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The E31 8 Series began its 
production life in 1984, and 
there have been several motoring 
versions of what has to be one of 
the most beautifully shaped and 
elegant vehicles that BMW has 
ever produced. At the time of its 
debut at the 1989 International 
Auto-show in Frankfurt, the E31 
850 was valued at a sales price of 
$100,000 USD, making it what 
some pundits have claimed to be 
the most expensive BMW ever 
produced in its day. For example, 

the relative purchasing value 
today of $100,000 USD paid out 
in 1989 would be sufficient to 
purchase a fully-loaded brand new 
M5, insured and road registered 
in 2016.

Debate exists about the purpose 
of the Eight Series. There are 
those who claim that its shape 
betrays that the design of the E31 
was intended not to supplant the 
E24 M6 (otherwise known as the 
635CSI) but to improve upon it in 
every imaginable way, especially 
the  beauty of its lines, which 
are still passionately enamoured 
by many BMW enthusiasts. 
Interestingly, few people are 

cognisant of the origin of the 
design additions to the E31 Eights. 
When you look closely at the 
front of the vehicle,  its sleekness 
is reminiscent of the M1, but 
with pop-up lights. The front 
and back fender shapes derive, 
wittingly or unwittingly, from the 
flamboyant fender ridges of the 
E30 M3 Motorsport Icon, though 
admittedly, with more subtlety.  
Beauty, it is said, is in the eyes 
of the beholder, but to my mind, 
the E31 did surpass not simply 

the beauty of the original M6 
with its stunningly elegant design 
and better-appointed interior, but 
the E31 exhibited outstanding 
performance as well. In addition 
to being technologically loaded, 
the E31 possessed ‘Active 
Rear- Axle Kinematics’ (AHK) 
which significantly improved the 
quality of driving performance by 
introducing hydraulically assisted 
steering to the rear wheels. The 
result was a far better measure of 
cornering control; indeed, a most 
impressive feat, given the E31’s 
weight of approximately 1820 
Kilos, or 4000lbs. In short, the 
Eight Series displayed itself as a 

very sexy car, 
and came to 
feature as one 
of BMW’s 
most classic 
and ageless 
flagships to 
date. 

Despite its 
beauty and incontestable elegance, 
the one thing that disappointed 
me about the Eight series was 
the difficulty I had in buying one 
with the right engine to match the 

potential performance of the car. 
In 1990 the 850i was launched 
for sale, and it was equipped 
with the 5.0 litre M70 V12. 
There were two choices available 
mated to either a 4-speed auto 
box or a 6-speed manual putting 
out approximately 300HP – so it 
was definitely quick, despite it’s 
curb weight of just over 4,000 
pounds.

While most of the technologies, 
aside from AHK, were standard 
on the 8 Series, buyers did 
have a variety of engines from 
which to choose. When I first 
drove the  850i in  1993,  I 
came away feeling that despite 
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its exhilarating  torque and the 
powerful crescendo-like note of 
its exhaust, the car was not as 
quick and agile as I had hoped. 
Since I was accustomed to driving 
my E30 Sport EVo, I do admit 
that its astounding performance 
spoiled me for life, and as many 
of you would be aware, the Sport 
Evo has on numerous occasions 
been recognised as the best 
M-Car ever produced. Conceding 
the perhaps excessively high 
expectations I had developed 
from my E30 Sport Evo Driving 
Experience, it seemed to me that 
given the weight of the 850i, 
the original V12 model was 
underpowered and uncomfortably 
nose heavy,  particularly in 
corners. This  discrepancy in the 
power to weight ratio of the 850i 
may be one of the reasons that 
in 1994 BMW introduced the 
850Ci model which sported the 
new M73B54 engine with 5.4 
litres, and a rise in power to 
322bhp(,240Kw),along with a 
higher compression ratio.  

During this time the BMW 
M Division was working on 
the development of the M8,and 
only one prototype was ever 
produced , but never brought to 
commercial fruition. One reason 
given for this was that BMW 
believed there was no market 
for a vehicle this powerful, this 
expensive, and requiring so much 
fuel to run it. Ironically,, in the 
same year, 1994, and in place of 
the M8 concept, however,  the 

Eight Series CSi was launched 
with the S70 B56 engine code 
and a capacity increase from 
5.4 to 5.6 litres, and a power 
increase to 375 bhp(280 KW). 
Production of only 1,510 850CSi 
vehicles ceased in late 1996 
when emission restrictions could 
not be met without significantly 
having  to re-engineer the motor, 
and this venture was thought not 
to be viable. It is now mooted 
and comprehensible  that the 4 
litre and subsequently 4.4 litre 
engines were introduced to 
compensate for the inordinately 
heavy 850i engine variants which 
were vulnerable to overheating 
and consequent damage to bonnet 
paint. Another problem with 
the 850i’s was the far too rapid 
deterioration and potential failure 
of brakes, due to the burdensome 
weight of the 850i vehicles. In 
addition the V12 engines utilised 
two ECU’s, each of which was 

responsible respectively for 
the mechanical functions of 
the two banks of six cylinders 
which constitute the 12 cylinder 
engine. It has been argued that the 
synchronicity and simultaneity 
of the ECU control for each 
bank was more fragile than 
expected. This may also explain 
the marketing emphasis on the 
development of the 840 Ci V8 4 
and 4.4 litre engines. The 4 litre 
engine (M60B40) had 286 bhp, as 
did the 4.4 litre engine( M62B44)  
but the 4.4litre engine had more 
torque with 420 Nm, a gain of 
20 Nm over the 4 litre version. 
The 840 Ci engines were far 
lighter and displayed better fuel 
economy than the 850i models, 
and the purchase price of the car 
was substantially less than the 
850i. BMW toyed with the idea 
of an 830i, featuring a 3.0 litre 
engine, and 18 prototypes were 
made, but dismantled before ever 
reaching production, inasmuch as 
the power output was far below 
what was required satisfactorily 
to propel a sporty vehicle of 
around 4000 pounds. 

So a bizarre kind of ‘catch 
22’ haunted the Evolution of the 
Eight Series. On the one hand, the 
more powerful the 850i became, 
the closer it became to being a 
Supercar, but the more problems 
there were with its reliability. 
On the other hand, although the 
840 Ci models were lighter, less 
expensive, and had better fuel 
economy than the 850’s, they 
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certainly were not Supercars. It 
is worth noting that the original 
Euro Spec E24 MCSi also had 
286 bhp in a car that weighed 
only 3200 pounds, and thus a 
massive 800 pounds less than the 
Eight Series. 

This being so, the idea came 
to me that the S62B50 E39 M5 
would be the ideal engine to 
transplant into the Eight Series.  
It has 400 bhp stock from the 

factory, 25 horsepower more 
than the 850CSi ,and the E39M5 
produces 80% of its torque at 
2000 RPM, and 500 Nm of 
Torque at 3,800 RPM. The M62 
E39 engine catapulted the E39 
M5 car to  100 Kms in 4.7sec, in 
contrast to 5.6 sec to 100Kms in 
the 850 CSi.  

It was 15 years ago now that 
after many weeks of searching I 
discovered that Peak Performance 
had recently purchased an E39 M5 
engine, along with its six speed 
gear box, drive train and loom, 
with only 25,000 kilometres on 
it. I made an appointment to visit 
Nick Peak personally in my 840i 
,and when I told him about my 
proposal that I would like him to 
implant his E39 M5 engine and 
running gear into my Eight, he 
replied,” ...now that is certainly 
a challenge”, and I can assure 
it was. The complete engine 
transplant with its multifarious 
and unanticipated challenges took 
just on one year to complete, and 

despite a few gray hairs, Nick and 
his team persisted, giving birth 
mechanically to what ended up 
being the world’s first conversion 
of this kind.  Additional tuning 
had to be done elsewhere to get 
255 KW( 340bhp) at the wheels 
of my Eight, but the result 
afforded the extra power to 
propel my vehicle to 100Km in 
4.5 seconds. Andrew Schmidt of 
ALS Performance in Rydalmere 

did a great job organising the 
electrics, then Dave at SAS in 
Silverwater did the final tuning 
on his new Dyno. As you can 
see from the photos of my M8, 
a special bonnet was recreated to 
accommodate the E39 M5 engine 
height. I also had genuine E92 
M3 vents cut meticulously into 
the bonnet, along with a scoop 
air intake as well, both of which 
work in unison to ensure that 
the car does not overheat. I do 
admit that I  ended up spending 
far more money than I originally 
expected would be necessary to 
get my Eight Series to perform 
like a Supercar, but once I started 
, I was determined not to give 
up until the project was done 
properly.  Put the pedal to the 
medal, and my converted M8 
literally rockets away explosively, 
but with great stability.  When 
rolling against even the newest 
of Motorsport  BMW’s, it always 
surprises the competition and has 
never disappointed me. Not only 

is the vehicle a design of great 
beauty, but it is at last transformed 
into the magnificent Supercar the 
Eight Series was always meant 
to be! 

A few years later another 
implantation of the E39 M5 engine 
into an 840Ci was done in the US, 
but this conversion preserved the 
automatic transmission and was 
thus obviously deprived of the 
superb E39 M5 six speed gear box. 
A feature on this car was published 
in a US Motor Magazine, but 
I have not been able to locate 
my copy of it. I discovered only 
one other rare E39 M5 engine 
transplant into an Eight Series.  
This time the S62 engine and 
the six speed gear box from the 
original M5 were transplanted 
into the 840Ci, as happened in 
the conversion done for me by 
Peak Performance. The Eight 
Series car to which I am referring 
was raced quite successfully at 
the Nurburgring VLN Endurance 
Championship, and the benefits 
of the conversion to the E39 
M5 engine have been highly 
praised by racing aficionados.  A 
highly complimentary article on 
the integrity of this conversion 
can be found by searching 
Motorsport’s Rare BMW’s; 
M5; 6-Series, and 8-Series: 
germancarmagazine,com, 16th 
February, 2009. 

Seven of my Collector Cars 
now sit in the Gosford Museum, 
but as I reduce my original 
collection of 23 cars, I would like 
to see this Eight Series gem go 
to an enthusiast who can enjoy it 
on the road. If you are interested 
in purchasing this amazing 
automobile and Motorsport Icon, 
please phone me, Professor Ron 
Laura, on 0424155173.  


