Innovative vario-roof versus classic fabric soft-top. The style of the 1950s
versus 1990s modernity: The Mercedes-Benz 190 SL first produced 60

years ago and the Mercedes-Benz SLK presented almost 20 years ago are
roadster interpretations of a different but timeless and intriguing nature.




hen Mercedes-Benz presented the SLK Roadster
to the international press in early 1996, the venue
chosen as the centerpoint for the trial drive by the
cemmunication department was the wine-growing
estate of the Marchesi Antinori near Florenc
cated in central Tuscany, the vigneto under fam-
ily ownership since 1385 was the perfect start-
ing point for undisturbed, enjoyable tesi driving
Winding country toads almost devoid of traffic and
lined with picturesque cypress Lrees, townships
with historic buildings and bumpy cobblestone
roads, occasional stretches on the autostrada for a
change of scene, and usually fine weather — Tus-
cany is one of the world’s last paradisical regions
for drivers.

Small, agile roadsters are in their element here,
and are able to show what they can do. Also the
Mercedes-Benz SLK, which was being critically as-
sessed by professional testers from the automotive
press. The verdict on the handling characteristics
of the only 3.99-meter long Roadster with its fold-
ing and retractable metal raof was positive on all
fronts: “Extreme Tateral acceleration, outstandingly
fade-resisiant brakes, and amazing agility, com-
bined with its unspectacular but ne less important
day-to-day suitability, make the latest Mercedes
something new in the entire sports car sector,” the
magazine “auto motor and sport” reported in April
1996, summing up the general opinion of the autoe-
motive press

Lo-

Praise in the highest terms

Just as much praise had heen lavished on the
190 SL just under forty years before. In 1955, with
pre-series production of the Mercedes-Benz 190 S1
commencing in January and regular production in
May, organized driving presentation r the auio-
motive press did not yet exist: Vehicles were made
available to car testers from motoring magazines
on request, and they were free to test drive them
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The 190 SL pleases
the eye with its
sensuously curved
front fenders,
convex flanks, and
rounded rear end.
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The vario-roof of the
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Mercedes-Benz SLK

R 170 series

Mercedes-Benz created a sensation
at the 1994 Turin Motor Show, and
at the Paris Moter Show in the same
year, with two near-series design stud-
ies of an avantgarde two-seater sports
car with a retractable steel hardtop
In 1996 the two-seater entered series
production as the Mercedes-Benz SLK
200, SLK 200 Kompressor (for export)
and the SLK 230 Kompressor. The
vario-roof Roadster was produced at
the Mercedes-Benz plant in Bremen,

where 600 new jobs were created to
meet the lively demand. In early 2000
a comprehensive facelift included
slight design modifications (e.g. dif-
ferent headlamps and rear lights),
and above all electronic innovations
such as ESP and a new six-speed
transmission. As an addition to the
existing four-cylinder mouoels, whose
engines were thoroughly revised,
Mercedes-Benz now offered the SLK
320 with a 3.2-liter V6 developing 218
hp (160 kW). The top model from 2001
was the SLK 32 AMG, which delivered
an output of 354 hp (260 kW) with the
comprehensively modified V6 of the
SLK 320. By the time the model was
replaced by the R 171 series in early
2004, a totzl of 311,222 units of the
first Mercedes-Benz SLK model had
been produced

Mercedes-Benz 190 SL

W 121 B Il series

Only 20 months of development and
testing time lay between the first design
drawing for the Mercedes-Benz 190 SL
and the start of series production: Max
Hoffman had proposed production of
the 190 SL in September 1953 (see
page 48), and full series production
already commenced in May 1955. The
Mercedes-Benz stylists under Walter
Hécker had created a highly attractive
two-seater whose lines were inspired
by the spectacular 300 SL designed
by Friedrich Geiger. The 190 SL was

available in three different versions:
as a roadster with fabric soft-top or
2s a coupé with a removable hardtop,
either with or without a fabric soft-tap.
Hundreds of minor technical improve-
ments were made under the skin dur-
ing the production period from May
1955 to February 1963. The exterior of
the Roadster remained practically un-
changed. The changes made included
wide chrome strips on the upper door
edges, larger rear lights from the mod-
els 220 a, 219 and 220 § (1956) and
license plate lamps moved from the
trunk lid and integrated into the bum-
per horns (1957). From October 1959
there was a new hardtop with a larger
rear windove. From 1955 to 1963, at
a basic price of 16,500 deutschmarks
(when production commenced), a to-
tal of 25,881 units were sold, of which
around 18,000 went to the USA.




When driving it,

of the dutor

tonneau cover is fastened, the roadster is ready for the
road. With a little muscle-power and practice, the fahric
roof can also be heaved rearwards from the driver's seat.
Today’s 190 SL owners definitely prefer the method that
means getting out first — the best way is for two people
{0 stand on either side of the car and make sure that the
plastic rear window is not kinked.

Driving th
the verdicts reached by the test reports of their respec-
tive times: The 190 SL, which v only ever available
with the less than smooth-running 105 hp four-cylinder
enging, likes to take things easy. With an acceleration
from zero to 100 km/h in 14.5 seconds and a top speed of
around 170 kmyh, its performance is certainly not sperty
by today's standards. According o measurements hy
“auto motor und sport” at the time, the most powerful
variant of the SLK, the 230 Kompressor, accelerated from
standstill to 100 km/h in 7.2 seconds. That is still very

ase two very different roadsters relativizes

Mercedes-Benz Classic

respectable today. The top speed also clearly illustrates
the generation gap: The SLK 230 Kompressor Is capable
of reaching around 230 kmsh,

On the winding country roads of Tuscany, it is highly
unlikely that any present-day owner of a Mercedes-Benz
190 SL would wish w take the then standard 6.40-13
Sport bias ply tites at the double-wishbone front axle and
the rear single-joint swing axle to the limits of lateral sta-
bility. In this respect no compromises have to be made for
the almost 20-vear-old SLK: Its wide 203/35 R 16 radial
tires at the tautly set-up double-wishbone front suspen-
sion, with 225/50 R 16 tires at the multi-link independent
rear suspension, allow a sporty driving style. While the
185/80 R 13 radial tires now usually fitted to the 190 SL im-
prove the roadholding of this classic, they cannot disguise
the effect of four decades of suspension development.

But anyway, the 190 SL has no need to measure itsell
in sporting competition, and certainly not with the SLK:




