
OPERATING COSTS:
$  $  $  $  $

CURB APPEAL:
★  ★  ★  ★  ★
FUN TO DRIVE:
★  ★  ★  ★  ★

It’s hard to believe, but 
Horst Reinhardt’s E46-

series BMW M3 has nearly 
67,000 miles on its wrinkle-free 
body. Except for some road 
rash on the wheels and front 
bumper, and a bit of wear on 
the driver’s seat and a few of 
the interior panels, the car he 
bought in May 2003 looks new. 
You’d be lucky indeed to find 
an M3 that has been looked 
after as fastidiously as this 
2003 example, but there are 
cars of this age and mileage 
out there for less than our 
$25,000 target price. 

Reinhardt bought the 
car new, and its only major 
options were heated seats 
and a navigation system. 
There’s no sunroof, and the 
material covering the seats 
is cloth. Reinhardt runs 
VR Performance, a tuning 
business that specializes in 
these cars, so he fitted his M3 
with Eibach springs that are 
about 10 percent stiffer than 
stock and added a CSL-like 
carbon-fiber rear valance, 
trunk panel, and front air-dam 
extensions.

Reinhardt has racked up 
about 10,000 track miles on 
his M3 but says the car is so 
sturdy that he has basically 
just changed brake pads and 
rotors. He adds: “The only 
real problem areas are rear 
subframes that can crack if 
stiffer springs are fitted for 
track work. Early cars had 
problems with their big-end 

2002 BMW M3
VEHICLE TYPE: front-engine, 
rear-wheel-drive, 4-passenger, 
2-door coupe

BASE PRICE (2001): $47,407

ENGINE: DOHC 24-valve 3.2-liter 
inline-6, 333 hp, 262 lb-ft

TRANSMISSION: 6-speed manual 

DIMENSIONS:
Wheelbase: 107.5 in 
Length: 176.8 in Width: 70.1 in 
Height: 54.0 in Curb weight: 3440 lb

C/D TEST RESULTS (JUNE 2001):
Zero to 60 mph . . . . . . . . . . 4.7 sec
Zero to 100 mph . . . . . . . . 11.8 sec
Zero to 130 mph  . . . . . . . . 21.2 sec
Street start, 5–60 mph . . . . 5.2 sec
Standing 
     ¼-mile . . . . 13.4 sec @ 106 mph
Top speed 
     (governor limited) . . . . . 155 mph
Braking, 70–0 mph . . . . . . . . 155 ft
Roadholding, 
     300-ft-dia skidpad . . . . . . 0.84 g

FUEL ECONOMY (CURRENT):
EPA city/
     highway driving . . . . 15/22 mpg

bearings—but all of those 
engines were replaced by the 
factory.” Our local BMW dealer 
in Ann Arbor said that the rear 
coil springs also can crack.

If our test crew had voted, 
the M3 would have been the 
standout among this group 
of cars. While the newest M3 
is a magnificent machine, 
the previous E46 model is 
just as practical and nearly 
as entertaining to drive, and 
its performance is more 
accessible to more people.

Performance is strong—back 
in the day, we recorded 0-to-
60-mph times in the range of 
4.5 to 4.8 seconds—and the 
inline six-cylinder engine is 
both willing and sonorous. On 
the track, it’s fast, immense 
fun, and beautifully balanced; 
on the street, it’s refined and 
easy to live with, thanks to a 
great driving position, a decent 

back seat, and a sensibly sized 
trunk. Plus, it’s new enough 
that it has a full array of safety 
features, with airbags and 
stability control heading the list.

The only catch is that parts 
for this car are expensive. 
A surf around cyberspace 
reveals that rear brake rotors 
retail for about $150 each, with 
fronts going for about $200. 
Replacement OEM catalytic 
converters are $1250 each. 
Reinhardt notes that there “are 
now lots of aftermarket bits 
available, from body panels 
to steering racks and brake 
rotors.”

We suggest looking for E46 
M3s on used-car Web sites 
and trying the BMW Car Club 
of America (www.bmwcca.org). 
On the evidence of Reinhardt’s 
M3, you’ll be getting one hell 
of a car for a relatively modest 
outlay. —Mark Gillies

2002–06 
BMW M3
PURE SIX APPEAL.

QUOTES FROM THE PAST: THE M3

“The engine is an absolute gem. It hurtles the M3
down the road with an urgency that now rivals the world’s 

best sports cars.”  —LARRY WEBSTER, DECEMBER 2000

“If you want full-fledged high-performance sports-car 
capabilities in an everyday-usable package for four adults,
the M3 is a terrific choice.”  —CSABA CSERE, MARCH 2003

FEAR FACTOR
BMW parts are expensive, and 
bits and pieces for the high-
performance M cars cost even 
more. Figure $410 for a factory 
rear spring and $1245 to replace 
a catalytic converter (and there 
are two of them).
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MOST FUN FOR $25K


