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| HAVE ALWAYS BEEN TOLD THAT IF YOU WISH TO BE
financially prudent, car purchases should conlorm {o three basic
slralegams. First, buy a car when It is two years old, and discard
it al five, Second, always buy a8 car at the botiom of &
manulacturar’s range (plump for a cheap BMW in prelerance 10 .a
Granada), and third, buy approximalely hatlway through a
vehicla's development life - ample timé for the grémlins (o have
been excised, bul wilh a few yoears 10 go before superseasion by
2 naw modal.

It Is someatimes thought thal the latter strategy Iz redundant
with mass-produced vehiclas, bacause modarn cars are so wall
developed before launch. Sadly, | am here to reliave you ol Ihal
santimanlal baggage, Madam. The Toyota MR2, the Audi 80, and
{more surprising) the new BMW 3-series are all cars which weare
launched with serigus and blatant deficiencins, which have only
recently been addressed. When vou think of the luxurious
davelcpment time enjoyed by tha Bavarian molor company, in
particular; as a resull of the unexpacted longavity ol the previous
3-saries, the fasble trim qualily and associaled ghasilias al tha
launch of the new caf wara an outfage

In the purchage, six monthe ago, of the Mercedes that is the
subject al this article, | particularly conlarmed 1o the first
strafegem, completaly ignored the second, bul was abie (o anjoy
the third, as | 'dothink thal the W124-sarles Marcs ara neally
siroking the apex of their development, with anly some mulli-
valve engines still'in' the waiting room. Nevertheless, vary law
British buyearsapt lor the fop-olthe-range runt, the pariially
Parsche-bullt S0DE. Vs @ shame, because the car is lalally
charming. | supposea that 326bhp and 3500b It of targue could
charm the socks olf the most recalcitran], bul there's somalhing
about this whole package that really warks.

It's my third Mercedes, one of which was a rather Spacious
bungalow called a 600, which | sengibly sold atter three waeks
having discoverad what it'a llke to become Faope and than be
told that you have to drive yaursell around (it's embarassing)
The other was a 450SEL 6.9, 1o which the 500E is the undoubted
epiriiual successor - ¥z anolher sccaniric exprass powered by

an oversized V8 shoeshorned, a! considerable davelopment
expense, inta an engine bay thal was nevar originally designsg
lo accept it

| have nevar dwell on a car purchass lor longes. I'd had a
rather desullory experience with an Aston Martin Virage lfor 5
year, and | was determined 1o buy somathing that genuinely
& rather complax set of demands. Il had to exhibil graat
yersalility. It had o be usable every day of ils lite, il had to bs
able 1o carry four In considarable comlort, 1 had 1o be
acknowledged thal It was to be usad almost exclusively in
central London and on molerwiays. and was rarely going to be
allowed to address & sweeping A-road, A lraditional driver's cas
would be redundani. A heavy elutch would nol be loleraled, |
also wanied il 1o be very tasl, very rare, and vory discrast. |18
the last three gualities which are & devll 1o recongile: it used o
be impossibla, but not these days. The Lotus Carltan was
carefully censidered, and rejected. In the and, it's & Valxhall,
and not a very discreet one. Classless, but without class. The
lingared in my sighis lor a while, but suddanly an automalic
gearbox did seem to make a lot of sense. and as you know the
BMW does nol provide.

What also mada a lol of sense was the price al which this 500
was being proffered: it had done only 800 milas, but was
Available al a very encouraging E17,000 off list from Bramlay,
near Guildford, Surrey. Mercades buyers are a prelly
consarvativa bunch, and they seem to have declared tha Eﬂﬂt
persona non grata for daring (o be available enly In lefi-hand
drive: hence the depreciation, Daimler-Benz maket guile a plag
in ils advertising ol 1he depreciation-prool natura of ils producs
but of course it is dependent on your following Strategem Two
You must buy lowar down tha range o benelit. | think |t can
reasonably be claimed that the 200E and the 500E exparienca
depraciation in proportion to their parln-rrnancﬂ thore' s vary [ith
aviden! with tha four-cylinder, bul thera's an avalanche with the
eight. It's a shame, really: Ihd has never bothered me a bit.
| like getting out o! a car onto the pavement, inslead of
oncoming fraffic

The car has been reliable, although not angelic, Thare have
been a few squeaks and raltles, and & strange clunkinass in it
stearing that still has not been lixed. Things pol off 1o a poor
start when the traction control lailed on the second test driva,

Curlously, it was exaclly the same fault that blighted my irst
drive sver ol a 500E. a year previously. The warming light come
on (cantaining a silhoueite of the mysterious acronym ASR), ang
thie thrattie slips into 2 made which can only be daescribed as
unco-aperative, when the first Iwo inches ol throttle travel solic
absalutely no reaction trom the engine whalsoever. Some blace
boxas ware replaced under warranty (the parts slona cos!
£1500), and the car was delivered in good ordar. This traction
control seemed at one time to be the Achilles heel of the S00E.
much criticised by the malaring press at the car's launch for i
mannar in which || containad the journalisis’ natural desire 1o B
photographed on oppaosite lock with smoking rear tyres, and
other equally mature pursuits. It does obvylate that kind of
behaviour, excepl in the wet, when il allows considerable
deviation Iram the Intended comering line belore elecironicallys
restraining the throitle. In my view, Il Is an excallenl davice,
perfectly callbrated, and perfectly suited o this particular caf,
with this particular gearbox. With manual transmigsian, you can
always exercise line control of the power feed, bul poweriul
automatics in sport mode can be an absolute swine, Kicking
down 8] unéspected momenis in tha middle ol wel corners, ang
the ultimate rastraint that the traction control attords makes ale
of sange. | have found it a boon far more olten than | have fo
it 3 hindrance, and Il you wanl 10 gat picky aboul il | also have
good empirical evidenca thal it can make you go quicker. | wgs
with MoLaren testar and BBC pits commantator Jonathan Pal
{Motta: 'l am the Pita’) to Brunlingtharpe, whara JP runs his
Parlarmanca Coursa, with twa S00Es. First, | chased Rim nrolimng
the circuit for a couple of laps just to confirm the maximum
speed. Altar just hall a mile of the long straight we had bath
reached our gaverned maxima of 158mph

Unioriunately, | was followed a little 100 closely on a fairly
coarsa surface, and loose chippings wara llying al an
unparalialed valacily, gouging greal holes in INe paintwork, ans
in Ihe fog lamp lenses (both lamps had (o be replaced and (he
bonnet still awails a respray), An expensive couple of laps.
followed was of more interest, We parked my car, and doctored
that of JP. We discoverad that il is possibla, with judicious
placement of a paper clip into the electronics, to short oul the
traction control and the ABS (in Banzas, the traclion conlrol
canno! normally ba ovarridden). We wara [heralore able to
compare the perfarmance of lhe car with ar without interterang
from computers. Convaniently. it had slarted 10 rain, 50 we gets
up a shart slalom course, and a 3011 diameter gircla 10 simulo
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