ROAD TEST

enntech 600E

Put $35,600 down, and it’s only $3177 a month for the next five years.

ticker-shock sufferers, prepare to be

electrocuted: the menacing black

four-door automobile pictured here
costs 5178,000.

Coooooooo. Don’t you hate that nasty
burning smell?

Anyway, it’ll probably come as no
shock to learn that if you can come up with
178,000 George Washingtons—and not
blow them on something clichéd like a
vacation home in the Caribbean or college
educations for the kids—you can buy one
hell of an amazing car.

This one’s called the Renntech 600E.
Those of you who assumed it was an
AMG Hammer are forgiven, because this
superenergized sedan is very much like a
Hammer. It follows the same basic
blueprint—a Mercedes-Benz plumped up
with a huge four-valve-per-cylinder V-8
and a host of chassis and cosmetic alter-
ations. It uses parts produced by AMG in
Germany, is built by a man who once
forged Hammers for AMG, and it will
hammer your financial picture.

That man is Renntech founder Hartmut
Feyhl. Before opening the doors in 1990 to
his business in Delray Beach, Florida,
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Feyhl spent twelve years working for AMG
founder Hans-Werner Aufrecht in Ger-
many, and he also served briefly as techni-
cal director of the company’s ULS. affiliate,
Chicago-based AMG of North America.

He may have departed just in time: the
parent AMG of Germany last year
slammed its doors on all of its distributor-
ships worldwide—including AMG of
North America—and announced that it
would henceforth sell its products through
selected Mercedes-Benz dealerships.
Many angered AMG vendors have since
filed lawsuits. Richard Buxbaum, who was
president of AMG of North America, says
a new European network is already in
place and that AMG is working on a simi-
lar system for the U.5. Meanwhile, parts
are still available from the factory in
Germany—hence the Renntech 600E.

Renntech’s main business is enlarging
the engines of SO0SL convertibles to make
extrapotent “600SL" roadsters. But now,
having built his first 600E, Feyhl also
hopes to lure wealthy customers who
might want an extramuscular sedan.

Two main Mercedes ingredients make
up the 600E recipe: one 300E sedan, and
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one new 32-valve 5.0-liter V-8 engine—
the powerplant used in the SO0OSL convert-
ible. (The original Hammer engine was
based on the old Mercedes 560 V-8 and
used AMG-designed four-valve heads.) In
stock trim, this 5.0-liter V-8 makes 322
horsepower—robust, but barely adequate
for a man with AMG in his blood. So
before the V-8 goes into the bay previ-
ously occupied by the 300E’s standard
3.0-liter six, Feyhl enlarges it to 3956c¢c,
installs eight Kolbenschmidt pistons
($1000), and replaces a chip in the Bosch
engine-control system with one from the
AMG catalog. (If you're counting pennies,
know this: the price of the stock Mercedes
V-8 is $30,000, and the Renntech conver-
sion adds another $22,000!) Output climbs
to 381 horsepower at 5600 rpm and 402
pound-feet of torque at 3900,

Greenfreaks needn’t fret about such an
extravagance of petrol-produced power:
the engine exhales through standard
Mercedes SO0SL catalytic converters, and
Feyhl claims it’s as emissions-clean as the
stock V-8.

The four-speed automatic transmission
and torque converter are stock 300SL
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RENNTECH b600E

Vérdict
Highs: Supercar speed with four-

door comfort—the best of everything.
Lows: “Say-what?” price, appetite
for accessory belts.

The Verdict: An extraordinary car
whose sticker may render it obsolete.

pieces, though the transmission’s shift
points are revised to match the power
delivery of the enlarged engine. To fit the
S500SL automatic into the 300E body,
however, Feyhl had to surgically alter
the car’s transmission tunnel and then
reupholster the interior. The execution is
masterful: it’s impossible to see where the
changes have been made.

Masterful, too, is the way this driveline
operates. For maximum acceleration on
dry surfaces, Feyhl recommends first
pressing the “snow-chain™ button on the
dash—this instructs the standard Mer-
cedes traction-control system to allow a bt
of helpful wheelspin during the launch.
Following Fevyhl’s instructions, we
recorded an astonishing O-to-60-mph run of
4.9 seconds—quite a feat for a 3709-pound
four-door sedan. Yet, as testament to its
breeding, the 600E doesn’t feel that quick.
Stoic and solid, it lunges off the line with
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no theatrics and remains utterly composed
as it hurtles forward. Your only clue to its
speed is the Wagnerian crescendo building
under the hood and the authoritative smack
from the transmission as it slams another
upshift at the 6000-rpm redline.

We're talking about Corvetle
ZR-1—class performance here: the quar-
ter-mile comes up in just 13.5 seconds al
106 mph, and the speedo needle races
past 130 mph just 8.4 seconds after that.

The 600E is no autobahn king, though,

because Renntech installs a low 2.82:1
rear differential, and the engine redlines
in top gear at just 155 mph—far short
of the 181-mph top speed recorded by
the last Hammer we tested (C/D,
December 19587). As one might expeci
from its performance and weight, the
600E won’t garner any fuel-efficiency
awards. But the 15 mpg we observed in
our driving is actually 1 mpg better than

"H Though the V-8 has been pumped up to

six liters, the engine “looks"” stock. Wallet
alert: aluminum wheels cost $1300 each.

what we saw in the last S00SL we tested.

The stock 300E is bred for speed, and
the Renntech 600E brims with additions
that only enhance its high-velocity
aplomb. The basic 300E chassis 15
unchanged, but Renntech adds stiff AMG
springs and shocks, a pair of fat anti-roll
bars, and four 235/45ZR-17 Pirelli P Zero
tires on three-piece 0.Z. aluminum wheels
(each wheel costs $1300!).

Ower the road. the extra suspension
stiffness is conspicuous, but the body’s
mass and rigidity mean that road imper-
fections never cause any undue harshness
in the cockpit. At worst, the 600E has
a tendency to clump clump over tar strips
and such. However, the beefed-up chassis
doesn’t deliver much cornering magic,
either. Although the Renntech 600E
is very stable and controllable under all
conditions, its 0.79 g of cornering grip
15 barely better than a stock 300E's.

CAR and DHIVER



Befitting a car that can rocket to 150
mph with ease, the 600E sports massive
vented disc brakes all around. The fronts
use four-piston Brembo aluminum
calipers; in conjunction with the standard
anti-lock system, they help stop the car
from 70 mph in just 171 feet.

Like the Hammer, the 600E is a
tractable, use-it-everyday sort of car. It
idles smoothly and cruises around town
without complaint, but it's always ready to
deliver exoticar performance at the request
of vour right foot. Our test car did suffer
from one malady, though: during its stay
with us, the 600E consumed three acces-
sory belts. The V-8 uses one long serpen-
tine belt to drive the cooling fan, the
power-steering unit, and the water pumps
(the 600E has two). But for some reason—
probably a misaligned engine pulley—the
belt in our test car would shred after only a
few days of use. Feyhl assured us that the
problem would be corrected forthwith.

Inside, the 600E is basically stock. The
air-bag-equipped steering wheel is from
the 500SL, but the only other major
change is the addition of a stunning 640-
watt stereo system with a ten-disc Sony
CD changer and eleven a/d/s speakers. The
amplifiers and control units are artfully
mounted out of sight in the trunk; all that
shows is the neat Sony head unit in the
dash. Costing almost $7000, this custom-
crafted system ranks as one of the finest
we've ever experienced.

Outside, the 600E wears an AMG body
kit ($6000 painted and installed) and even
includes a piece of heresy: the center-high-
mounted stoplight in the rear spoiler is
from a Toyota Supra. Feyhl says he used
this part—and it looks great—because he
wanted the 600E’s CHMSL to resemble
the S00SL.’s. Not to worry: the 600E looks
every bit the superbly built, expensive, and
blindingly fast car that it is.

So the 600E is a great automobile. But
let’s get back to that price for a minute.
We're talking about 178K here. One hun-
dred and seventy-eight thousand dollars.
Is any car worth that?

Maybe—if having only the best of
everything matters to you, cost be damned.
But maybe not even then. Remember that
Mercedes-Benz is about to unleash its own
supersedan, the factory-built 500E. True,
that plumped-up 300E offers “only™ the
standard 322-horsepower 5.0-liter V-8,
But it’ll sprint to 60 mph in 6.1 seconds
and reach a top speed of 155 mph. And it
will likely go out the door (with the bless-
ing and support of Mercedes-Benz) for
“only™ 387,000 or so—391,000 less than
the Renntech 600E.

Ooooooooo. There's that nasty burning
smell again. .
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Vahicle type: front-engine, rear-wheal-drive, S-passenger,
d-goor sadan

Price as tested: 3178.000 (includes 351,835 for
Mercedas-Bang J00E]

Major standard accessories: power sleering, windows,
saals, locks, and sunrool, ANG. cruige controd. rear
defrosier

saund system: a'd/s/Sony AMIFM-stereo radio/cas-
=salie/CD player, 11 spoakors
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