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What better way to take in the sights and sounds of New York City 
and the surrounding area than in a Mercedes-Benz SL 

WORDS AND IMAGES AXEL CATTON

HILE IN THE US FOR THE LAUNCH OF THE NEW 
GLE, Mercedes-Benz USA offered me “some wheels” 
(American speak for a courtesy car) for my stay. Usually this 
can be anything from a C-Class saloon to an E-Class estate, 

but all of these were in service during one of North America’s largest motor 
shows, and I was scheduled to drive 200 miles from New 
York City to York in Pennsylvania, to meet an American car 
collector and cover some of his prized possessions. 

It was early May and while it wasn’t summer yet, the sky 
was blue, temperatures were hovering around 20C and life 
looked promising. When it surfaced that ‘my’ Mercedes-Benz 
would be an SL in ‘entry level’ 400 V6 guise, I was happy and 
grateful, but presumed it would pale in comparison to the 
SL550 V8 (otherwise known as the SL500 in the UK). Boy, 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. 

In the early spring weather, top down motoring appeared strange to my 
fellow New York City motorists, but I was determined to lower the roof 
while still in the city, right in front of the hotel. The SL’s luggage 
compartment took one large Samsonite suitcase and a smaller bag, while still 
allowing the top to be stowed in the boot as well. Impressive – although 
more luggage would have meant keeping the top closed. 

The SL400 comes with ‘just’ a three-litre six, but it proved itself worthy of 
the SL name and the legendary 300SL heritage. It carries the ‘400’ moniker not 
least because of its twin-turbo confi guration, which enables the relatively 
compact powerplant to deliver 328bhp and 354lb ft of torque. The sprint to 
62mph takes 5.2 seconds but that only tells half the story. It is powerful and 
quick, and has an unexpectedly throaty burble. It’s also remarkably effi cient. 

At my start in the early morning, I was grateful for the extremely powerful 
heating system, with the neck level heating in my caramel coloured seat 
offering a very welcome wave of warmth. While crossing into New Jersey, 
I found myself in the Holland Tunnel with the top down, a decision I quickly 
regretted. Traffi c was reasonably smooth, but it still took some fi ve minutes 
to pass through the exhaust fi lled tube, all the while travelling too quickly to 
close the roof again. Now I understood why people gave me funny looks 
when I opened the roof in the city. 

Out on the highways, I decided to keep the top 
down as long as I could, despite the increased road 
noise and trucks overtaking at close proximity. 
Even the odd rain shower didn’t deter me because 
– as I found out – if you’re doing over 40mph, the 
windscreen will keep you dry as the rain falls 
behind the front seats. The American way of 
driving (cruise control set at 75mph for four hours 
straight) meant that the turbocharged six sipped 
very little petrol, and I ended up managing almost 
40mpg through the entire trip – not bad for a 
three-litre, twin-turbocharged V6. 

Returning to Manhattan the next day, I realised 
what a formidable all-rounder this car is. Why the 
company calls it the SL400 is understandable, and 
it fi ts well within the overall hierarchy of the 
brand. But for me, there are more than a few traits 
it shares with the legendary 300SL. 
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� One of the best 
cabin designs of 
recent memory.
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