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HE SHEER BREADTH OF
models in Mercedes' E-class
range can be confusing. At the
affordable end of the spectrum
you have the normally
asphyxiated 2-litre version that
struggles to keep pace with
most Mondeos. Spend a bit
more money and you can go
even slower in a five-cylinder diesel Mercedes. A
minor win on the national lottery could bring you
elegance and performance in the shape of the E320
coupe. And finally there's the top of the range
E500 saloon. Sure, it shares the same bodyshell as
the other four-door cars in the E-class but that's
where the similarity ends.

The E500 has a V8 engine. A 5-litre, V8 engine
with no fewer than thirty-two valves. The E500
has traction control as standard. It has uprated
suspension and sits lower than other models. The
E500 has air conditioning, twin airbags, cruise
control, electrically adjustable seats and metallic
paint. Despite weighing over 1700kg, the E500
will top 150mph and reach 60mph from standstill
almost as quickly as an Escort Cosworth. It even
has a radio cassette as standard (Don't smirk, this
is pretty unusual for a Mercedes).

Carlos M had enjoyed his metallic black E500
in this form for over a year but recently he found
himself desiring more performance and additional
style. Carlos made his way to Birds UK Limited.
Or rather, his car did. It remained in the Uxbridge
workshops for eight weeks. And when the car was
finished we drove it. Just to make sure it was okay,
you understand.

Birds are agents for Carlsson conversions and
Carlsson do some pretty good things with the
standard Mercedes-Benz products. The Carlsson
philosophy closes matches that of Performance &
Style International magazine: ‘Fér diese Menschen
ist Autofahren eher Lust statt Last, eher
willkommene Erholung als notwendige Arbeit und
die Wahl ihres Automobils eher Ausdruck eines

Lebensgefiihls als nuchterne Investition.! Which

translates to: 'For those people for whom driving is
a pleasure rather than a burden and for whom the
choice of car is proof of their desires, not a
calculated investment.' (We 'll take your word for it
Hancock - Ed).

Carlsson have a range of tuning programmes for
C, E and S-class Mercs which includes suspension
kits and body styling. But they are probably best
known for powerful engine packages. In the case
of the E500 they offer a 395bhp option - a power
hike of 28 per cent over the standard unit. Just as
impressive is the 80Ib/ft added to the peak torque

TOP: This is no stock EG00 Mercedes...

MIDDLE: Carisson effect extends right to the impressive end..
RIGHT: 18in Monelithic rims give visual presence

FAR RIGHT: Alcantara is the name of the game inside

figure - raising it to a stump-pulling 4351b/ft.

How do they do it? We and several rival tuners
would dearly love to know. The clues are 3.5mm
removed from the piston bores and 9.8mm added
to the crankshaft stroke which yields a cubic
capacity of 5960cc - 6 litres for habitual rounder
uppers. In addition to scrapping the standard
crankshaft and pistons, Carlsson insert their own
con-rods, camshafts, valves and electronic control
unit (ECU). They wave a magic wand over the
cylinder heads too.

As UK agents for Carlsson (and Hartge, but
that's another story) Birds usually perform the
engine transformations themselves. However, one
look at the massively complex E500 unit even had
the experienced Kevin Bird developing a nervous
twitch so he decided to ship the whole lot over to
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Carlsson HQ in Germany. It came back wearing a
price tag of nearly sixteen grand and a promise of
172mph top speed. This impressive powerplant
was mated to the standard four-speed automatic
transmission which suits the extra torque of the
Carlsson conversion very well. '
Clearly, a 170mph saloon weighing over one!
and a half tons is going to be capable of generating
some awe-inspiring cornering forces. These are
now controlled by a Carlsson suspension kit. For
the big Merc, with its self-levelling rear
suspension, the kit consists of a pair of uprated gas
dampers for the front, two Nivomatic struts for the
rear and four replacement coil springs. A stiffer
front anti-roll bar is fitted too. For this little lot
fellow E500 owners need to say goodbye to
around 25-30mm of ground clearance and £2230.

"This car is undoubtedly
one of the best I have ever
driven. It looks simply
stunning when you first
approach it and you are
not disappointed when you
get inside.”
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Carlos M decided to bid farewell to the standard
Mercedes-Benz wheels too. After all, they are puny
16in diameter versions with mere 55 series tyres.
Carlsson offer rims with much greater aesthetic
appeal. Carlos chose the biggest - 18in monolithic
wheels with 235/40 Pirelli P Zero tyres on the front
and similar 265/35 rubber on the back. Just in case
these figures are not sinking in, think of the rear
tyres as over 10 inches wide with sidewalls slightly
over 3.5 inches high! Add £3050 to the bill for
these wheels and tyres.

So far we have an E500 that looks striking on the
outside and very promising when you peek under
the bonnet. But the inside is still standard
Mercedes. Not for long. Thanks to four weeks hard
work by Andrew McKenzie of Chasseur Hide and
Fidelity, based in the same building as
Kevin Bird, Carlos is now able to
enjoy a classy interior. To imagine [
what it's like, think leather. Light blue [&
Bridge of Weir leather similar to that §
used in Aston Martins and with a
heavier grain than Connolly hides.
Now think re-trimmed seats, door
panel surrounds, armrests, screen
pillars, door pillars and lower
dashboard panels. Turn your thoughts
to Alcantara which looks like suede
but is better suited to car interiors.
Think Alcantara on the base and back
rest of each seat (more comfortable
than sliding about on leather), on the
door panel inserts, on the sun visors
and as the headlining. Finally, conjure
up carpet. Best Wilton, of course, with the edges
roll bound in leather. Imagine dark blue carpet in
all the places you'd expect to find carpet - including
the boot. By now you've got the idea but it will take
£7800 to put it into reality. :

Surely this super saloon must be finished now.
Not quite. When he bought it, Carlos' Merc was
black. After a year of ownership he decided he
didn't like the colour. Well, actually, he did like the
colour but he didn't like the finish. The Mercedes
metallic was the problem. Carlos wanted flat black.
The colour and finish that every professional
painter has nightmares about. Everyone except
Clive Fletcher of Fletcher's.

Clive began the paint transformation by steam
cleaning and de-waxing Carlos' Merc. Then he
took off the doors and removed the windows and
trim etc. Every etc except the running gear, in fact.
Clive and his colleagues then hand flatted the entire
car. That does not mean a quick once over with a
Brillo pad. Hand flatting means using yards of wet
and dry paper and listening to several hours of pop
music. After rectifying some minor damage to the
bodywork that the hand flatting exposed, Clive
applied a new primer coat. Then he sprayed the
Merc with clear over base two-pack black paint and

fluorocarbon clear lacquer which sets very hard. In
total Clive applied thirty-four litres of paint and
lacquer weighing over thirty kilograms! The result,
as you can see from the photographs, is truly
stunning. Added together the engine, suspension,
interior and paintwork modifications move this
particular Mercedes from E-class to world class.
After all this work Kevin Bird was not about to
trust Carlos' Merc to any old magazine or any old
road tester. Only Performance & Style
International and only Martin Short, in fact.
(Martin's willingness to offer two vital parts of his
anatomy as collateral may have been a deciding
factor - Ed). Sadly there was insufficient time to
undertake our usual full performance evaluation at
Millbrook, so Martin was forced to confine himself

The Carisson Mercedes as it's meant to be - at speed. Even
Short was persuaded to take his shades off...

to some enthusiastic driving on quiet toads.

SHORT'S THOUGHTS

"This car is undoubtedly one of the best I have
ever driven. It looks simply stunning when you
first approach it and you are not disappointed when
you get inside. Done badly, an overdose of leather
can look awful. This is done well. The detail
finishing is superb - even the hands-free
microphone for the telephone has been flush
mounted in the door pillar trim. The seats are
comfortable and supportive and the use of
Alcantara on the backrests is a good idea. Once
behind the wheel you realise what a big car this is -
the black paintwork seems to emphasise the length
of the bonnet. .

Threading the Merc through heavy traffic around
Birds' West London base is not an ideal initiation
to such a large and expensively converted car.
However, the massive torque of the 6-litre motor
allied to Mercedes' excellent auto transmission
means you can cruise along quite easily on the
smallest throttle opening.
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Once onto clear roads I was able to exploit the
400-o0dd horsepower - but not fully. A generous
depression of the throttle results in such rapid
acceleration that you're soon applying the brakes to
stay within the speed limit. I can well believe the
5.2secs 0-60mph time that Carlsson quote for this
engine conversion.

On twisty roads Carlos' Merc achieves very high
cornering forces thanks to the sheer quantity of
rubber attached to the tarmac. Pressed hard through
bends the big car gently runs wide - just to let you
know that gmax has been achieved - but for all
practical purposes handling on dry roads is neutral.

The stiffer suspension and uprated front anti-roll
bar reduces roll compared to the standard car at
similar cornering speeds. However, the wide tyres

- 7 encourage you to generate additional
g force which naturally induces
greater body roll. This is no problem
y for the driver who has a steering
| wheel to hang on to but passengers
may find it uncomfortable - especially
as the seats offer insufficient support
in these situations. I suggest that you
undertake your most spirited driving
when you are on your own, Carlos!
Despite the cricket score power
output, traction remains thoroughly
controlled - and that's with the traction
control system switched off. Even
brutal handling of the throttle
generates less protest from the tyres
than you'd get from a Swede in a
sauna. In the wet it's likely to be a
different story but the traction control device
should protect Carlos' investment,

As a rapid (and safe) five-seater this car has
few competitors, When you add in the luxury of
the interior and the high specification of the
standard car I would say Carlos' Mercedes must
be one of the world's best saloons outside of
Dodge City." MS
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CONTACTS: A
Birds UK Limited, Premier
House, Iver Lane, Uxbridge,
Middlesex UB8 2JF
Tel: 01895 810850
Fax: 01895 237171
Carlsson Autotechnik GmbH,
Nordstrasse E8, D-66785,
Rehlinghen, Germany
Tel: 01049 6835 4011
Fax: 01049 6835 67163
Fletcher’s, Unit 4, Queensmead
Road, Loudwater, High
Wycombe, Bucks HP10 9XA.
Tel: 01494 510205 _

Fax: 01494 510220 >
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