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Introduction

Few names in the automotive world evoke as much passion, prestige, and promise as
BMW. For over a century, Bayerische Motoren Werke AG has stood at the intersection
of technological innovation and emotional appeal, continuously redefining what it
means to manufacture vehicles that blend luxury with performance. Rooted in the
heart of Bavaria, BMW'’s journey from a maker of aircraft engines to a global
automotive icon is a testament to resilience, ambition, and the power of vision.

This book, "BMW: Portrait of a Car Brand - The Story of an Automotive Icon," explores
the storied history and dynamic evolution of BMW, tracing how a company that began
with engineering prowess in aviation adapted, innovated, and thrived amid the
dramatic shifts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. It is a narrative filled with
ingenious inventions, periods of adversity and recovery, and relentless pursuit of
excellence—qualities that have molded BMW into one of the world’s greatest car
brands.

The chapters ahead delve into every facet of BMW'’s world: its formative years, the
critical decisions that shaped its future, and the pivotal models that would come to
define entire eras of automotive design. We'll explore BMW'’s deeply entrenched
motorsport legacy, the unique artistic and philosophical approaches embedded in its
designs, and the company’s far-reaching influence on global car culture. Through
innovation in both technology and marketing, BMW has managed not only to survive
the intense pressures of global competition but also to set benchmarks for others to
follow.

At the heart of BMW'’s identity is a commitment to providing an unparalleled driving
experience—a commitment ingeniously articulated by its decades-old slogan, “The
Ultimate Driving Machine.” This guiding principle resonates not just in the precise
mechanics of BMW'’s engines but in every aspect of the brand: from forward-thinking
market strategies and ground-breaking electric vehicles, to a growing emphasis on
sustainability and responsible production.

As we stand at a moment of rapid transformation in the industry, shaped by
electrification, advanced digital technologies, and environmental imperatives, BMW'’s
story becomes even more compelling. The brand’s embrace of sustainability,
innovative design philosophies, and daring explorations into new mobility solutions
make it a central player in defining the future of driving itself.

This book aims to provide a comprehensive, engaging, and insightful portrait of
BMW—not simply as a manufacturer of cars, but as a symbol of creative resilience,
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engineering mastery, and the enduring allure of the open road. Whether you are a
devoted BMW enthusiast, an automotive history buff, or simply curious about how
brands become legends, the story ahead promises to inspire, inform, and entertain.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of BMW: Roots in
Aviation and Early Industry

The story of BMW, a name now synonymous with luxury automobiles and motorcycles,
truly begins not on the road, but in the sky. The company’s roots are deeply
entrenched in the burgeoning aviation industry of the early 20th century, a time when
engineers and entrepreneurs dared to dream of flight and pushed the boundaries of
mechanical possibility. Before the iconic kidney grille adorned sleek cars, the
company's predecessors were focused on crafting powerful engines for aircraft, a
challenging endeavor that laid the technical groundwork for everything that followed.

The narrative of BMW's genesis weaves together the fates of three distinct German
enterprises: Rapp Motorenwerke, Bayerische Flugzeugwerke (BFW), and
Fahrzeugfabrik Eisenach. While each contributed uniquely to the eventual formation of
BMW, it was in the realm of aircraft engine manufacturing that the earliest seeds of
engineering excellence were sown. The demand for reliable and powerful engines
during the First World War would prove to be a significant catalyst, accelerating
technological development and industrial growth.

Rapp Motorenwerke GmbH, founded by Karl Rapp in Munich in 1913, was an aircraft
engine manufacturer. The company initially faced challenges with reliability and
vibration in its engines. Despite these early hurdles, Rapp Motorenwerke specialized in
V12 aircraft engines, a product in high demand during World War I. However, Karl
Rapp eventually departed in 1916 due to financial difficulties. His exit paved the way
for a fundamental restructuring of the company.

Around the same time, another key player emerged: Gustav Otto
Flugmaschinenfabrik. Founded in 1910 by Gustav Otto, the son of the inventor of the
four-stroke internal combustion engine, Nicolaus August Otto, this pioneering German
aircraft producer was also based in Munich. Otto's firm focused on building aircraft,
including a biplane in 1910 that garnered significant attention in Germany. The
company initially operated from various workshops in Munich before establishing a
new factory at Lerchenauer Strasse in 1913.

On March 7, 1916, Gustav Otto Flugmaschinenfabrik was reorganized into Bayerische
Flugzeugwerke (BFW) AG. This date is officially recognized by BMW as its founding
date. Just over a year later, in July 1917, Rapp Motorenwerke GmbH underwent a
crucial name change, becoming Bayerische Motoren Werke GmbH, thus marking the
first official use of the "BMW" acronym. The decision to rename was also partly an
attempt to shed the company's earlier image of technical difficulties. This newly
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named entity, under the leadership of Franz Josef Popp as managing director and Max
Friz as chief designer, initially focused exclusively on aero engines.

It was Max Friz, a former Daimler-Benz designer, who truly delivered a breakthrough
for the nascent BMW. He joined Rapp Motorenwerke and set about designing an
engine that would lay the foundation for BMW's future success. Friz's design, initially
dubbed "type llI" and later known as the BMW llla, was an inline six-cylinder, water-
cooled aircraft engine. This engine was remarkable for its time, designed with a high
compression ratio of 6.4:1 and featuring a "high-altitude carburetor" that allowed it to
maintain power at higher altitudes, a critical advantage in air combat.

The BMW llla engine, with its 19-liter displacement, could produce a constant 200
horsepower up to an altitude of 2,000 meters. At lower altitudes, it could even
generate up to 240 horsepower for short periods. This superior performance at high
altitudes was a decisive advantage over competing engines like the Mercedes D.III.
The engine's success was so profound that it powered the formidable Fokker D.VIIF, an
aircraft that outclimbed and outperformed Allied counterparts in the later stages of
World War I. The demand for the BMW llla was so significant that part of its production
had to be transferred to the Opel factory in Russelsheim due to BMW's limited
production capacity in Munich.

While aircraft engines were the immediate focus, another significant lineage that
would eventually intertwine with BMW's story began in Eisenach. Fahrzeugfabrik
Eisenach (FFE) was founded in 1896 by Heinrich Ehrhardt, initially producing bicycles
and guns. Within two years, the company ventured into automobile manufacturing,
creating a car called the Wartburg, a licensed version of the French Decauville. This
made Fahrzeugfabrik Eisenach the third automobile manufacturer in Germany. The
Ehrhardt family eventually withdrew from management in 1903 due to financial losses,
and the factory began producing cars under the new name, Dixi, from 1904. Dixi
gained recognition for models like the Type U35, known for its reliability and
performance.

By 1919, Dixi resumed car production, but economic hardship led to a merger with
Gothaer Waggonfabrik AG in 1921. This era saw a shift in Dixi's focus towards smaller
cars. The acquisition of a license to produce a German version of the popular British
Austin 7 in 1927 led to the Dixi DA-1 3/15. This small car would play a pivotal, though
brief, role in BMW's eventual entry into automotive manufacturing.

Thus, as the roaring engines of early aircraft filled the Bavarian skies, the disparate
threads of aircraft engine development in Munich and early automobile production in
Eisenach were gradually being spun. Each company, with its own unique challenges
and triumphs, was unknowingly contributing to the complex tapestry that would
become Bayerische Motoren Werke. The stage was being set for the various elements
to converge, forming the powerful entity known today as BMW, a brand whose
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foundation was forged in the crucible of early 20th-century industrial ambition.
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