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The BMW 7 Series (E38) represents what many enthusiasts and automotive engineers consider the zenith of 

executive sedan design. Produced between 1994 and 2001, the E38 combined understated elegance with 

pioneering technology, including the first European car to offer integrated satellite navigation. However, as these 

vehicles age, the complexity of their German engineering requires a disciplined approach to maintenance and 

repair. This technical guide serves as a deep dive into the service architecture of the E38, utilizing the BMW 7 

Series (E38) Service Manual: 1995-2001as a primary reference framework to assist owners, technicians, and

restorers in maintaining these sophisticated machines.

1. Technical Overview and Engineering Philosophy

The E38 was built on a chassis designed for high-speed stability and vibration isolation. It featured a sophisticated 

multi-link rear suspension and a double-pivot front suspension. Engineering an executive sedan of this caliber 

required a balance of mechanical durability and electronic sophistication. The E38 was offered with several 

powertrain options, most notably the 4.0L/4.4L V8 (M60/M62) and the flagship 5.4L V12 (M73). To properly service 

these engines, one must understand the BMW 7 series (E38) service manualspecifications regarding torque

tolerances, material thermal expansion, and the intricacies of the Bosch Motronic engine management systems.

1.1 Engine Architecture and Identification

Success in E38 maintenance begins with precise engine identification. The service requirements for a 1995 740i

(M60 engine) differ significantly from a 2001 740i (M62TU engine) due to the introduction of the VANOS (Variable

Nockenwellen Steuerung) variable valve timing system. Below is a breakdown of the primary powerplants found in

the E38:

•  M60B40: 4.0L V8 used in 1995 models. Known for the Nikasil cylinder lining issue (largely resolved by 1997 

via Alusil replacements).

•  M62B44: 4.4L V8 used from 1996–1998. Non-VANOS, cable-actuated throttle.

•  M62TUB44: 4.4L V8 used from 1999–2001. Features single VANOS and electronic throttle control (Drive-by-

Wire).

•  M73B54: 5.4L V12 used in the 750iL. A SOHC design focused on smoothness and torque rather than high-

RPM peak power.

2. Comparison of Service Documentation and Manuals

When approaching an E38 project, the quality of documentation is the single most important variable. Technical

writers and master technicians typically categorize E38 literature into three tiers: Factory Service Information (TIS),

Comprehensive Aftermarket Manuals (Bentley), and Multimedia/DIY tutorials.

2.1 Bentley Publishers Service Manual vs. Factory TIS

The Bentley Service Manual is often cited as the "Bible" for the E38. It translates complex BMW factory 

procedures into a format accessible to professional independent mechanics and advanced DIYers. Unlike basic 

repair guides, the Bentley manual includes wiring diagrams that are essential for troubleshooting the E38’s I-Bus 



(Instrumentation Bus) and P-Bus (Peripheral Bus) systems.



Feature Bentley Service Manual BMW Factory TIS Multimedia/Video Guides

Detail Level High (Step-by-step) Extremely High 
(Engineering focus)

Moderate (Visual focus)

Wiring Diagrams Comprehensive (Color-
coded)

Modular (Logic based) Limited

Ease of Use Excellent for DIY Difficult (Requires training) Best for quick reference

Technical Specs Included Comprehensive Variable

3. Core Maintenance Systems: A Technical Analysis

Proper maintenance of the BMW E38 requires more than just oil changes; it demands a proactive replacement

schedule for components that are known to fail due to heat cycling and plastic degradation.

3.1 The Cooling System: The E38’s Critical Vulnerability

The E38 uses a pressurized cooling system designed to operate at high temperatures (approx. 105°C to 110°C) to

improve fuel efficiency and emissions. This high-pressure environment places immense stress on the plastic

cooling components. A standard maintenance protocol should include a full cooling system refresh every 60,000 to

80,000 miles.

•  Expansion Tank: The most common failure point. Over time, the plastic becomes brittle and develops hairline 

fractures.

•  Water Pump: Original units featured plastic impellers that could shear off the shaft. Replacement units with 

metal or composite impellers are recommended.

•  Radiator: The plastic neck where the upper hose connects is a high-stress area prone to snapping.

3.2 Lubrication and Fluid Dynamics

As noted in the E38 Oil Change DIYdocumentation, the V8 models require approximately 7.5 to 8.0 liters of

synthetic oil. The choice of oil is critical. For the M62 and M73 engines, a BMW Longlife-01 (LL-01) certified 5W-30

or 0W-40 oil is mandatory to maintain film strength at the high operating temperatures mentioned above.

When filling the cooling system, technicians must account for thermal expansion. The volume of coolant (V) 

increases with temperature (T) according to the formula: 9Eb�Ò�² × V0 × 9E@Where ; is the coefficient of thermal

expansion for the glycol-water mix. This is why the expansion tank must never be filled to the brim when cold;

leaving an air pocket is essential for pressure regulation.

4. Advanced Troubleshooting: The 50-60 MPH Shimmy

A frequent complaint among E38 owners is a vibration or "shimmy" felt through the steering wheel at speeds

between 50 and 60 mph. This is rarely a simple wheel balance issue. Instead, it is a resonance frequency problem

caused by worn suspension bushings.

4.1 The Role of Thrust Arm Bushings

The E38 front suspension utilizes a tension strut (thrust arm) that handles most of the longitudinal braking forces. 

These arms are equipped with large, fluid-filled (hydro) bushings. Once the fluid leaks out or the rubber cracks, the 

arm loses its damping ability, allowing the wheel to oscillate at certain speeds. Technical Solution:Replace the



entire thrust arm with units featuring heavy-duty or solid rubber bushings to increase the natural frequency of the

assembly beyond the driving speed range.

5. Electronic Systems and OBD-II Integration

Post-1996 E38 models are equipped with OBD-II (On-Board Diagnostics), but they also retain the BMW 20-pin 

diagnostic connector in the engine bay. For deep system access (coding modules, ABS/ASC diagnostics), the 20-

pin port is the primary interface. Understanding the I-Bus communication protocolis vital for troubleshooting

interior electronics, such as the MID (Multi-Information Display) or the DSP (Digital Sound Processing) audio

system.

5.1 Common Electronic Failure Modes

1.  Instrument Cluster Pixel Loss: The ribbon cable connecting the LCD to the PCB degrades. Repair involves 

replacing the cable or the entire unit.

2.  ABS/ASC Module Failure: Heat from the engine bay causes internal solder joints in the Bosch 5.7 ABS 

module to fracture. This results in the "Trifecta" of warning lights (ABS, Brake, and Traction Control).

3.  Ignition Switch: A failing ignition switch can cause bizarre electrical behavior, such as the vanity mirrors 

triggering the steering wheel to move.

6. Step-by-Step Technical Workflows

For those utilizing the BMW 7 Series E38 Repair Manual, following a structured workflow is essential for success.

Below is a procedural guide for one of the more labor-intensive but necessary maintenance tasks: The Valve Cover

Gasket (VCG) replacement on the M62TU engine.

6.1 Valve Cover Gasket Replacement Procedure

1.  Preparation: Ensure the engine is completely cold. Disconnect the battery in the trunk to prevent any 

electrical shorts while working near the coils.

2.  Disassembly: Remove the decorative engine covers. Disconnect the ignition coil wiring harness and remove 

the eight individual coils.

3.  Hardware Removal: Loosen the perimeter bolts (10mm) and the center bolts. Note that these bolts use 

rubber grommets which must also be replaced to ensure even clamping pressure.

4.  Cleaning: Use a plastic scraper to remove any remnants of the old gasket from the cylinder head surface. 

Use brake cleaner on a lint-free cloth to ensure the surface is free of oil.

5.  Sealant Application: Apply a small bead of RTV (Room Temperature Vulcanizing) silicone at the "half-moon" 

sections of the rear of the head and at the timing cover-to-head junction. This is a critical step specified in the 

Bentley Service Manual to prevent leaks at joint transitions.

6.  Reinstallation: Place the new gasket into the valve cover, then carefully lower it onto the head. Tighten the 

bolts in a star pattern to 10 Nm (89 in-lb).

7. Technical Specifications Matrix

The following table summarizes the key technical specifications required for routine servicing of the E38 740i and

750iL models.



Specification BMW 740i/iL (M62) BMW 750iL (M73)

Engine Type 4.4L 32V V8 5.4L 24V V12

Horsepower 282 hp @ 5400 RPM 322 hp @ 5000 RPM

Torque 324 lb-ft @ 3600 RPM 361 lb-ft @ 3900 RPM

Firing Order 1-5-4-8-6-3-7-2 1-7-5-11-3-9-6-12-2-8-4-10

Spark Plug Gap 0.032 in (0.8mm) 0.032 in (0.8mm)

Fuel Pressure 3.5 Bar (50.7 psi) 3.0 Bar (43.5 psi)

8. Environmental and Operational Considerations

Operating a BMW E38 in various climates requires adjustments to the maintenance schedule. For instance, in 

colder climates, the CCV (Crankcase Ventilation)system is prone to freezing. When the CCV fails, it can cause

high vacuum in the crankcase, leading to oil being sucked into the intake manifold, resulting in a "smoke cloud" on

startup. Owners in these regions should consider the "cold weather" version of the CCV and associated insulated

hoses.

8.1 Tire Pressure and Chassis Dynamics

As referenced in the Perillo BMWtire pressure guidelines, maintaining the correct PSI is not merely for fuel

economy but for the integrity of the E38’s handling. The staggered wheel setup (common on the Sport models)

requires different pressures for the front and rear to maintain the intended understeer/oversteer balance. Typically,

a 32 PSI front / 35 PSI rear configuration is recommended for a standard load.

9. Long-Term Ownership and Asset Preservation

The BMW E38 is transitioning from a daily driver to a modern classic. Preserving the vehicle requires a holistic

approach that goes beyond mechanical repairs. The leather interiors (Nappa or Montana) require pH-balanced

cleaners and conditioners to prevent shrinking and cracking, particularly the dashboard on the 750iL models which

features leather-wrapped surfaces.

Technical documentation such as the Repair manuals and video tutorials on BMW 7 (E38)are invaluable assets

for this preservation. By adhering to the factory-specified maintenance intervals and using high-quality parts,

owners can ensure that the E38 continues to provide its signature "Ultimate Driving Machine" experience. Whether

it is a routine oil change or a complex timing chain guide replacement, the key to E38 longevity is a combination of

the right information, the right tools, and a meticulous attention to detail that honors the original German

engineering.

Ultimately, the E38 remains a testament to a time when BMW prioritized mechanical feel and timeless aesthetics. 

While the electronics may be dated by modern standards, the chassis and powertrain remain world-class when 

properly maintained. For the technician or owner, the journey through the 2,000+ pages of a Bentley Service 

Manual is not just a repair task; it is an education in the golden era of automotive design.
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