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At 18, miles, a curious thing happened to our BMW i long-term car. God, with that mysterious
sense of humor that is only His, caused a tree to leap into the path of our redoubtable Bimmer.
A tree, we should add, of substantial girth and limb. A tree unlikely to give so much as an inch
in an unpleasant encounter with, oh, a cement truck, let alone a mere pound sports sedan. The
tree wasn't going all that fast when it jumped in front of the car. Aside from abrasions caused by
the airbag, the driver walked away without injuries of any kind, except ones involving the ego.
She has since become a little jumpy in arboreal settings, the first genuine oakophobe we've
ever known. Once you've wrapped your mind around that sum, you probably find yourself
asking two questions, just as we did. In this case, the list included just about everything from
the A-pillar forward, although the engine and transmission were not injured. Ours, however, had
a few extras. Ordinarily, when you rebuild something by hand, there's a good chance it's not
going to look as good or function as well as the original produced in the factory. As proof, just
look at Frankenstein. Not so good, right? But when our Bimmer finally came home, after a rehab
that took a little more than three months, it was as good as new. We did replace the clutch, but
that came after the car had passed the 40,mile finish line of all our long-term tests. The clutch
had begun to slip during the car's final acceleration tests at the nearby proving ground. It
tracked straight and true, its twin-cam straight-six engine pulled with the same smooth,
hydraulic urgency that's so uniquely BMW, and it was devoid of the buzzes, squeaks, and
rattles so common after major car surgery. We attribute this to two factors. First, it's clear that
the good-hands people at Autometric Collision in Pontiac, Michigan, know their business. Their
restoration work was flawless. Second, we think the results indicate that BMWs are made of
pretty tough stuff. A little history: Already modestly updated for the model year, our test car
represents the fourth generation of BMW's popular 3-series line, known internally as E The
latest redesign was introduced for the model year, with a chassis that was stiffer and longer an
extra inch of wheelbase. Although the styling changes were subtle, it's a bigger car -- 1. It's also
roomier, with an instrument panel and interior trim that more closely resemble those in the more
expensive 5- and 7-series Bimmers. It's no secret we like these cars. The 3-series has made our
10Best list 10 years running, a distinction unique to this line, and the word "perfect" kept
showing up in our test car's logbook, both before and after its oak-tree encounter. There were
gripes about the indifferent performance of the audio system, a shift linkage that tended to be a
bit balky in cold weather, and "cheesy sun visors," but vehicle dynamics -- the traits that make
these driving machines ultimate -- drew unanimous praise. We were also pleasantly surprised at
the relatively low operating costs. BMW service intervals are no longer based solely on mileage
mileposts. Instead, the maintenance computer monitors a variety of factors -- engine speed,
vehicle starts, coolant temps, and trip duration, as well as mileage accumulated -- to determine
when and what kind of service is required. Thus it wasn't until 18, miles -- just after the car
returned from the hospital -- that the computer decided it was time for "oil service," whereupon
we trotted the Bimmer off to the service bay of our local dealer, Auto-Strasse of Ann Arbor. The
second -- and final -- routine service stop occurred at 35, miles. And we also decided to go with
a different performance tire when we replaced the stock rubber see Baubles and Bolt-Ons
below. Although a high percentage of this car's mileage was accumulated in tough day-to-day
commuting and urban errand running, its performance eroded almost not at all. In its premier
test, conducted in May , the i zipped to 60 mph in 6. About 15 months later, with 41, miles on the
clock, 0 to 60 was slower by 0. It also required an extra five feet to stop, although is still quite
respectable. Remarkably enough, there was one objective test -- interior sound levels -- in which
the car's performance actually improved, albeit only slightly. In the end, we emerged with an
even higher respect for the unique blend of athleticism, comfort, and quality that distinguishes
these cars. Not to mention its Teutonic toughness and crash performance. Makes you want to
accelerate endlessly. MEAD Wheels are stylish, but way too easy to scrape on curbs. This car is
amazing! This car comes closest to being the perfect all-around vehicle. I want one in my
driveway and one of those seats for my living room. BMW can't have it back! When the snow
flakes started to fall, it quickly became clear that the Continental ContiSport Contact tires on our
i weren't going to cut it, even though the car came equipped with anti-lock brakes and
all-season traction control. Their dry performance turned out to be better than we expected, and
they even got us through the "storm of the season" in upstate New York. TIRES: After a little
more than 18, miles of spirited driving, the tread on the rear tires of our i was down to the wear
bars BMW recommends against rotating the tires. The car handled extremely well on its factory
tires, but we wanted to see if we could improve on that with some more aggressive rubber. Their
Y-shaped tread pattern is supposed to help on wet roads and provide lots of grip on dry roads.
By the seat of our pants, the AVSs did seem to grip better in the wet, but their dry skidpad
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Station Wagons of This content is created and maintained by a third party, and imported onto
this page to help users provide their email addresses. You may be able to find more information
about this and similar content at piano. Advertisement - Continue Reading Below. Three is a
monumentally significant number to the folks at BMW. The current 3 Series cars have been
among the company's most successful model lineups ever. As the basis for a four-door sedan,
two-door coupe, two-door convertible, Compact known to us as the ti , plus several M variants,
the 3 Series accounts for nearly half of BMW's North American market sales. So changing the
product is definitely "messing with success. A major design mandate was that the new cars
must retain the look, athletic feel, and basic size package of the current Threes, while improving
them from a refinement, safety, and passenger-room standpoint. According to Dr. While the
platform has grown a bit in every dimension, it retains the essential DNA that makes it a 3
Series. While many other companies' models seem to be growing 4 to 5 inches with each
update, the new Three is but 1. Wheelbase is up by an important inch, while the largest
dimensional increase comes in the form of a 2. The net result is a more comfortable,
commodious interior. Current 3 Series heritage, a bit of 5 Series flavor, and exceptional
detailing define the new look. BMW's U. The grille and greenhouse are clearly Five-inspired,
while the rear deck incorporates a sharply contoured spoiler. The meshwork in the front air
intake was inspired by the current M3, and a ridge is sculpted into the lower rocker panel. The
newly designed and trimmed cabin is also BMW all the way, but with more sculpting and even
better ergonomics than before. Though the dash now sweeps into the doors, the "driver comes
first" instrument panel philosophy remains. Another interesting design element is an aluminum
band that bisects the dash about midway and also runs along the door panels. Other German
makes Audi , Porsche have begun using aluminum as a way to splash up an interior without
resorting to chrome, and it's an effective means of adding interest to what may otherwise be a
sea of black vinyl and plastic. For those seeking a warmer touch, a walnut trim package will be
optional. Even more impressive than any individual design element is the feeling of increased
spaciousness. A lack of rear seat legroom has always been a 3 Series bugaboo, but the new
platform offers genuinely adequate aft-cabin space for real adults. There's almost an inch more
kneeroom and 0. Equipment levels increase over today's cars, both in terms of standard and
optional features. HPS is also standard on 5 and 7 Series and, in effect, is a tubular airbag that
protects a front-seat passenger against head injuries in a side-impact crash. This, combined
with the standard dual front and side airbags, plus the optional rear side airbags, means the
ultra-safety-minded 3 Series buyer can spec his i with up to eight airbags. Seat adjustments,
radio presets, locking sequence logic, and other elements can be programmed to either of two
keys; the car then sets itself by whichever key is used. The console area has been engineered
with optional integrated sound systems, telephone, multi-featured trip computer, and built-in
navigation system in mind. For '99, powertrain choices have narrowed a bit, but are improved at
the same time. The new 3 Series initially comes only in sedan body style but in two forms: the 2.
Coupe, convertible, wagon, and tasty M3 versions will follow. For now, the sedans offer BMW's
Double-VANOS variable intake and exhaust timing and can be had with your choice of a
standard five-speed manual transmission or a new five-speed automatic, replacing last year's
four-speed self-shifter. Torque ratings also remain at their '98 levels, though the peak output for
both engines has been lowered from rpm to a more useful revs. The suspension's design and
architecture remains much the same, though detail upgrades abound. Suspension geometry
has been revised for better tracking, brake rotors are larger for more stopping power, and the
anti-roll bars on all models employ a mounting system previously offered only on the M3. The i
now has inch wheels and tires standard, with an optional inch-high performance rolling stock
package. How does it drive? In a word, delicious. What first strikes you is how quiet this car is.
Wind noise, road rumble, and engine sound have all been reduced substantially, though the
latter not so much as to kill the tunes offered up by the melodiously revving inline six. The
engine feels punchier in the lower and middle-rpm ranges, yet pulls to redline as sweetly as
ever. The five-speed gearbox remains a joy to row, though the quieter driveline may fool you
into cruising down the highway in fourth rather than fifth gear. There's no doubt the new i's
wider track and larger wheels and tires make for a flatter handling sedan, as we discovered
during hot laps of the Jerez Formula One circuit in the north of Spain. F1 fans will remember
this as the site where Michael Schumacher rubbed more than elbows with Jacques Villeneuve,
instantaneously deciding the World Drivers Championship in Villenueve's favor. Ride quality
has improved, and body roll has been reduced, though our seat-of-the-pants guess is that the
actual cornering limits remain about the same as before; an instrumented test, once we get one
on U. BMW's optional DSC III stability control is an active handling package that modulates
power and brake application to balance the car, should it begin to spin. It engages in a much
less abrupt manner than many other systems, and for those who practice a tail-out driving style,

it can be switched off. We noticed no particular improvement in the i's braking ability, though
this was never a deficiency of the current car. The steering retains crisp turn-in and excellent
road feel, though it's about 10 percent overboosted for our particular taste. The new
leather-wrapped three-spoke wheel is quite handsome and now incorporates audio systems
controls. As mentioned briefly above, the 3 Series comes to our shores first in the form of the
four-door sedan, which will be offici
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ally available beginning this September. A coupe joins the roster a year later, followed by the
convertible in about March Rounding out the lineup will be a 3 Series first for our market, the
four-door station wagon-or "Touring," in BMW parlance. The adrenaline-laced M-tuned models
will be introduced beginning with model year We also got an unplanned sneak peak at a new
Sport option package that will likely fall somewhere in between base and M cars. The existing
coupes and convertibles will continue to be built until their replacements are phased in. North
American pricing has yet to be announced, but the European market cars have gone up about 1.
The new 3 Series retains everything about the previous model that was good, fixes things that
need upgrading, adds new levels of polish and sophistication not present before, and does so
without diminishing its edge as a satisfying driving tool. Close Ad. Watch Originals. Join
MotorTrend. Matt Stone writer. Share on Facebook Share on Twitter.

