The Head Unit and how we solved the Z3 sound case!

When I first purchased the Z everything was fantastic apart from the sound quality. My previous 214 Convertible Rover was fitted with two amps, 9 speakers and a sub and it performed great. So you can imagine the frustration.

As an amateur I didn’t go to the source of the problem –lack of power and limited sound box for the speakers- but played a bit with the head unit.

The process I went through was first installing the SONY active black panel radio CD (didn’t shoot any pics at the time so you just get the factory ones)

Anyway, the result was not bad. It blended well with the rest of the dash, I didn’t have to take it of every time I left the car and it was performing fairly well. And then, the summer came… During top down operation the digits didn’t look good at, the sound when speeding was not adequate and the graphics playing around the center were … a bit too flashy, if you know what I mean. You could put them off, but then the dash was looking too dull…

Leaving the graphics thing alone I decided to go for a sound upgrade. Leaving the SONY at place I bought a Rockford Fosgate Punch 45 amp and also went with two punch series speakers for the front foot places. The speakers didn’t perform so well so off they went and an AUDAX pair with tweeters also to replace the door speakers took place. Removing the foot speakers we discovered how …serious was the BMW approach to sound. Two paper Nokia speakers were the source of laughter for minutes of work to come.
At this time the rear –let’s call them speakers” were left untouched. The place behind the heads is so small that nothing serious would fit there. Turning the power on the result was really good. We had some more bass, some more high’s but the mids were lost. The quest for more quality had just begun. What was needed was a source in the form of a sub that would provide the extra bass from the amp and then leave the unit free to give it all for the mid and the high’s. Easy question   but no answer.

In this 1.8 1997 Z3 there was no HK system fit, so the space between the trunk and the cabin was like concrete and a sub in the trunk couldn’t even be heard in front. In the cabin there was no space for a sub. The small old Pioneer under the seat solution wouldn’t do for a convertible

And suddenly the HiFi guy was struck by an idea!

Let’s make our own small bazooka. And that’s what he did. After a small research there was no need for us to build it because there was one on the market for some 140$. It would fit perfectly in front of the passenger seat and with a bit of black carpet wrapped around it, it became invisible. That was not the case with the sound though!!! Amazing results and great coverage of the cabin, top Down or Up.

Having such a sophisticated system then made us look back at the SONY. A good machine but elementary. Now that we had the bass, the highs and the amp we needed something more sophisticated to control the sound.

So it was bye-bye to the SONY and welcome to the DEH 5100R of Pioneer. Less impressive to the crowd but a good interface to control everything separately. So we tuned the sub, and the low’s and the high’s and the mid’s. The result was great and even the guys at my dealership wouldn’t believe their ears. We had the bass and the low’s we had tuning for every aspect of the sound, very good reception of radio and no problem with CD reading whatever the road condition. In a word we had found the perfect match.
Or maybe not…

What was missing from this system was the good quality midtones sound that you can find in a high quality custom fit system for BMW or Mercedes. The mid’s that allow you to listen to a news programme while on the move. I loved the mid’s I had in my previous cars and wanted them back!

So BACK TO THE DRAWING BOARDS AGAIN

During the last week of September 2001 we’d spend days working on the Z with my HiFi store. They let me put on and drive for days with each and every one of

Blaupunkt SanFrancisco CD70, and 

Blaupunkt Casablanca CD 51 to check the differences between them.

The San Francisco was a great machine with all sort of tuning capabilities, nice coloring and it was also factory fit for the 1999 – Z3. So it was the way to go. But after fitting it to the 1997 Z3 some 1-2 cm was off the dash. I couldn’t stand that. I returned it the day after.

The Casablanca went in the dash slot like the real thing. Great sound again but… ooohoo! !!  When the night came my car looked like the Flying Circus. The blue buttons were fluorescent, the red discs on the monitor were spinning and finally I was so distracted I couldn’t drive. Next day I went back and I was embarrassed that I would ask them to take it back one more time.

…And then the apprentice had the idea of his life!!!

Hanging in the hiFi store all week I couldn’t help it and discussed many things with the owner and the helper. So you know these things I should be polite and listen to the helpers history of collecting CB’s and old or rare radios. In one of the stories he mentioned an authentic SanFrancisco he had removed from a 1999 BMW 3 series. He laughingly told me this would fit like a glove in the Z3 slot…….

……I couldn’t believe I would be telling this but I asked him to bring it over. 

He couldn’t believe it either!

Next day, the machine was there. It was named SanFrancisco RDM 127. It was black, it was authentic and it did go in!

What we achieved during these trials is maybe the closest you can get both to the audiophiles and the clubbers best choice. It consists of an official head unit that is of great value but does not alarm burglars because of its subtle design.  Τhe rest of the system that is hidden does the work. The Audax speakers, the Fosgate Punch 45.2 amp and the custom sub Work together with this unit that’s really impressive. 

It can tune all the speakers’ separately by using a tuning mic and it also has some simpler adjustments for while on the road. The color is the best on the market, adjusting from green to red in many stages and the keycard makes it easy to leave the car open without any fears

AMAZING!


