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Sporty, |ight and conpact

Abdul Razak Chik

I N EARLY DECEMBER | ast year, Langkawi was the scene of a nost-wel cone
German invasion in the shape of two pairs of Teutonic tearaways -

Mer cedes-Benz's | atest sports roadsters, the 2.0 litre and 2.3 litre

Mer cedes- Benz SLK

Not only did the |ocals enbrace this intrusion with open arns, it also
increased their foreign vocabulary by three words - Sportlich, Leicht and
Konpakt - whose conbi nation of first initials give the roadsters their SLK
tag. Anglicised, the three German words when transl ated spell Sporty,

Li ght and Conpact. Very apt, for a two-day test drive on the denmandi ng
road conditions of the island bore this claimas no idle bluster.

Cycle and Carriage Bintang Bhd (CCB) took advantage of the Langkaw

Mot or Show 1996 (LIMOS '96), the country's prem er notorshow, for the

Mal aysi an unveiling. Not one to do anything by halves, CCB chartered a DC
10 aircraft to fly up guests including notoring journalists to Langkaw

for the ocassion. Upon arrival on the first day it was straight to the
Mahsuri Exhi bition centre for the opening cerenony in the presence of
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad. It was to be the next day
when the serious business of test driving the SLK woul d take pl ace.

Up at the crack of dawn, a hearty breakfast and a general briefing about
CCB and sone technical run down of the car and route instructions, we were
of f! Mal aysi an Busi ness got the honour of testing the nore powerful of the
two nodels first - the 2.3 SLK which is also neatly referred to sinply as
t he Konpressor (a German word which sinply means Supercharged).

The first leg took this witer and his co-driver Azizul Shansuddi n al ong
the dusty road from Cenang beach to the I ong and snakey clinb up Tel uk
Datai. Discretion getting the better part of valour, we decided to keep
the "Vario roof' - the SLK's netal retractable top fully deployed on the
stretch fromthe Pel angi Beach Resort.

Two years ago when this witer was last in Langkawi, there was so much
construction work going on with lori hantu transporting dug-up earth every
whi ch way. Today, nore of the same! Azizul snmugly surmised the griney fate
suffered by another pair of test drivers who shot past us in the | ess
powerful 2.0 SLK and threw caution to the winds and drove with the roof
down. It did kick up a dust stormcausing quite a bit of consternation in
the face of an old Pak Haji riding a rickety underbone | aden with the
day's provisions. In deference to seniority and just plain good road
manners, we gave hima w de berth before finding a suitable spot near
Pantai Kok to overtake.

Such an occasion gives the SLK an opportunity to denponstrate the
“supercharged' nature of the Konpressor. A firmstab of the "gas' peda

and one goes... ~whoosh'.

Mer cedes-Benz has the distinction of being the first car manufacturer to

i ntroduce " supercharged' engines - used by its racing cars as far back as
the 1920s and 1930s - in its standard production cars. The supercharger as
opposed to the turbocharger works by conpressing air before it is ingested
inthe cylinder. This increases performance and torque, especially at |ow
revs. Due to the clever nechanical coupling between supercharger and
engine, the torque build-up is snoboth, arresting the probl emof turbo-

| apse. This has resulted in a high performance curve of six-cylinder unit
coupled with the fuel econony of a four-cylinder one.

Al'l this techno-babble when translated on the road nmeans so nuch power



on tap' - pickup to you and ne. Indeed, the kanpung roads on the route

| eading to the scenic approach to Tel uk Datai presented anple opportunity
to put the Konpressor to work. Every so often one had to hang back on the
tail of a heavily-laden service buggy delivering provisions to one of the
nunerous hotels on the island. When the coast was clear, it was great fun
to see the envious expression of the bermused driver being passed. After a
brief pit stop at Teluk Datai, it was tine to allow Azi zul to take over
the wheel for the journey to Pantai Tanjung Rhu.

Wth the car in Azizul's conpetent hands, this witer got the chance to
get a feel of the ride fromthe passenger's perspective. Just before
setting off, we decided the conditions were suitable for the roof to be
roll ed back. We chose to do so despite the gathering of om nous dark
clouds gently drifting inland.

"No problem' said Azizul who confidently predicted that should the need
arise, we could easily get the roof back up in time and not get a soaking.
Five minutes into the journey, the heavens opened! Having been told that
the roof will not open or close while in notion, we pulled up i nmedi ately
on to the kerb and prayed hard the top would retract quickly. There was
not nmuch we could do but stay still as the whirring sound of the roof
mechani smretracted and extended obligingly even as the first drops of
penetrating water droplets started to rain down upon our heads. In the
event, the top did deploy fully within the 25 seconds Mercedes- Benz
claimed it woul d.

The wet roads presented another challenge to Azizul's driving skills and
that of the road handling qualities of the 2.3 SLK. Both were not found
wanting. In such driving conditions, speed was reduced consi derably but
this did not dimnish the driving pleasure nor ride confort. The pitter-
patter of driving sleet agai nst wi ndscreen and roof was kept out with
great efficiency and the air conditioning did a great job in maintaining
internal confort. By the tine we got to Tanjung Rhu for a "coconut drink'
stop, the rain had stopped and the sun peeked out again.

After the short break we changed cars. This driver took over the whee

of the 2.0 SLK for the two-stage journey back to our hotel near the Cenang
Beach. No doubt there was a denotion in the power departnent. The
difference was quite glaring but this did not nmean the 2,000 cc was
anywher e near underpowered at all

The hi ghly devel oped 2-litre, 4-cylinder, naturally aspirated engi ne

i ncludes features such as a canshaft which is adjustable while running,
anti-knock control and sequential fuel injection. It offers increased
power at | ower revs, inproved fuel consunption and a | ower |evel of
particul at e em ssi ons.

It is perhaps now appropriate to | ook at the SLK fromthe view of its

attractive shell. One |l ook and there is an instant recognition of its
sportiness. This is derived fromits distinctive wedge shape and fl ow ng
lines which at four neters tip to tail, is around 500 mmshorter than the

Mer cedes-Benz SL sportster. For the first tine, Mercedes-Benz has

i ncorporated |ight-weight material nmagnesiumin the body structure,

t her eby achi evi ng wei ght savings of up to 50 per cent and fuelling the car
with greater econonical performance. It has inset headlights and a new
pressed-netal front grille sporting the instantly-recogni sabl e three-point
star. The athletic-looking back end is fitted with triangular rear lights
and in keeping with its overall style, comes with forged, light-alloy
wheel hubs. The SLK roll bars prove that aesthetics and safety need not
conproni se one another. For styling and protection they are integrated
into the bodyformand securely anchored to the car's cross-nmenbers. Wng
mrrors are col our coordinated with the bodywork to enhance the overal

| ook. Not only are they electrically adjustable and heated, curved gl ass



on the driver's side helps to elimnate blind spots.

Hal fway into the return journey, it was swap-tinme again and Azi zul took
over the pilot's seat. This left this witer enough tinme to marvel, take
note and enjoy the warnth and cosy interior of the SLK cabin. Its door
sills and control pedals gleamin brushed stainless steel, fitted with
non-slip rubber studs. A two-toned interior finish sets off the sporty
appeal . Small and ninble, the steering wheel is |eather-covered and the
central driving console and door catches have a carbon-1o0o0k finish. Ivory-
coloured instrunments with rounded nunerals and ringed with chronme rem nd
one of the glorious days of old. Behind the scenes lies the state of the
art technol ogy which makes the SLK a true machi ne consonant with the
demands of the next millenia.

As the SLK is a two-seater, space is not a problem One gets a feeling

of racy confort exuded by the high profile seats. A newy devel oped seat
suspensi on systemoffers support and generous cushioning coupled with its
| ow sl ung seat positioning. This is adjustable for nmore | eg roomand torso
hei ght. Fabric and pattern designs are totally neww th fine | eather

uphol stery and preci sion needl ework evident round the steering wheel.

In no tine, we were back at the Pel angi Beach Resort having cl ocked up
120.5kmon the test drive which took a little under three hours. That we
got back in one piece, dry and raring to have another go the next day bear
testinobny to the claimthat the SLKis the ultimte roadster for Ml aysi an
roads.
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