MERCEDES-BENZ

190 CLASS, 1984-1933

“4n excellent car. But it has required vastly

more maintenance than the

Mercedes-Benz reputation led me to expect. *_1985 190E Owner

NCE UPON A time, the three-
pointed star was not necessarily
an icon for conspicuous con-
sumption and high-priced luxu-

rv. Back in the Fiftics and Six-

ties, before Mercedes-Benz became a
houschold name in this country, enthu-
siasts knew the marque represented
good value for the money as well as
high-quality assembly and advanced
cngincering.

When Mercedes” management de-
cided to introduce the current 190 class
for model year 1984, they made a stab
at recapturing that old spirit. With a
base price of just over £20,000, the
1984 “Baby Benz,"” as it affectionately
became known, was no cconomy car,
But compared with the $40,000 and
$50,000 price tags of its larger breth-
ren, the 190 was indecd quite a value,

The car scemed imbued with all the
traditional Mercedes attributes. In
1984, we said, "'Don't let the 190's size
fool you, for this is every inch a Mer-
cedes in quality, appointments and
driving feel.”

And just last year, we reiterated the
point: “"Cut-rate pricing doesn't mean
skimping on quality; much of what
makes the S-class sedans so desirable is
present in the 190E 2.3 . . . the anvil-
solid body structure that all Mercedes
are famous for is apparent in the 190E
every time a pothole is met or a door
is closed .. ."

“120,000 miles and the car is
still like new."—1984 1900 Owner
But as important as these impres-

sions of new cars may be, only after the
miles accumulate and time takes its toll
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is the true mettle of a car exposed. With
this Road & Track Owner Survey, we
hoped to determine if the Baby Benz is
still worthy of wearing the three-point-
ed star even after the new wears off.
We asked owners of 1984 through
1988 190 Mereedes to fill out our ques-
tonnaire. The cars surveyed represent
all the variations of the 190 scries during
those years—and there were several.

“Like owning and driving a
4-door Porsche.”
— 1986 190E 2.3-16 Owner

In the first two years, the car came in
only two versions, a 190D with a 2.2-
liter 4-cylinder diesel engine, and the
190E with a 2.3-liter 4-cylinder gaso-
linc engine. For 1986, Mcrcedes sub-
stituted a 2.5-liter S-cylinder diesel for
the previous 2.2 four-banger. More-
over, the most exciting 190 version
made its debut that year, the 190E 2.3-
16 with its 16-valve, double-overhead-
cam Cosworth cylindet head. The regu-
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count for only a quarter of the cars in
the survey. Nearly threc-quarters car-
ried the standard 2.3-liter 4-cylinder
powerplant.

Qur survey comprises 74 1984 mod-
els, 94 1985 models, 81 1986 modcls,
71 1987 models and 19 1988 models—
for a total of 339 cars. As in previous
Owner Surveys, we've wbulated ques-
tionnaires only from people who
bought their cars new and have put at
least 10,000 miles on the odometer.
The typical car in the survey had been
driven 40,091 miles—spring chickens,
they weren't.

There’s nothing unexpected about
the demographics or driving habits of
our survey respondents, Fifty-three
percent hailed from the castern U.S.,
and 32 percent called the western
states home. Another 11 percent came
from the Midwest, and 4 percent from
the South.

Ninery-one percent identified them-
sclves as males. And a huge 83 percent
of all the Jents called th Ives

zed.

In 1987, there were no less than five
190 versions: the 190E 2.3, the 190E
2.3-16, the 190D 2.5, plus two new
models—a trbocharged 190D 2.5 and
the 190E 2.6 with a 6-cylinder gasoline
powerplant taken from the 300 class, In
1988, Mercedes dropped the 190E 2.3-
16 and the 190D 2.5 turbo.

With only a few minor fiddles over
the period, the 4-door 190 body has re-
mained virtually unchanged—and does
50 1o this day.

Uul_sun':y results are not published
according w specific models of the 190
d‘“s'. However, cars with the dicsel, the
6-cylinder and the 16-valve engines ac-

] OWNErs, entreprencurs, pro-
fessionals or managers.

“Like blowing down the
Interstate in your favorite
easy chair."—1985 1900 Gwner

Although nearly half of the respon-
dents owned three cars or more, the
190s appear to be daily drivers; 90 per-
Lﬂ;]f. said they use their Mercedes as ev-
eryday transport. And they're quite a
hard-driving lot to—45 :scrrgm ad-
mitted to driving their Mercedes either
"hnt_d" or “very hard,”

We asked the owners to check off
five features thar particularly influ-




to buy a Baby

kmanship, reli-
liry of materi-

enced their decision
Benz. Engincering, Wor
ability/durability and qua
als were the top four.

«This car saved my life when
I was hit broadside on H:_e
driver's side by a truck going
50 mph."'—1985 1200 Owner

The fifth feature, (:rashw:nr(hinr:ss-’
safety, has never rared highly in our pre-
vious Owner Surveys. On the other hand,
a feature that almost always rates among
the top five in our 5un'=\~s——st?'|!ng—-w:m
Jow on the Mercedes owners' list.

Though not among the top five, han-
dling and resale value were Jisted as im-
partant factors in buying the Baby Benz.

“Service, warranty and
safety plus the handling
make the 190 great!”
— 1986 190E Owner

Then we asked the survey respon-
dents o select their car’s five best ateri-
butes “now that you've owned it for a
while.” Engineering still came first. But
the 190's excellent handling jumped to
sccond place. Crashworthiness/safety
also rated higher, rd place.

However, workmanship (in fourth
place) and reliability (in fifth place)
dropped on the list. And quality of ma-
tenials didn't even make the owners' list
of best attributes at all.

“Very small, very slow, very
sajfe."’—1985 190E Owner

We also wanted to know about the
owners' chicf complaints. The lack of
intenor room (especially in the rear
seat) topped the gripe list, Ventilation/
heatingfair conditioning and perform-
ancefacceleration (though the last was
presumably nota complaine among the

lnmmwm:nhoaoguemmm-mww 190E 2,

2 60r2.3-16 owners) were second ang
third, respectively:

«Qther makes noiw offer
petter value."’—1384 1908 Oyner

Somewhat surprisingly, 29 percent
of the owners came to regard their 1905
as a poor value for the money.

And the fifth spot on the gripe list, at
27 percent, went (o l_lC:llchCr\.'l_ci:n'puns
availability. Now, this Ias_l one is a real
puzzle, In another question that askeq
the owners to rate dealer service, 77
percent rated it as either good or excl.
lent. In all our Owner Surveys since
1975, no other automaker’s dealers
have garnered such a favorable re-
sponse—not cven BMW, whose 3.
Series owners gave their dealers a 74.
percent approval rating. Many of our
respondents noted that Mercedes
made great efforts to satisfy customers
with generous warranty policies.

‘“Dealer service is the best
I've ever seen.”—1987 190E Owner

So why the discontent among other
owners? The price of maintenance and
repairs may be onc reason; 77 perecnt
thought dealer’s parts and labor prices
were “expensive” or “very expensive.”
(By comparison, 74 percent of Jaguar
XJ6 and BMW 3-Series owners thought
parts and labor prices for their cars were
costly. But only 47 percent of Honda
Civic owners thought the same.)

Perhaps an even more likely reason
for the significant number of 190 own-
ers’ complaints about their dealers
might be the wait for parts. Thirey-five
pereenthad to give up their car for more
than 1 day becausc necessary parts
weren'tin the dealer’s stock. (Only 12
and 20 percent of the Honda and BMW
awners, respectively, said the same.)
1"3 A'f"';ﬂ-‘“dv-‘_s owners also reported

€Y had to wait more than four days on

3-16 a rousing 167 bhp.
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“Qur styles are original,
not cheap imitations. This
is why we recommend
Eagle One wheel clean-
ers—imitation might be
flattery, but it won't get
your DP's clean.”

Stephen Wong

Pre
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SPECIAL OFFER! Free 50 page Mlustrated
Guide to Auto Detailing. Mbw to use the comeet
Eagle One product to enhance the finish of
¥Oour car's interior and exterior. Valuable tips
10 3ave you time and money. Send $1.00 fas
portage and hancling
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n't in stock.

average when parts were
“Fun 190s needed

Furthermore, these 1
quite a bit of repair, even during the
first 10,000 miles. Eighty pereent of
our respondents had to take their cars
ta their dealers for repair—not just rou-
tine maintenance—at least once during
that time. (This compares to 88 percent
of the Jaguar owners, 74 percent of the
BMW owners and 50 percent of the
Honda owners.)

In fact, the Baby Benz appears to be
slightly more trouble-prone than u\'cr\-
age, reporting 13 p!f\hlcnl arcas, ac-
cording to our survey. The typical car in
all our Owner Surveys since 1975 had a
total of 11 problem arcas reported by 5
percent or more of the survey respon-
dents. Four of those problems on the

| typical car were serious ent yugh to make

it cither inoperable or unsafe to drive.

“Best warranty in the
business. Too bad we had to
prove it so often.”
— 1985 190E Owner

Of the typical 190°s 13 problem ar-
eas, however, only one was judged to be
a “reliability area™—a problem that
might make the car undriveable or un-
safe. Instead, most of the troubles cited
were irritations and not much more.

We asked owners of two indepen-
dent Mercedes repair shops to provide
us with more detail on our findings.
Steve Marx is proprictor of Marx Mer-
cedes Service in Costa Mesa, Califor-
nia, and Michael Frederick and Joe
Mills co-own Rizzeo Automotive in Riv-
crside, California.

A whopping 31 percent of our 190
owners complained of trouble with the
air conditioners—not inadequate per-
formance, but actual failure. Marx said
that Mercedes has replaced components,
from COMPTEssors o cvaporators—ceven
entire systems—on many 190s under
warranty. In their experience, Frederick
and Mills have found that alc problems
center in the systems’ climatc-control
units, specifically the relays.

Mercedes 190s scem to be especially
hard on brake pads, with owners having
to change them at frequent intervals,
Marx blames the problem on Mer-
cedes’ use of soft graphite pads. He also
thinks the rotors—another oft-men-
tioned trouble spot—are too thin to last
very long. *“You go through two sets of
]1;!:.1;-', and the rotors are junk,"” he said.

Ten percent of our respondents re-
ported !.uoblc,ms with window lifts.
Marx said the aluminum in the regula-
tors tends to twist and then jam. The
Rizzco owners have seen a number of

electric rear window lifts rendered in-
operable because water had sceped
into the lift motors. _
Ten percent of {hcl owners also listed
miscellancous interior parts as |_.1m[,.
lems. In their supplemental written
comments, owners mentioned things
such as cracked dashes and padding
that had fallen out of the front seats.
Continuing the trend of all our
recent Owner Surveys, the electronic
brains that control the éngine vexed a
considerable percentage of 190 owners
too. Marx has found two problem areas
with the electronic engine controls,
The first involves the idle brain shut-
ting down; when this occurs, engine
idle leaps from around 600 rpm to near-

M Even Baby Benzes have big-diameter
steering wheels and precise interlor fit.

ly 1000. This could cause the cars to
lurch, according to Marx. It also throws
emissions controls off. And if the own-
ers don’t seck prompt repair, it could
exacerbate brake wear as the drivers
need to apply more braking pressure to
keep the cars (those equipped with
automatics) from moving forward when
stopped at traffic lights, for instance.

The second problem with electronic
engine controls, said Marx, involves
failure of the cruise-control brain that
makes it impossible to set the cruise
control. However, one owner wrote that
when his car's cruise control failed, it
could not be shut off.

Though 5 percent of the owners re-
ported problems with their cars’ fucl-
Injection systems, our expert mechan-
ics all insisted the systems are not
troublesome. But they unanimously
recommended that the system filters be
changed more frequently than Mer-
cedes recommends—Marx said every
15,000 miles. '

liu:“au.sc the 190E engine uses hy-
dl'ﬂ_ !It_ lifters, the valves do not need
periodic adjustment. Burt there's a mi-
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nor downside: The valve cover never

| Eets remaved, 50 the cover gasket be-

comes beittle and leaks. Mar recom-
mends changing it every 30,000 milcs.
But 8 pereent of our survey respon-

| dents als reportecd more senous valve-

train croubles. The 190 vahve vealls be-
come hard and valve guides become
extessively worn unlcss the oil is
changeed eve ry MH00 miles o cvery thiee
mionths, said our expen mechanics. This
agun is 8 much more frequent inceval
than recommended by the factory.

“This car has been more
trouble than my ex-wife.”
— 1985 190F Owner

Onher headsches mentioned by sig-
nificant numbrers of owners ingluded
failed central door locks, leaky water
pumps, inoperative instruments and
poblems with miscellineaus exterior
boddy pares ot relaed o accidents)
Theugh they weren't lsted an our ques-
i ne mounts failed on o
r respandents’ ears. Final-
W, 3 peteent or mare of the owners of
V84 or 1985 cars had wouble with ea
ginc cylinder heads, transmissions, clec-
: coaling fans and shocks or strurs,
Ie's Imiportant 1o keep in mind that
nearly all the cars in our surveyarc carly

| examples of the model, and this do nat

feflect Meroedes' cifors o “debug™
the 190, Saiel Fred Heiler, s Mercedes
spokeaman, “The problems. with the
190 have been addressed, and it is con-
sidered 3 mainstay of the line, The war.
manty process is o feedback toal that we
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