


Magnesium. Interesting, but I'm 
willing to let a few hundred 

thousand other folks try it first. 

BMW apparently designed the perfect 
brake and clutch pedals for the 320i. The 

pedals haven't changed since the 70s. 
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Horsepower wars at the New York Auto Show. 
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ott Miller 
Autocross Classification Chairperson 
Golden Gate Chapter BMW CCA 

Scott Miller is a "distinguished elder statesman" 
and Autocross junkie from the Golden Gate 
Chapter of the BMW CCA. A fiewbie to our on­
line E30 group asked what was meant by the 
term "autocross" and Scott took on the task of 
replying. His answer is published below in its 
entirety. Enjoy. - Ed. 

A
n autocross is a driving event where a group 
of crazed car nuts gathers in a big, open, 
parking lot, on a closed airport runway or on 

an otherwise suitable, relatively flat piece of pave­
ment (five acres minimum, ten acres is nice, more 
is better). Some diabolical sadist designs a small 
race course, and then heads up a group of volun­
teers to line the course with orange traffic cones. 
Timing equipment and a public address system are 
set up. Generally, each person spends a few min­
utes walking around the course (this is affection­
ately known as the "course walk", or for those still 
hung over from the previous night, the "course 
stumble"), taking note of the various types of 
turns, places where one might be able to go faster 
or have to go slower, etc. 

After a brief drivers' meeting where rules and 
procedures are discussed, everyone splits up into 
pre-assigned groups. One group drives while 
another group works (you need roughly 15 
workers to run the average autocross). If there are 
more than two groups, the other groups stand 
around watching the proceedings, making fun of 
how the others are driving, and or bragging about 
how much better they could do than 
everyone else (which, of course, they can't). 

One challenge of organizing such events is 
that some cars are faster than others. So some 
form of car grouping, or classification, is employed 
to try to level the playing field. A few groups, like 
the BMW CCA's Golden Gate Chapter, and a few 
other chapters that use our system, have actually 
made an attempt to determine the performance 
potential of every BMW built since the mid-60s, 
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taking into account the effect of various 
modifications. 

Other groups fall in line behind the SCCA 
with their system of restrictions. Under that 
system, cars are considered to be in one of the 
"Stock" classes if changes have been limited to a 
short list of modifications. Cars that have had 
more extensive modification fall into different 
groups of classes like Street Prepared, Prepared, 
Street Modified, Modified, or Interplanetary 
Launch Vehicle. This means that a person with a 
fairly stock 318i who changes their shift lever 
and goes to lightweight lug nuts gets bumped up 
to a class where they compete with double-
turbocharged V8s. Sorry, I seem to be editorializ­
ing again. 

Like I was saying, the idea is to be the fastest 
driver in your class to navigate the course. This 
generally requires that you drive your car at its lim­
its, which, as many find out, exceed your 
personal limits as a driver. Should you drive so fast 
as to exceed one or more tires' ability to find trac­
tion, the car will spin or slide. Often discussions of 
these conditions involve the words "understeer" 
and "oversteer". Or as one racer explained it, the 
difference between understeer and oversteer is 

defined by which end of the car made the hole in 
the fence. Only at an autocross, there are no fences, 
so you just spin or slide. Drivers quickly find out 
that spinning or sliding is not usually the fastest 
way around the course. Then they spend a bunch 
of time between runs changing their tire pressures 
or adjusting their sway bars, thinking that this 
makes a difference (sometimes it actually does.) 

While trying to find the car's limits, those 
who exceed their own ability to control the 
vehicle may knock over one or more cones. This 
causes a time penalty to be assessed, usually one or 
two seconds per cone. Penalties are usually high­
er for hitting the timing equipment or a course 
worker. Another fairly common occurrence is that 
a driver just misses part of the course. For this they 
usually get a "DNF", which usually stands for did 
not finish. I've often thought that it should be 
"HCL" for hopeless and cluelessly lost, but no one 
listens to me. 

Autocrossing is intended to be a relatively 
"low speed" form of automotive competition, so 
most courses are designed to be run in 2nd gear 
(for your average car with a manual transmis­
sion). Things get tricky when there are high-speed 
sections and you find yourself bouncing off the rev 
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limiter. Then you have to decide whether or not to 
shift. Shifting up to 3rd allows you to go faster, but 
presents a new challenge - downshifting while 
braking and simultaneously setting up for what is 
usually the trickiest turn on the course. This has 
been known to result in missed shifts, gear grind­
ing, much swearing and, of course, more cones 
being hit. Also, there are often one or more very 
tight sections where you might be tempted to 
downshift into first This is harder than down­
shifting from 3rd to 2nd, and has been known to 
result in attempts to select reverse by mistake. 

Oops! What's that grinding noise? Those who 
wish to avoid having to shift down to first often 
upgrade with a lower differential ratio and perfor­
mance engine management software mat allows 
you to rev the engine higher. This, of course, 
moves the car into the Interplanetary Launch 
Vehicle class. 

Some organizing groups give out trophies or 
prizes for the fastest in class at each event. Others 
have some system of tracking finishing position 
over time and present awards at the end of the sea­
son. Still others just put your name in the local 

newsletter and hope that you keep coming back 
for more. And, of course, you do, because, despite 
the fact that you probablydrove across half the 
state to reach the event where you spend a total 
of less than 10 minutes (VERY INTENSE FUN-
FILLED CHALLENGING MINUTES) actually 
driving, just hanging out all day with like-minded 
car nuts is a highly enjoyable experience. 

This is, of course, a brief description of 
autocrossing, and I'm sure others will add some of 
the details I've missed. 

visible. The 17yo kid in the Tercel with 
picnic-bench wings and coffee-can exhaust is 
unlikely to be a threat so he's welcomed to the 
fold. The 33yo engineer driving a car that says 
"3l6d" on the trunk but which has a rumble 
suspiciously like a Chevy smallblock - he's the 
one more likely to undergo closer scrutiny. Some 
changes are easy to spot, like sway bars as thick as 
your arm, or brake rotors bigger than your steer­
ing wheel. Some are harder, like ported/ 
polished heads or engine chips. Some are open to 
interpretation and influence (see above), like 
whether that wheel width was optional on other 
cars of the same chassis design. 

Regarding course design and equipment/ 
technique: 
Different parts of the country have different 
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Autocross Defined II 
Bob Sutterfleld 
Rocky Mountain Chapter BMWCCA #169277 

Upon reading Scott Miller's Autocross definition, 
Rocky Mountain Chapter's Bob Sutterfield was 
inspired to add his two cents about the sport. His 
follow-up is below. - Ed. 

S
cott didn't really go into much detail about 
the timing equipment. In the days of yore, 
timing was done by three people with stop­

watches. They would vote on their results to 
determine which driver had offered them the 
biggest bribe or been most helpful changing tires 
that morning, or bought the most beer after the 
last event, or spun closest to the timer's ex-spouse 
working the course. 

In modern times it's quite high-tech, with 
cars tripping light beam sensors at the start and 
finish lines, feeding directly into the timing & 
scoring computers. Your degree of sucktitude is 
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flashed on a giant display so it's publicly known, 
to the millisecond. The announcer then broad­
casts your sorry results over the PA system in case 
anyone wasn't paying attention to the light 
board, along with his or her editorial assessment 
of your driving abilities, whether your car or your 
kids or your dog is ugly, etc. Though you can no 
longer control the raw score with fiduciary 
persuasion, you can still influence your level 
of embarrassment. 

Regarding car classing: 
At most levels of the sport, cars are slotted into 
capability groups based upon the owner's confes­
sional list of the car's modifications. (Note this 
list rarely corresponds to the "mine's bigger than 
yours" discussions during the off-season.) Few 
real performance enhancements are externally 




