
Best All-Round BMW ever made… when SANFED heard this we decided that the best confirmation of this would be to 

take the BMW 320d AT to our Spring Bash, held at Riverbend Cottages. 

 

The test car was delivered to us, and it was trimmed in classic white with black leather interior.  The test model also 

had front and back PDC fitted. 

 

The journey began like any other with the packing of the car.  Fortunately clothing related luggage was minimal but 

camping equipment was in abundance.  However without much effort            

everything fitted into the car’s boot, which is pretty impressive if you consider 

that most airlines brand my wife’s luggage with health warnings because of the 

weight, and that’s for a weekend away... 

 

The 2 litre turbo diesel engine is more like an atomic bomb than an engine.  I 

have driven virtually every type of car ever made, and never before have I 

found such a small diesel engine producing so much power at such low revs.     

Impressed would be an understatement.  However when it came to the gearbox, impressed would be an exaggeration.  

On the open road the gearbox is brilliant!  You stab the throttle, the gearbox lights the fuse and the atomic bomb    

explodes thrusting you towards the horizon at a pace that does not let up.  The speedometer just rises at one rate like 

a precision Swiss watch, BUT in town traffic where the bomb needs to behave itself, things are very different.  You 

gentle caress the throttle for small amounts of power needed for things 

like gentle overtaking and accelerating out of corners, but if you             

accidentally press the accelerator a millimeter too much the fuse lights, 

the bomb explodes and without warning a billion Newton-meters of 

torque assaults the rear wheels, which even the highly capable traction 

control (DTC)  battles to restrain.  In short this car is quite difficult to drive 

out of ’war-mode’ in slower, more peaceful traffic.  It is a rage monger! 

 

This small ‘anger management’ problem aside the car drives like a dream.  

It is incredibly comfortable for a small car, the ride is comfortable, but you 

can still throw it into the corners and it effortlessly glides through them.  

Sort of like a warm knife through butter, where the person holding the 

knife is Genghis Khan.  The seats and seating is brilliant - once you make all the final adjustments that is. 

 

Our test car came with the 6-speed “Steptronic” automatic gearbox, which was put through the paces.  From normal 

automatic mode a quick shift to the left puts it into automatic ‘Sport’ mode, then a shift, either up or down switches it 

into manual mode.  The gear changes were smooth, and fairly precise, yet still lacking that complete sense of control 

you have with a proper manual box, but so saying it was one of the better auto-manual boxes I have tried to date. 

 

The road between Fourways and Rustenburg is about 100km long and comprises long straights, tight bends, uphill  

corners, downhill corners, blind rises, rough tarmac and loads of heavy traffic… in short a PERFECT testing                 

environment for the 320d.  Something that has a little bit of            

everything.  Regrettably (only from a motoring perspective) there was 

no rain to excite things up a bit, but no matter I am sure that with the 

right tyres this car should  handle very well in the rain much like any 

other luxury sedan. 

 

BMW have always been known as “drivers cars”, where the driving 

experience is more hands on and the driver feels involved in the whole 

process.  If that is the case then driving this car is like playing a game 

of pool.  You have to      concentrate, use both hands and know exactly 

what you are doing, because if you take your eye off the ball you will 

miss the shot… or corner and end up in a mielie field. 
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With no mielie fields in sight we began our journey at 12:17:44          

precisely. 

 

Our route would be up to and down Malibongwe to the Krugersdorp 

highway, then at the Sasol Garage at the end of the highway we 

would turn right.  From there we would turn right again, but keep 

right and not drive through Magaliesberg but instead follow the 

more windy and mountainous route towards Hekpoort and then past 

Bekker Schools joining up with the Rustenburg road just after the 

town of Magalies.  A route I know fairly well, and for good            

comparative purposes having also driven it in my Volvo S60 a while 

back.  After Magalies there are a series of long uphill passes and 

some nice straights.  The last 2km leg of the journey on the 

Naauwpoort road would be on dirt, so we would just relax and take that bit nice and easy. 

 

On the open road the car is amazing!  The mid-range acceleration is phenomenal.  One of the forgotten horrors of the 

road to Rustenburg are the dozens of heavy trucks moving    

whatever goods up and down between the various centres, 

which at some stage need to be overtaken BUT often can’t be 

because there are five or seven cars in front of you wanting to do 

the same thing… However one hard press of the detonator, or 

accelerator and the bomb kicks into action propelling the car 

from 40km/h to 140km/h in a matter of seconds. 

 

The first leg of the journey on the N14 / Krugersdorp highway 

from Malibongwe (Lanseria) to the end of the highway at the 

Sasol garage was covered fairly quickly and without incident.  

The car is a very comfortable highway cruiser.  In fact the second 

leg of the journey, being from the end of the Krugersdorp     

highway to the Rustenburg road, via Bekker Schools was also achieved with relative ease and very little fuss with the 

only moment of interest being the rapid overtaking of a Smart car that got in the way briefly. 

 

Once on the road to Rustenburg we encountered truck after truck and each one was consumed more ferociously then 

the one before.  The 320d is unquestionably a master of fast and safe overtaking.  Once or twice small delays were 

encountered where multiple cars needed to be overtaken, but again once a gap in the oncoming traffic revealed itself 

one small press of the accelerator and the cars before you were very quickly decreasing in size in the rear view mirror. 

 

The journey to Riverbend, which included 2km on dirt road as a result arriving at 

13:02:18 took less than an hour to complete, giving us enough time to get in a 

bit of nude sun time in the early afternoon. 

 

Having forgotten my cellphone charger at home I decided to leave the ignition 

on and charge the phone on Saturday morning 

using a car charger.  This was a frustrating task as 

the car believing me to have inadvertently left 

the ignition on automatically switches itself off 

after 10 minutes.  So plan “B” was to leave the 

car idling for an hour and voila the phone was charged… the campsite was clouded by a 

fine haze of diesel fumes, but the Nokia was alive. 

 

Then in the early afternoon my wife informed me that we needed to go and buy some 

biltong, which I happily agreed to because I wanted to test the sport mode of the gearbox.  To explain, when you shift 

the car from “drive (D)” to “drive sport (DS)” several things happen in a split second.  Firstly the gear ratios change giv-

ing you better performance through the gears.  Secondly the suspension firms up to offer a more sporty ride, and 

lastly the braking response sharpens for knife edge braking.  As soon as we hit the tar road the shift from D to DS was 
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made, and the transformation was instantaneous.  The shift from D to 

DS was like demonic possession and immediately the difference could 

be felt, and the once comfortable highway cruiser was now a racing 

car.  Through the tight bends upwards of 160km/h the car  cornered as 

if it was on rails with very little body roll to contend with.  This is where 

you started to feel the rear wheel drive coming into its own.  This is 

also where the driving experience began.  The mid-range    acceleration 

in normal driving mode was very good, but now in Satan mode this   

acceleration was incredible.  You see a truck… you wait for a gap… you 

jump on the accelerator… and a couple of seconds and 80km/h faster 

later you pull in front of it, which by now is 200 meters behind you and 

disappearing fast.  I could not believe that this was a small 2 litre diesel 

in a relatively heavy body.  Less than 15 minutes later we arrived on the 

outskirts of Rustenburg, and found a biltong shop… I could not wait for the return journey back to       

Riverbend… pity it was just so short! 

 

Now at this juncture I must confess that I have never 

been a big fan of the BMW, in fact I just don't like 

them at all, yet for some strange and inexplicable    

reason I was starting to grow very fond of this particu-

lar one.  I didn't care that it was a BMW, in fact it 

could have had a ‘Made in Fong Fong’ badge on the 

boot and it would not have made any difference to me 

whatsoever.  This car was made for this purpose. 

 

On Sunday we left Riverbend at exactly 13:37:20 and 

took a leisurely journey back to Johannesburg.  Yet it is 

so hard not to make this car do what its creators in-

tended it to do.  For instance we were pursued for a 

while by an Audi S3, but every time it got ‘too close for comfort’ a simple and decided jab of the pedal on 

the right, and the Audi would fall into the background.  The power is effortless… we entered the N14 and 

after about a minute I glanced down at the speedometer and we were doing 205 km/h and didn't even 

realise it, AND that’s from a diesel!!  Our average consumption for the trip was 16.4 km/l. 

 

My test summary is simple, yet somewhat technical. 

 

The question was asked of me, “is the car exciting?”.  My answer will have to be no, it is not an exciting 

car.  It is a phenomenally well built and engineered vehicle, and it is definitely impressive, but is that     

sufficient to warrant lashing out R 350 000 for one?  I think so.  Can you buy excitement elsewhere for the 

same money?  The answer would obviously be yes, but would it compare in all areas?  I think not. 

 

The car is worth the money.  You get a hell of a bang for your buck, but again what are its rivals like? 

 

I would like to drive the rivals (again) being the Mercedes C220 CDI and the Audi A4 2.0 TDi to see if any 

parallels can be drawn.  Then let us not forget that this 320d is the baby of the BMW diesel family.  If this 

is what a 2 litre, four pot can deliver, I would imagine the purchase of nappies would be a must before climbing into 

the 320’s big brother… the 330d - one litre and two more cylinders.  Now that is a frightening thought, especially     

considering the same motor goes into the significantly larger 7-series, which is hardly known for being a slouch. 

 

All and all, I really enjoyed the car, and have to agree that it could well be the best diesel sedan in the world.  You get 

comfort, style, status and power in a reasonably priced package.  The Ultimate Driving Machine?  Maybe not, but a 

damn good one regardless. 

 
 

 

 

SANFED does not advocate  or condone any illegal driving practices, including the use of speeds in excess of the legally prescribed speed limit.  Same is neither implied or expressly given 
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