
 

MERCEDES-BENZ 280 SEL 4.5 

American-style performance—and fuel consumption— 
for the familiar 280 sedans 

SLIDING ONTO FIRM leather seats, hands resting on 
the large, high steering wheel and being 
surrounded by the smell of fine leather really sets 
the mood for driving one of Mercedes-Benz' 
luxury cars. It's not a phoney buildup; the 

promise of fine motoring is kept by these large but nimble 
sedans that handle well and stop even better. 

The 280's performance with the 2.8-liter six was certainly 
adequate, but not up to U.S. standards for luxury sedans 
and rather busy-sounding, besides. Mercedes changed that 
with the 6.3-liter V-8 several years ago but they had nothing 
in between until last year when they offered a new 3.5-liter 
sohc V-8 in the 300SEL and the 280SE coupe/convertible. 
Now a 4.5-liter version of that engine and a new 3-speed 
automatic transmission, the same combination used in the 
U.S. version of the 350SL we tested last month, is standard 
in the 300SEL and 280SEL and optional in the 280SE se-
dan. The coupe and convertible are discontinued. 

A fuel-injected sohc V-8, the new engine is a relatively 

low-output (230 bhp (a, 5000 rpm), low-speed unit and it 
gives the 280SEL the kind of relaxed performance it has 
needed. The 4.5 is an enlarged version of the 3.5-liter by 
means of increased stroke (from 65.5 to 85.0 mm) which is 
detuned by dropping compression from 9.5:1 to 8.0:1 and 
using milder camshafts. While this emissionizing is reflected 
in the slower performance of the 3775-lb 280SEL 4.5 when 
compared to the equally heavy 280SE coupe with the 3.5 
engine, the 4.5 is so smooth and quiet it really transforms 
the car. The engine starts and runs smoothly even when 
cold—a refreshing change in these days when so many en-
gines choked by emission controls sputter and surge and, in 
general, need a lot of coaxing to get rolling. But, like other 
"emission" engines, it really gobbles fuel. 

The wide torque band of this engine makes a 4-speed 
automatic transmission unnecessary so Mercedes has de-
signed a new 3-speed unit. Similar in design and operation 
to the GM Turbo Hydra-matic, it is a smooth, refined gear-
box with a very responsive manual downshift  control. 
The gear selector has a positive feel with clearly marked 
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shift detents and once you are familiar with the pattern it 
isn't necessary to look down as you shift. Attention to de-
tails such as the leather covered, L-shaped selector knob 
that fits the hand perfectly are not at first noticeable but are 
the kind of things Mercedes-Benz does to make a car right. 

Low-pivot swing axles and a front suspension with no 
provision for anti-dive date the chassis; but nonetheless, the 
280SEL 4.5 is a good handling sedan. In fact, the Engineering 
Editor says it handles better than his 250SL did. For its size 
the car is nimble, and the power steering is fast and has a 
good feel. It is certainly not a sports car, the body rolls a 
good amount and the rear wheels jack up at the limit of 
cornering, but the 280SEL was not embarrassed on the 
handling course nor on the skid pad where it reached a 
speed of 31.2 mph and a lateral acceleration of 0.614g. 

Relaxed and quiet as the new engine is at freeway speeds, 
it allows some hitherto unnoticed 280SE noises to intrude. 
There is considerable road noise perhaps this is why radial tires 
aren't yet standard on this model and a slight differential 
whine at 40-60 mph. The 280 sedan series is a firmly sprung 
car—one reason for the responsive handling—and gets 
downright harsh at low speeds over tar strips and the 
like.   Speaking   of tar strips and ridges, if they are longitu- 

dinal the bias-ply tires jerk the car noticeably when it is 
steered across the ridge at a slight angle. 

Stopping a 4110-lb (test weight) sedan from 80 mph in 
320 feet isn't easy but the Mercedes brakes do it with lots 
to spare. Those small tires were the limiting factor and we 
are certain the car could be stopped in less distance with 
larger tires. Four-wheel disc brakes, ventilated 10.8-in. discs 
in front and 11.0-in. discs at the rear with power assist, are 
responsible for much of the confidence one places in Mer-
cedes-Benz cars; they can stop the car quickly from its top 
speed with good directional control and don't fade when 
asked to stop it repeatedly. 

That L on the end of the SEL means long; four more 
inches of wheelbase than the 280SE. There is a lot of leg-
stretching room in the SEL. The uninitiated are, at first 
anyway, put off by the firm Mercedes seats, but after several 
hours of traveling these same people are still comfortable— 
they're beginning to know what Mercedes cars are all about. 
Nearly any size or shape driver can be accommodated by 
the multi-adjustable seat. It goes up and down, backward 
and forward; the back rest is adjustable and so is the head 
restraint. There is even a separate armrest. A high seating 
position, high steering wheel and instrument cluster give 
the driver a commanding driving position. There is seating 
for three 
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Hefty steering-column stalks control the windshield wash-
ers and wipers, headlight dimming and directional signals; 
the driver's hands seldom have to leave the steering wheel. 
The air conditioner, which is standard on the U.S. 280SEL, 
is well integrated in the handsome wood dashboard; it cooled 
the car quickly on 90°F days and kept it cool with a mini-
mum of fan noise. It exudes practical luxury. For instance 
the door locks are vacuum controlled and follow obediently 
when the driver's door is locked or unlocked. This eliminates 
the crawling over seats and the general fuss of locking so 
many doors. 

For seatbelts Mercedes uses the simple, easy-to-adjust 
Kangol magnetic-latch belts from England. But these are by 
no means the best belts made, and a $10,000 Mercedes 
sedan should have the best. We commend the inertia-reel 
belts used on Audi's, but closer to home there's the excellent 
inertia arrangement used on Mercedes' own 350SL. 

The styling is old as styling standards go, and it's pos-
sible this body and chassis will be replaced next year. But 
the 280 is still a handsome car and makes very good 
use of space. The trunk is large (17  cu ft) but its 
finish is disappointing. Expecting a carpeted and well-
finished trunk, one opens the deck lid to find something 
you would find in a mid-size American car. It's a small 
point, but when a car is this good it's a shame to find it 
inconsist- 

 
 
 
 
 
ent  on  even  something  of as  little  consequence  as this. 

Under the hood things are crowded, really crowded. If 
anything should go wrong the repair will be a real me-
chanic's nightmare and that translates to be expensive to the 
owner. On the other hand, the manufacturer has finally 
backed off on the overdone maintenance routines that must 
have been a shock to former Cadillac customers, and nei-
ther the transistorized ignition nor the electronic fuel injec-
tion is going to require much service. 

The 280 sedans with the V-8 engine sold in the U.S. are 
loaded with equipment. The west-coast price of our test car 
was $10,627 and that was before the announced increase in 
import taxes, final revaluation of the Deutschmark or drop-
ping of the excise tax. That includes, as standard equipment, 
automatic transmission, power steering, power brakes, air 
conditioning, electric windows, tinted glass, AM/FM radio 
and rear window defroster. The only option was a $312 
electric sun roof. It's a lot to ask for a sedan, but the 
280SEL 4.5 is a lot of car and the final defense for such a 
price is that you can't get the same thing in a domestic car 
at any price. 
It is typical of Mercedes that the car feels right. The driving 
position is right, the controls are right, the brakes are 
right, the handling is right, and now the performance is 
right. One has to pay through the nose for the best, but for 
those who can afford it and demand real roadability with 
their luxury, comfort and prestige, the 280SE with the V-8, 
in either regular or L version, is the best available today 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


