A flare for

BMW Motorsport became a serious force on the
roads with the E12 M535i. Alisdair Suttie put
on his disco dancing shoes to drive one
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and rubber boot spoiler, so typical of the 1970s, give
the car a pleasingly sporty look. Open the heavy
driver's door and the sporty feel is continued with
the grippy Recaros.

There is no fuss to starting the engine thanks to
the Bosch L-Jetronic fuel injection. The big six-
cylinder engine wuffles away to itself, hunting
occasionally for a smooth idle speed. Blipping the
throttle to help warm the engine reveals the controls
follow the “sports car equals heavy action” school
of thought.

Fiutling out of slow junctions is a physical exercise.
The clutch is heavy and first gear requires a
deliberate shove to find its gate. The steering comes
with power assistance but still feels heavy and
devoid of sensation at low speed. Whether this is
due to the sporting bias of the car, the 195/70x14
tyres, or the recirculatory ball steering is not clear.
However, it lightens considerably with just a
little speed.

Going up and down through the gears is easy

of the M535i. From rest, the car could manage
0-60mph in 7.5 seconds, not bad for a large
17-year-old car. The gearchanges smooth out with
spirited driving and the seamless power of the
engine makes blasting along fast A-roads a real joy.

Tighter roads show up the size of the M535i and
its weight begins to count against it. On twistier
roads, the front end scrubs wide with predictable
understeer. The brakes performed well enough on
these roads but seemed to prefer less frequent use
on more open roads.

Cruising at motorway speeds is an effortless
undertaking for the M535i. The torque of the engine
lets it spin at a leisurely 2500rpm at 70mph in fifth
gear. Overtaking is a lazy affair, all the driver does is
depress the accelerator a little and the M535i
powers past.

M535i

The only problem exposed by fast driving is wind
noise. The whistling around the top corner of the
windscreen could become tiring over long journeys.
That said, the basic shape of the E12 5 Series goes
back to 1972 and BMW probably did not think it
would build one capable of 136mph.

As you would expect from a car wearing the
M-badge, the ride is firm but never choppy. Deep
potholes on country roads failed to upset it and the
car never deviated from a chosen line.

The E12 M535i does have its vices: its looks have
not aged well; the gearbox takes time to master; and
the major controls can leave you aching in stop/start
traffic. But these are all things you can come to
understand. What might be more difficult to
understand is a growing addiction to the howl of
that straight-six in full flight

enough. The gate was not particularly positive, but
that could be due to ‘our’ test car — fourth gear had
lost its synchromesh.

As stated earlier, you soon forget about the heavy
contrals when you start to exploit the performance

Max speed: 136mph

0-62mph: 7.5 seconds

Transmission: Getrag five-speed manual
Price when new: £13,745 (1980)

Engine: Straight-six, 12-valve
Capacity: 3453cc

Max power: 218bhp

Max Torque: 228lb ft
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