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I don’t recall the exact date when I had the first contact with Peter Nettesheim. I remember a guy from the United States who sent a request to our archives to look up a few frame and engine numbers of his classic BMW motorcycles. When I did the research—we have in the BMW company archives handwritten delivery records going back to the first BMW type, the R32 from 1923—I thought, Nice collection he has! Shortly after this request, Peter announced his intent to visit the BMW headquarters in Munich. He wanted to have a look into the archives because he was seeking the history of some of his other motorcycles. I suggested that he should send us the serial numbers in advance of his visit. When he sent this list to me, I was more than impressed. I realized that this guy has one of the largest and best BMW motorcycle collections anywhere in the world.

When we had the first meeting, it started like a lot of business meetings that happened every day in a lot of countries around the world. But then I thought, This is not a meeting like usual. We went to a Munich beer garden—in Bavaria, the difference between a pub, a bar, and a restaurant is blurred—and I realized that this guy from New York is not big headed. He didn’t collect the motorcycles for his self-confidence! He built up his collection because he’s a real BMW enthusiast.

Since our first contact, I have met Peter Nettesheim many times, both in Germany and in the United States, where he supports a lot of events with his collection. Unforgettable, for example, is the Mastery of Speed exhibition in the American Motorcycle Association (AMA) Motorcycle Hall of Fame Museum. But he’s not aloof and looks for the prime events where a lot of journalists are. With equal sincerity, he presents parts of his collection at the BMW Motorcycle Owners of America (MOA) rallies, the annual gatherings of BMW enthusiasts in North America. Over three days, he doesn’t like only to show the bikes—he makes a great show. For each bike, he tells the personal story, and he starts the engine of every bike people want to hear running. And I admire him when he answers the same question for the twentieth time with the same sincerity as when he was asked for the first time.

I think a little story demonstrates Nettesheim’s enthusiasm and determination. … In the early years, the BMW motorcycles were not produced on an assembly line. The workers built them on a special kind of table. These tables were in use at the BMW motorcycle race department through the 1950s. We have one of these tables in our historical collection, and when Peter Nettesheim heard about it, he came to Munich to take its measurements. He rebuilt two of them for special display of the early parts of his collection. For me, that shows his professionalism even more than do the perfect restorations of his motorcycles.

I’m pleased that Peter Nettesheim and his collection are the topic of a book. I wish you a pleasant story … and enjoy the history of BMW motorcycles.

Fred Jakobs
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Fred Jakobs is responsible for BMW’s motorcycle heritage collection and archives at BMW Mobile Tradition.
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1923–1936


ORIGINS

The Bayerische Motorenwerke became an official entity in July of 1917. It was created as the result of a merger between two separate aircraft engine manufacturers, the Rapp Motorenwerke and the Otto-Werke. Rapp Motorenwerke had been facing some dire straits, and the merger would be a big step toward stability.

In 1913, Rapp received a large order for aircraft engines from the German armed forces. The German and Austrian forces needed the engines for their planes, as they were gearing up for conflict with the Entente Powers (Russia, France, Britain, Italy, and ultimately the United States). An arms race had broken out, and it became more intense through the first decade of the twentieth century. Rapp had been asked to produce eight- and twelve-cylinder aircraft engines to help strengthen German/Austrian air power.

In 1914, war finally broke out and threw Europe into battle. Yet when Rapp’s engines proved unreliable and delivered poor performance, the military refused to order more. With a nearly dormant factory, Karl Rapp pinned his hopes on the opportunity to manufacture Austro-Daimler aerospace engines under license. Franz-Joseph Popp inspected the facility on behalf of the military and declared it suitable for the task. Popp served as production supervisor and took the company helm when Karl Rapp resigned.

The company had earned a bad reputation during the Rapp years, and military planners did not soon forget this. Seeking a fresh start, owners renamed the company Bayerische Motorenwerke GmbH in 1917 and set out to fulfill an order for Austro-Daimler licensed engines. They hired a young Max Friz to head up engineering. Friz promptly developed a new inline six-cylinder aero engine with a key technical advantage: an adjustable carburetor that could enrich the air/fuel mixture during takeoff and low-altitude operation, yet could be leaned out to accommodate the thin air at higher altitude. The new engine performed as well at higher altitudes as it did at ground level, and within only a few months, the German fighter pilots were flying planes with BMW six-cylinder power.

Through the end of the conflict, BMW continued to make aircraft engines. In 1919, pilot Franz Zeno Diemer even set a world altitude record in a BMW-powered plane, reaching more than 32,000 feet. Yet within days of Diemer’s record, the warring nations signed the Treaty of Versailles, a provision that forbade Germany to manufacture military aircraft and related equipment.

If his company was to survive, Popp had to find new products to manufacture. Fortunately, engines were needed for many non-aero applications, including agriculture, truck, and marine uses, so BMW began to explore these niches to find buyers. Popp was also able to secure a contract to manufacture braking assemblies for railway cars. This large brake order put sufficient money into the coffers to keep the company alive, for the time being.

Shop foreman Martin Stolle suggested that the company explore the idea of manufacturing motorcycles. Stolle was an avid motorcyclist, and in early 1920 while the company was tooling up to manufacture railroad braking systems, he began to experiment with motorcycle engines. He developed a handful of running prototypes with their cylinders in an opposed-twin “boxer” layout dubbed the M2B15. The boxer design proved successful, and BMW received its first orders for the motorcycle engine from Victoria-Werke. Soon thereafter, BMW was able to find additional manufacturers that were interested in buying the engines, and the M2B15 was a success.

Despite the railroad air brake’s profitability, Popp was eager to ditch that business. In the summer of 1922, he spun it off into a separate entity. With financial backing from wealthy Austrian Camillo Castiglioni, Popp was able to acquire the rights to the BMW name and engine designs and establish a newly independent BMW. Taking his key associates, Friz and Stolle, he moved the shop into one of Castiglioni’s many factories—the site of the Bayerische Flugzeugwerke, also known as BFW.

Popp’s timing was fortuitous. During World War I, BFW had made airplane components and provided maintenance and repair for the military. Like BMW, it was forced by the Versailles treaty to abandon those efforts. Led by engineer Karl Ruhmer, BFW had developed its own motorcycle—a small motorized bicycle nicknamed the “Flink.” It was also building a motorcycle called the Helios, powered by BMW’s M2B15 engine. It resembled an elongated bicycle with the BMW engine set longitudinally (cylinders oriented fore and aft) within the frame.

The Flink and the Helios were not popular motorcycles, however, owing mostly to their weak chassis designs. The failure of these motorcycles brought BFW to the verge of bankruptcy, yet the BMW engine had proven reliable and was praised by riders and the motoring press alike. The BMW/BFW motorcycle collaboration thus had a clear goal: develop an effective chassis to carry BMW’s well-regarded engine. Popp gave the new design project to Max Friz.

Friz was reluctant at first to embark on such a project; he was an aero engineer by training, not a motorcycle designer. Yet, he did have experience with motorcycles and was willing to attack the project in his spare time while working at home.

The result of Friz’s design work was the BMW R32. Friz had had experience with the Helios, and he knew that frame weakness was a critical issue for a motorcycle.

He therefore created a triangular frame, incorporating strong double-cradle spars to hold the engine and a rigid spine spanning from the steering head to the rear hub. In that engine cradle lay the M2B33 engine, an evolution of the original M2B15.

The new engine was a side-valve boxer twin that produced a modest 8.5 horsepower. It was mounted transversely across the chassis, virtually the same layout used in every BMW boxer since. This put the cylinders directly into the wind stream and solved the chronic overheating problem that plagued the rear cylinder in the Helios. This engine was also fully encased, which protected the valvetrain from road debris and in the event of a tip over. The transmission was a three-speed shifted by a hand lever mounted to the right of the fuel tank. Final drive was via a low-maintenance Cardan shaft drive—a design that was ubiquitous on bicycles of the day.

The new R32 was branded a “BMW” in an effort to set it apart from the poorly regarded BFW bikes. BMW showed the new R32 at the Paris Auto Show in the fall of 1923, and the bike caused quite a stir. While its engine wasn’t especially powerful, onlookers were able to see some clever, thoughtful elements to the bike’s design. It was also clear that the R32 was created with two key criteria in mind: ease of maintenance and reliability.

It’s difficult to overstate how important these attributes were in the eyes of 1920s motorcycle owners. Motorcycles were viewed as essential transportation tools—they were inexpensive to buy, simple to operate, and capable of traveling to just about anywhere. Most owners performed the simple maintenance tasks themselves, and no one wants to be stranded by a mechanical failure while riding. The BMW R32 addressed these concerns. Its Cardan shaft drive required far less maintenance than belt or chain drives. Valve adjustments were performed relatively easily, since the transverse orientation of the engine provided easy access to the cylinder heads. Features like these, in combination with BMW’s growing reputation for quality and reliability, made the R32 a noteworthy bike and helped justify its premium price.

The R32 went into production in late 1923, and it formed the basis for BMW’s motorcycle designs through the prewar period. More than 3,000 R32 bikes were produced between 1923 and 1926. BMW steadily refined the R32 and successive models, addressing concerns and failures and improving the motorcycles’ overall performance. In addition, BMW raced and rallied its bikes to build brand awareness and test its motorcycles’ technology.

BMW’s rivals included Victoria, which had hired Martin Stolle as its chief engineer. BMW’s early efforts to compete with Victoria proved unsuccessful, and the company suffered embarrassing defeat in the Stuttgart races of 1923. Yet BMW was pushing new technology into its racing efforts. Young BMW engineer Rudolf Schleicher had developed a new boxer engine variant featuring an overhead-cam cylinder head. The engine, called the M2B36, would help BMW claim racing victories in the ensuing years. Key among these victories was Schleicher’s win at the prestigious six-day race in England in 1926. Schleicher claimed victory on an R37, and the international press heralded BMW’s competitive success. To make Schleicher’s feat even more impressive, he had accomplished it not on a specially prepped race bike, but on a true series-produced motorcycle shod with conventional road tires!

Success in the racing program gave BMW the confidence to continue developing new motorcycles and pushing new technologies. In 1927, BMW launched the R47, and in 1928, the company launched four new models. BMW’s strategy was to use a common chassis to build both sporting and touring models to broaden the product portfolio. The sporting models typically featured higher-horsepower overhead-cam engines. Like today’s sportbikes, these models were targeted at the buyer who wanted a spirited motorcycle for personal use—a machine that had much in common with the factory’s racing bikes. The touring models were more utilitarian and were powered by torquey side-valve boxer engines. Sidecar rigs were essential vehicles in the prewar era; they were used for tasks like mail and package delivery, law enforcement, and military transportation. BMW’s touring models typically featured a sidecar and were built with reliability and serviceability as their key strengths.

While the boxers represented BMW’s top of the line, the company also manufactured economical single-cylinder bikes during the 1920s. The R39 was introduced in 1925, but was discontinued in 1927 due to slow sales. Production of single-cylinder bikes resumed in 1931 with the 200-cc R2, followed by the 400-cc R4.

The motorcycle business was growing nicely for BMW in the late 1920s. In 1926, the company also was able to resume manufacturing aero engines and, in 1928, ventured into automobile production. BMW purchased the Eisenach factory and began to build a line of tiny autos under license from Britain’s Austin. Motorcycle racing efforts also continued steadily through the ‘20s and into the ’30s, with star rider Ernest Henne setting many world motorcycle speed records on his BMWs throughout this period.

The “pressed steel” models defined BMW’s bikes of the 1930s. These chassis were stronger than the tubular steel predecessors, though many enthusiasts find the earlier bikes more elegant. Nevertheless, the motorcycles needed stronger frames, and the welding and metallurgy of the day did not allow BMW to continue using tubular frames. Of course, in the late 1930s, geopolitical developments were overshadowing the world of motorcycling, and reliable vehicle and engine manufacturer, BMW, would again be pulled into war production.


1925 R32

First shown at the Paris Salon of 1923, the R32 represented the state of the art of motorcycle design in the early 1930s. Its triangular frame and compact driveline gave it a distinctively tight, low profile, and the technological developments in the bike would shape BMW’s designs for decades to come.

The heart of the R32 was its new engine. Labeled the M2B33, the R32’s engine was built with reliability and ease of maintenance as the primary design criteria. This new engine displaced 494 cc, with 68-millimeter bore and stroke measurements. It was a wet-sump design, with oil pumps that circulated the oil. This was a significant technological advancement and, unlike the total-loss oiling systems of the day, it did not require the owner to add oil at regular intervals.

Where the preceding engine design (the M2B15) was intended for a fore-and-aft cylinder arrangement, the new engine was mounted transversely across the frame. This had several key benefits. First and foremost, the cylinders were now protruding into the airflow around the bike, which dramatically improved the cylinder cooling and servicing. The side-valve cylinder head made valve adjustments very easy to perform. Finally, this drivetrain layout made it practical to connect the transmission directly to the engine case, eliminating the need for a primary drive system that might require periodic maintenance.

The R32’s chassis situated the engine low, keeping the center of gravity low and making the bike easier to handle. The new engine/transmission layout also made practical a shaft final drive. Shaft drive requires much less maintenance than a belt or chain and has the added benefit of facilitating wheel and tire changes. The importance of this feature cannot be overstated, as many R32s traveled rough roads, and their tires were frequently punctured. Speaking of rough roads, the R32 offered a leaf-spring front suspension for the front wheel and a sprung seat compensated for the rigid rear suspension.

By today’s standards, the R32’s performance was not exceptional. The M2B33 engine produced a modest 8.5 horsepower and propelled the motorcycle to a top speed of about 60 miles per hour. But in its day, this was adequate performance for a motorcycle, considering that most riders would cruise at speeds in the 40-mile-per-hour range. Significantly, the R32 also had excellent fuel economy. It could travel more than 80 miles on a gallon of fuel, making it a very practical machine for daily use. The 3.7-gallon fuel tank gave the bike a comfortable range for touring.
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