.1 mpg Imp) •
Price DM 19,500.- • Built 1956 - 1959 •
Production volume 139 units 

700
0.7-ltr flat-twin • 40 bhp • 51.0 lb-ft • 135 km/h •
Weight 680 kg • 7,0 ltr/100 km (40.3 mpg Imp) • 
Price DM 6,950.- • Built 1961 - 1964 • 
Production volume  2,592 units

1600
1.6-ltr straight-four • 85 bhp • 123.6 lb-ft • 160 km/h •
Weight 980 kg • 9.9 ltr/100 km (28.5 mpg Imp) • 
Price DM  11,980.- • Built 1967 - 1971 • 
Production volume 1,682 units  

2002
2.0-ltr straight-four • 100 bhp • 157 lb-ft • 170 km/h •
Weight 980 kg • 10.0 ltr/100 km (28.2 mpg Imp) • 
Price DM 14,985.- • Built 1971 - 1973 • 
Production volume  2,517 units  

325i (E30)
2.5-ltr straight-six • 170 bhp • 221.7 lb-ft • 216 km/h •
Weight 1255 kg • 8.9 ltr/100 km (31.7 mpg Imp) • 
Price DM 43,300.- • Built 1986 - 1992 • 
Production volume 85,246 units (318i-325i: 143,400 units)

325i (E36)
2.5-ltr straight-six • 192 bhp • 250.2 lb-ft • 229 km/h •
Weight 1450 kg • 9.1 ltr/100 km (31.0 mpg Imp) • 
Price DM 65,000.- • Built 1993 - 1999 • 
Production volume 38,805 units (318i-328i: 196,500 units)
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