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~ ike every gas-and-oil-blooded enthusi-
ast, I've always dreamt of going to the
Niirburgring, so when Judy Ray of
Driving Concepts invited me to join her on
a pilgrimage to motoring’s Mount Everest,
I jumped at the chance. Five months later,

I'm settling into a brisk pace from the Frank-

furt airport to the Niirburgring in a little
diesel-powered Garmin-guided rental Golf.

To keep me company on the 90-minute
drive I flip on the radio, and much to my
surprise an American voice is chatting
away. I listen a moment, and discover
it’s Radio Eagle, the U.S. Armed Forces

station. Theyre talking about an upcom-

ing Family Preparedness meeting for a divi-
sion called Old Ironsides, who are soon

shipping out to Iraq. But in this context, '
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Holy Grail of all race tracks, but it is also

Stewart fought so hard to get the Niirburg
ring removed from the Grand Prix calendar.
It is a place that forgives nothing. no mat-
ter how brave you are. Any mistake can
only have very serious consequences here;
and it’s even worse for those on two
wheels. During the time I spent behind the
Armco barriers with a camera, I was walk-
ing on a colorful plastic gravel of broken
car and motorcycle parts, each step a
reminder of the constant toll this thirteen-
mile tarmac ribbon takes on the unlucky
and the unwary.

I have no shame in admitting that this
rain-soaked Armco alley was a bigger
mountain than I was ready to climb. I was
humbled by finally finding a road I didn’t
want to drive fast, and I gained an €nor-

“Family Preparedness” doesn’t mean
stocking up on canned goods and flash-
lights for a gathering storm; these men and
women face the very real risk of losing
their lives in the next few months of
service, and this is how their loved ones
are “prepared” for whatever may come.
I find myself humbled by their bravery
and their selflessness—and that humility
sets the tone of my trip.

- The Niirburgring is said to claim over
fifty souls a year, but unlike soldiers going
to war, none of these souls—or their loved
ones—are prepared for it. This may be the

the one on which you’re most likely to meet
your Maker. It took me just one lap in the
passenger seat to understand why Jackie




 At4.4liters and a certified 300 kilo-
meters per hour, the B7 is Alpina’s luxury

two very unexpected Niirburg S ‘ ‘ to 5 /
chariots: Robert Fassl in the Alpina B7 and ry are both from the house of .500 rpm.‘This pmpels the large sedan
Judy Ray in the Alpina D3. Robert has done pina. y are g ; ‘ _ with the urgency and vigor of a sports car,
around eight thousand laps of the Ring = are « bert drove the an | > B
without incident in his long career asone -~ Alpin the supercharged SIS ; the ease of a mnaway bad boy from The

of BMW’s M Division test drivers. Judy,  of BMW’s 7 Series sedan, udy the  Fast And The Furious.

who is no stranger to our SoCal members, ; i ‘ : i When I first ;umped into Fass!’s car to
is a wonderful driver who has devoted  familiar to most /ers its take some moving shots of Judy, he deftly
much of her spate time to running Driving ~  two-liter turbodiesel er e 15 noy  slid the car left and right through Adenauer
Concepts, an organization that does every-  on our shores " ' Forst, the't ohtest set of ught left-right
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corners on the Ring—at full speed in the
pouring rain. The B7 slip-slided—can I use
that verb, Mister Editor?—with a compo-
sure and stability that belies reason for a car
of its size and weight. Its pendulum progress
was so smooth that I wouldn’t have spilt a
drop of my coffee, if I had any. Fassl then
repeated the maneuver a dozen times for my
camera, on exactly the same spot. Talk about
being humbled by precision driving!

This big sedan will take anything you
throw at it, while keeping you both safe
and unruffled in complete luxury; Ameri-
can drivers lucky enough to aspire to the
few hundred that will be available in the
U.S. will probably never realize the full
potential of this car unless they live near
the Bonneville Salt Flats, but they’1l have
a terrific time trying.

But that’s enough from the right seat
and behind the Armco. Let’s talk to the
drivers themselves, using a question-
and-answer format:

Roundel magazine: Robert, when did
you first drive the Niirburgring?

Robert Fassl: I first drove the Niir-
burgring Nordschleife in April 1986. It was
an endurance test for the E30 325iX. I
thought I would never be able to master
this almost-fourteen-mile track with all its
challenges. It is so demanding, with around
175 curves, so many blind corners, dips
and bumps and fast stretches.

It is nicknamed the Griine Holle [the
Green Hell]. For some people it must be like
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Hell, but for me it’s the ultimate challenge.
There is not another race track that demands
such precise driving skills, with no
allowances for errors! I would class this track
as “The Ultimate Driving Experience!”

RM: How long have you been driving
for BMW?

REF: Istarted with BMW in October 1985.

RM: Your fellow test-drivers nicknamed
you “The Rain God”; can you tell us why
you love the Ring in the wet so much?

REF': The Ring is even more demanding

and a challenge in the rain. Rain in the Eifel
Mountains, the Ring’s home, is pretty nor-
mal, so experience with it is inevitable. I'm
not sure whether one can say it is perfec-
tion, but whatever the conditions, whether
rain or shine, one must adjust and forever
be aware of the grip and the slip threshold for
absolute preciseness. When the track is slip-
pery there are far more variables from damp
to soaked. The track becomes a dancing
partner, and in the wet you have to be even
more sensitive to its every whim. You must



make it your friend, and not foe. I respect
this track—and I love this track!

RM: Can you describe the difference
between the regular 7 Series sedans and
the B7 at the Ring?

RF: The main difference is the enormous
amount of torque—700 Newton-meters and
500 horsepower—which gives you warp-
speed acceleration from curve to curve. It
always makes me smile, seeing GT3 drivers
gasp when they see the BMW emblem in
their rear-view mirror appear from nowhere!

RM: What makes the B7 such a
special car for you?

RF': The B7 is an athlete in a tuxedo.
Alpina’s subtle body-panel changes and
unique rims create sleek and elegant exte-
rior, while on the inside it’s tuned to perfec-
tion. One can certainly enjoy the sensational
feeling of cruising along at 300 kph on the
Autobahn, but it is really its ability as a sport
sedan that sets it apart. It’s always a pleasure
and a privilege to drive the B7 on the public
roads, butit’s even more of a joy at the Ring.

thanked Fassl for his comments—and for

showing me the Ring at a pace I would

never, ever have the courage to do myself.
As always, the experts make itlook so easy,
and again I found myself humbled by a level
of ability that I'd never even imagined. Then
I'sat down to discuss the Alpina D3 with Judy
Ray. The D3 is another car whose driving
nature is defined by its torque, but the heart-
beat of this very athletic and well-poised
3 Series is a turbocharged four-pot diesel. I
did do a few laps in this one myself and was
intrigued by the motor’s very willing nature.
The redline comes at just 4,500 rpm; but sur-
prisingly, below 2,000 rpm there isn’t much
oomph, so you still have to keep it on the
boil. However, at those revs it is more of a
purposeful simmer. When it is in its power
band, it is an absolute hoot, reminding me
that BMW was the first to win a 24-hour race
with a diesel race car—the 24 Hours of the
Niirburgring, in fact, with Alpina’s Andreas
Bovensiepen at the wheel—and gave me a
glimpse into the storming Le Mans success
of Audi’s diesel R10.

Roundel magazine: Judy, first,
congratulations on both your trophies!
As you were my original BMW CCA
instructor responsible for getting me out
on track almost seven years ago, I was
delighted to see you do so well. This was
your fourth trip to the Ring; how different
was it going diesel?

Judy Ray: Sharing my love for motor-
sports has been my passion for almost 25
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years, and seeing friends and students
develop a similar passion is the best reward
for an instructor. As for the Niirburgring,
each trip here is always different—and
always & chalienge. I think that’s why we
keep coming back; it creates a hunger that
is difficult to satisfy on any other track.

Going diesel with today’s technologies
is not a performance compromise; I think
it’s smart. The old concept of a diesel car
simply doesn’t apply today. The D3’s
performance is really strong, and the great
news is that even with two drivers in the
car most of the time, we weren’t sitting in
the fuel line during our lunch hour like our
gasoline-fueled friends.

RM: You’ve owned several M3s over
the years. Tell us what makes the Alpina
D3 such a special 3 Series.

JR: As my students and fellow instructors
know, I'm a “driver of touch, not technology.”
Each car has its own personality: Some are
wimpy, some are neutral, and some are strong-
willed and opinionated. I like to find a car’s
nature, and then drive it accordingly. The
Alpina D3 is one of those cars that wraps its
arms around you and says, “Let’s go!”

Besides the beautiful Alpina Blue color,
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the first thing I noticed was the amazing sus-
pension—responsive, firm, but comfort-
able. As soon as you get into the car, the fit-
and-finish really impresses you with its
quality. The four-cylinder turbocharged
engine has 197 horsepower and 305 foot-
pounds of torque. The power band is between
2,000 and 4,000 rpm and the redline is 4,500,
so on the track it needs a fair bit of shifting
to keep it in the power band—but the low
revs and massive torque keep it feeling like
a gentle dance, not a frantic foxtrot.

It did exactly what I asked it to do, the
way I wanted to do it, and never argued or
talked back about it. It loved following in
the B7’s tracks, and it did a heck of a good
job at keeping up!

RM: You visited Alpina’s home base in
Buchloe to pick up the car. What were your
impressions of this unique family business?

JR: The entire experience was like a
fairy tale, and I want to thank Andy Boven-
siepen, Kris Odwarka, and Conny Menzel
of Alpina for their kindness and hospital-
ity. Kris led several of us on a tour of the
facility, where we learned more about this
fascinating family business and their pas-
sion for motorsports.

I met Andy several years ago when he
was one of the instructors at the Ring, but
didn’t realize his relationship to Alpina
until the auto show in LA when the Alpina
7.8 was introduced. Like all of his family,
he quietly goes about the business of engi-
neering, building, and driving some of the
finest cars in the world without making a
big fuss about himself.

Alpina is the epitome of the personal
touch to performance. Each engine is hand-
built by one technician; that’s where pride,
responsibility, and performance come
together. The finishing touches personal-
ize each special-order European Alpina
with a wide range of colors, leathers, and
trims. BMW and Alpina have found a
wonderful relationship—and the driver is
certainly the beneficiary of their bond.

RM: When you aren’t teaching or track-
ing, your day job is selling BMWs at
Crevier in SoCal. How easy would it be
for you to sell the Alpina brand, especially
the diesel ones, in the U.S. market?

JR: Yes, I still have to make a living,
as Istill can’t persuade my cat to get a job!
When I first meet a customer at Crevier
BMW, I give them my card and say, “This
is how I make a living.” Then I give them
my Driving Concepts card and say, “This
is how I have fun.” It has been a wonder-
ful mix for all concerned, and I'm happy
to be with a dealership that understands the
passion behind these great cars.

When the Alpina Z8 came into the
dealership several years ago, I was the first
to dismiss it, since it didn’t have a manual
transmission. Then one evening following
a “show and tell” in south Orange County,
I had the privilege of driving the Alpina
roadster back to the dealership through
some hills, valleys, and freeways. As I
backed it onto the showroom floor, my
manager noticed a tear trickling down my
cheek. What an amazing car! I sold quite a
few of them, as you can imagine!

When the Alpina B7 arrived this year, I
was like a kid in a candy store—I couldn’t
wait to taste it. It is everything I expected
from Alpina, and more. I have always said
the 7 Series is the most misunderstood car
in the BMW line. It doesn’t know it is a big
car, it thinks it is a little kid out there having
fun—and the B7 really builds on that.

As for BMW diesels in the U.S., they’re
on the way—and I think it’s time. During a
recent BMW Experience, we had a chance
todrive the 5 Series diesel and everyone was
impressed with its performance. Between the
engineers at BMW and Alpina, they have
found ways to keep the performance levels
high and the environmental impact low. I
know it will fly out of the dealership with the
popularity of the new eco-friendly B99
bio-diesel mix in Southern California. ¢
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