h. the anticipation. The first new BMW coupé
for 13 years, successor to the fabled 635C5.

Great looking: sporty yet elegant. Powered by
a joobhp s.o-litre Vi2. Bristling with advanced
electronics. Laden with luxury goodies. A top speed of
i6mph. The first new BMW of the Nineties. So much
promise. Great expectations.

And within a couple of months of the BMW Egoi
pillarless coupé being launched at the 1989 Frankfurt
International Motor Show. the first three years'
production — from a line claimed to run at between
10,000 10 12,000 units per year — was sold out.

Such was the hype surrounding the big coupé. We
all wanted a go in it. This was the era when the men
from Bavaria were truly getting into their stride. The 3-
series had already established itself as the aspiring
yuppie’s wet dream, the ¢-series was winning every
group test going, and the 7-series was trading blows
with the Mercedes-Benz 5-class for the title of “best car
in the world'. If you caught sight of it on the stand at
the Frankfurt show or flicked through the press hand-
out photographs, you could only assume that this latest
BMW was about to become the greatest BMW.,

But then. oh dear, journalists did get behind the
wheel. German journalists initially, who, if we're to
be honest about this, were sometimes prone to let
the warm glow of national pride get in the way of
cold, objective judgement. Yet even these guys were
saying that the 85oi wasn't all it was cracked up to be.

Designed to change the motoring landscape and
sold by BMW as the ‘ultimate driving machine,
the 850i failed to excite reviewers when it
appeared in 1989. Now that the 13-year old car
can be bought for a quarter of its original
£60,000 price tag is it any more appealing?

WorDs: BRETT FRASER
PicTURES: MALCOLM GRIFFITHS
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Taut shape is
handsome and
interior has every
feature you could
wish for, but it's all a
bit too coolly efficient
to engender passion

Engine 4088z, front-mounted, all-alloy V112, Bosch Motronic: combined ignition and injection System, dohc, water-cooled Power and Torque 3000hp @ 5200mm, 3250 ft @ 4100mm
Transmisslon four-speed ZF automatic, rear-wheed drive Brakes discs all-round, vented at the front, AES Steering rack and pinion, power assisted Suspension Front: independent, MacFhersn
struts, coil springs, dampers, anti-roll bar, Rear: independent ‘integral’ axde — a multi-link arrangement COMIESING one upper fransverse arm, two lower transversa links, one longitudngs arm, (n2 mege

link: connecting the lower longitudinal and the upper transverse arm; sublrame-mounted Welght 39381 (1786kg) Performance Top speed: artificialy imited to 156mph (claimed), 0-60mpn. 7256
iclaimed) Cost new £61 495 Valwe now £15,000 (approx) for an example as immaculate as our test vehicle, Ropier models can bea bought fior as fittke as 8000, but costs can De high

glass and rubbers. Or the nearside door mirror
that automatically dips to reveal the kerb when
you engage reverse. And how about the speed
sensitive wipers that also give a final *flick’ a few
seconds after you'd last used the washers to
sweep away any dribbles?

The Va2 fires up with a flourish and a growl
before settling into a smooth. quiet idle. It's the
same §.0-litre lamp found under the bonnet of
the 7¢01 saloon, and later rumours of
unreliability (completely unfounded, according
to Tim Spicer) are part of the reason that neither
of these two big Beemers enjoyed the sort of
success and acclaim you might assume given
their overall specification. Designed from the
outset to work with catalytic converters on the
exhaust, this engine is the first of the super-
sophisticated BMW powerplants. An all-alloy
unit, it weighs just 529lb complete with injection
system, alternator, steering pump and air-
conditioning compressor; a comparable Jaguar
Vi2 is 40 per cent heavier.

Low friction bores and a seven bearing crank
employing a dozen counterweights help with
the smoothness, while a third generation Bosch
Motronic combined injection and ignition
system is assigned to each bank of cylinders.
Another novelty of the engine is that it hasa fly-
by-wire throttle; electric motors operate the
throttle butterflies rather than cables or linkages.

The technology is impressive, but the results
it brings are mixed. There’s no doubting this is a
gutsy engine, yet it lacks the tingle and rush
you'd expect from joobhp and 32¢1b ft of
rorque. Of course, a kerb weight of 39381b does
nothing to help the cause. It is peaceful in the
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WE'VE LONG
CRITICISED THE
8501 FOR NOT
BEING ENOUGH
OF A SPORTS CAR,
WHEN IT WAS
NEVER INTENDED
TO BE ONE

cruise, though, and seemingly able to sustain
high speeds all day if required. And coupled with
the four-speed, multi-mode ZF automatic
gearbox. it places no demands on the driver
whether he wants to go swiftly or slow.

That's when it dawns on you — we've long
criticised the 8coi for not being enough of a
sports car, when it was never intended to be, it
was ahways just a grand tourer, To be fair to some
contemporary road tests, they did point out the
coupé was more suited for touring than
sprinting, but BMW never seemed o come out
and say, ‘that’s what we built it for.”

Viewed as a GT, the rest of the 8soi makes
more sense. It doesn't matter that its steering
isn’t supercar sharp. Nor is it then an issue that
the suspension can feel a tad soft and floaty at
very high speeds; you're now free to marvel at
how good the ride is the rest of the time for a car
that will hit 6omph from standstill in 7.2sec.

And when you're content just (o schmooze
along rather than tank on, you tend not to care
that the ultra-sophisticated multi-link rear

The S-litre V12 has low friction bo
crank and Bosch Motronic injection and Ignition

res, 8 seven bearing

suspension, in tandem with an electronic
stability control system. won't let you play the
tail-out hero. Nope, what will blow you away is
how surefooted the Bgoi’s chassis is.

Relax into the 8soi's stolid persona and you'l
enjoy it far more than if you attempt to scuffthe
tread pattern off its broad boots. This car won't
ever engender passion, but | defy you not tofeel
a deep respect for its all-round efficiency. ftwill
never rank as one of the great BMWs but its
worthy of a better press than it’s had to date.

Thamks to: Tim Spicer, owner of the 8508 and spaciaist B
pminear {0223 8333020 Nick Barovt of FonaFay ior incaion

BRETT FRASER

‘FIRST 1TIME A ]{{‘?L_”ﬁglﬁ'
I_'!!?i.".!’_[_'i_"l'l‘x I “'.1_E_”ﬂ:lT
SEEMS 1O HAVE
|MPROVED WITH
AGE

Breti Fraser was a road tester with CA%
magazinge when the 850§ was cument.
Mow freelance, ha writes for The Daly
Telegraph and Evo, among others
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