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2011 BMW 1 Series M Coupe

BMW’s little bulldog hot rod
By Gary Witzenburg


BMW built 455 (Lamborghini-based) mid-engine M1 sports cars back in 1978-81, but BMW’s smallest U.S. (non-sportscar) coupe -- pumped up with a twin-turbo six and chassis components from the size-larger M3 coupe, sedan and convertible -- is hardly the rebirth of that. So it’s called the 2011 BMW 1 Series M, not “M1.” BMW says it’s a return to the spirit and formula of the company’s first high-performance M passenger car, the 1988 M3 coupe.

“For the first time,” BMW adds, “the coveted M badge has been granted to the popular BMW 1 Series in the form of the all-new BMW 1 Series M Coupe. [It] was imparted after a two-year development process through which BMW M engineers and test drivers achieved the exceptional power delivery and the signature, near-perfect driving behavior of a BMW M car.”
Design

Designed and developed for exceptional handling balance, this 2011 1 Series M has a large, “square” footprint, meaning its tracks (the lateral distance between its wheel centers) are unusually wide relative to its 104.7-in. wheelbase. Compared to the somewhat tamer 135i Coupe, the 1 M’s 60.7-in. tracks are 2.8 inches wider in front and 1.8 inches wider in back, and the widely flared fenders necessary to accommodate them make its body 2.1 in. wider. So, while it runs like a greyhound, it’s built more like a bulldog to optimize cornering capability.

Its front fascia is dominated by three large cooling air intakes for the high-performance engine, the central one with a honeycomb grille. Additional openings in the outer sections of the lower front fascia route high-pressure air through ducts to narrow outlets ahead of each front wheel arch, where it covers the sides of the front wheels with an “air curtain” at speed to reduce turbulence around the rotating wheels -- a BMW first.
Muscular shoulder lines and sculpted surfaces give the 2011 1 M a strong feeling of athleticism. The chrome fender gills carry M logos ahead of side turn indicators, the wind-tunnel-tuned mirrors are borrowed from the M3, and a subtle decklid spoiler generates additional downforce at speed. The rear fascia’s side openings echo the front “air-curtain” intakes, and two sets of twin chrome pipes at the outer edges punctuate the 1 M’s performance personality. The standard Xenon adaptive headlamps sport LED eyebrows, and LED light-cluster taillamps give a BMW-characteristic L-shaped pattern.

The M-specific cockpit is a bit of a black hole – dark and bland -- but its precise-looking instruments have nice gray dials with red pointers and white backlighting. However (typical of BMW and many others these days), there is no coolant temperature gauge. They want you to know your engine is overheating after it’s happened rather than let you see it coming. Our only other interior complaint is the goofy single cupholder protruding ET-like from the console.

Dark Alcantara covers the door panels, door pulls, instrument binnacle, dash and gearshift and handbrake lever boots, while the black Boston leather-covered front sport seats have M logos embossed in their headrest, all with contrasting orange stitching. The leather-covered multifunction steering wheel has an M Button to activate sharper throttle response.
Powertrain and chassis

The 1 M’s aluminum suspension is lifted nearly intact from the current M3 and tuned specifically for this smaller, lighter model. Its hollow front and rear anti-roll bars are optimized for weight and effectiveness, and its front/rear weight balance is a near perfect 51.7/48.3.
Also straight from the M3 is its powerful braking system, with large, compound discs all around, electronic anti-lock and an electrically-driven power pump, and its big 19-in. M-specific alloy wheels come directly from the M3 Competition Package.

Its free-revving twin-turbocharged, 335-hp, 3.0-liter all-aluminum inline-six is famous for strong, instantaneous response, with virtually no turbo lag, up to its 7,000-rpm redline. Nominal peak torque is 332 lb-ft, available from 1,500 rpm to 4,500 rpm, but the engine management system uses an electronically-controlled overboost function to briefly increase full-load torque by another 37 lb-ft. That temporary total of 369 lb-ft can rocket the 1 M from zero to 60 mph in 4.7 sec. and through the quarter mile in just 13.2 sec.
The only available transmission is a specially-designed, high-torque, close-ratio six-speed manual with a dry sump cooling system. A variable M differential lock responds to differences in side-to-side rotational speeds by instantly redirecting torque to optimize rear-drive traction, even on slippery snow and sand, and gives maximum torque with optimum traction accelerating out of corners.
Safety features

 The 1 M’s Dynamic Stability Control (DSC) includes antilock brakes (ABS), anti-slip control (ASC), Dynamic Brake Control (DBC), hill-hold assist, Cornering Brake Control (CBC), brake fade compensation and a brake drying function. You can touch a button to choose M Dynamic Mode (MDM), which facilitate launching in snow or loose surfaces and raises its “intervention thresholds” to allow a bit of (tail-out) oversteer to maximize track performance.
Standard passive safety features include front, side and side curtain airbags, three-point automatic seatbelts with belt force limiters and front pretensioners. Available BMW Assist includes Enhanced Automatic Collision Notification, which alerts authorities when an airbag deployment has occurred and when occupants may have serious injuries.
Driving impressions

We got good road time and great track time in the 1 M and found it more than lives up to its vaunted M badging. The 335-hp twin-turbo six, with its temporary overboost and trick M differential, makes this little bulldog a virtual rocketship accelerating out of turns and down the straights. We also loved its precise six-speed manual linkage and linear clutch action.
Equally precise is its hydraulic rack-and-pinion power steering with speed-variable Servotronic assist that provides outstanding feel and feedback. Its wide tracks, lightweight multilink suspension and big performance tires team for racer-like grip and cornering power, and its oversize M3 brakes bring it down strongly from speed lap after lap with no trace of fade.
The 2011 BMW 1 M is a small-volume, high-price, high-performance German driving machine intended for serious enthusiasts. As a new addition to BMW’s line of muscular M models, it is smaller, lighter (at 3,362 lb.), more fuel efficient (19 EPA city, 25 highway mpg) and more affordable (at $47-54K) than an entry-level M3...but at least as much fun.
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