
Second Place
Mercedes-Benz CLK55

AMG
There were times during the three-day

duration of this California test when our
two driver/voters stood alongside this car
and agreed that this was the pick, no matter
how large the price differential between it
and the M3. And then we’d drive another
set of roads, and our resolve would once
again blur.

But the reasons for our initial admira-
tion are easy to explain. The CLK-class is
one of the nicest-looking cars on the road,
and it isn’t hurt any by the addition of
AMG bodywork and those cool 17-inch
monoblock wheels. The black-on-black
CLK55 just oozed muscular self-assur-
ance—an image that was instantly con-
firmed the moment the 5.4-liter V-8 fired
into a big-lunged waffling idle.

Endowed with 376 pound-feet of
torque at 3000 rpm and with gadgets such
as a dual-volume intake manifold to spread
the torque as far across the engine’s range
as possible, the car moves effortlessly on
a dab of throttle, wafting away on a wave
of lazy energy.

Dig deeper for acceleration, and the
5.4-liter V-8 instantly thrusts the seatback
against your lumbar vertebrae and holds it
there at an undiminished pressure for a full
sweep of the tach needle. As the revs rise,
the engine’s voice changes from a muted
burble to a stirring small-block snarl, cat-
apulting the car to 60 mph in 5.0 seconds
and through the quarter-mile in a healthy
13.6 seconds at 106 mph.

All this with an automatic transmission,
remember, albeit one with very little
torque-converter slop and shifts that are
performed with firm precision at full
throttle. They even sound like fast manual
cog swaps as the powertrain controller cuts
engine power for the instant it takes the
five-speed planetary geartrain to hook up
another range.

Mercedes’ Touch Shift manumatic
mode enables a driver to control shifts even
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BMW 4.94/6.050443/launamdeeps-6/mpr0097@phb333niuc891,enil-ni-6evlav-42CHOD/704,74$
M3 $49,851 (3246cc), iron block and aluminum head, 262 lb-ft @ 4900 rpm 4.23, 2.53, 1.67, 1.23, 1.00, 0.83/

/551,551,431,99,56,93lortnoc-enigne45SSMsnemeiS
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MERCEDES- $69,247/ SOHC 24-valve V-8, 332 cu in 342 bhp @ 5500 rpm/ 5-speed automatic with lockup torque 3520 54.5/45.5
BENZ $71,114 (5439cc), aluminum block and heads, 376 lb-ft @ 3000 rpm converter/3.59, 2.19, 1.41, 1.00, 0.83/
CLK55 AMG /851,251,801,96,24lortnoc-enigne8.2EMcinortoMhcsoB
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more, of course, and we found it particu-
larly handy at keeping the car in a lower
gear for corner entries. Less handy, we
thought, was the system’s tendency to kick
down at some corner exits. On Button-
willow Raceway Park’s western track loop,
where we wrung the pair out, this would
occasionally boot the CLK’s tail into
power oversteer.

Fortunately, the CLK55 is blessed with
a benign chassis, progressive handling, and

nicely damped yaw motions. Despite its
higher-rate springs, tighter shocks, and
thicker bars, theAMG-tuned Benz still has
that characteristic syrup-coated response,
where the controls are cushioned without
being sloppy or remote.

The sight of Webster swinging through
the Buttonwillow bends in long, perfectly
steady power slides was testimony to the
CLK’s stability and balance. And yet
somehow the car’s damped responses

made it harder to circulate at 10/10ths
intensity for quick lap times.

The steering has a fabulous, meaty
weight to it, but it’s isolated from the con-
tact patches by a film of that syrupy refine-
ment. And the brake pedal is just too
squishy underfoot for the first few degrees
of travel before it bites down with dispro-
portionate fervor.

Paradoxically, the fractionally less-
communicative, less-responsive nature of
the car’s handling (when compared with
the razor-honed moves of the M3) pro-
voked more driver error when we were
really pressing. For example, Webster
noted in the log that he was unwilling to
push the CLK55 beyond 60-to-70 percent
of maximum effort on the wriggly moun-
tain roads that made up much of our test
loop.
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Mercedes-
Benz CLK55

AMG
Highs: Magnificent engine, elegant
styling, opulent atmosphere.

Lows: Squashy brake pedal, slightly
numb steering, manumatic still butts in.

The Verdict: A truly classy coupe
you can use with pleasure every day.
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interior volume,
dimensions, inches fuel noisnepsusteefcibuc

,knat-leehw,no brakes,
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4 107.5 176.8 70.1 54.0 16.6 48 37 10 ind, strut located by a ind, 1 trailing arm and 2 vented disc/ Michelin
control arm, coil springs, lateral links per side, coil vented disc; Pilot Sport;
anti-roll bar springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock F: 225/45ZR-18,

control R: 255/40ZR-18

5 105.9 180.2 67.8 54.0 16.4 47 33 11 ind, unequal-length control ind; 3 lateral links, 1 diagonal vented disc/ Michelin
arms, coil springs, link, and 1 toe-control link per vented disc; Pilot SX MXX3;
anti-roll bar side; coil springs; anti-roll bar anti-lock F: 225/45ZR-17,

control R: 245/40ZR-17
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interior sound level, dBA fuel economy, mpg

t road course, lane-change full 70-mph 70-mph EPA EPA C/D 300-
g lap time/mph maneuver, mph idle throttle cruising coasting city highway mile trip

1:05.55/63.2 78.5 49 81 73 73 16 24 16

1:06.86/61.9 74.4 45 74 69 68 17 24 16
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