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1937 Mercedes-Benz 540K Cabiriolet C

The low price achieved here puzzles me. Maybe it took a little punch in the
nose for being right-hand drive, but this seems like a lot of car for the money

by Alex Finigan

Chassis number: 169312

ogether with its predecessor the S00K, the mag-
nificent Mercedes-Benz 540K was arguably the
most noteworthy production model offered by the
Stuttgart firm during the 1930s.

A development of the 500K, whose independently
suspended chassis it shared, the 540K was powered by a
5.4-liter supercharged straight-8 engine. The 540K fea-
tured the company’s famous Roots-type supercharger
system, in which pressing the accelerator pedal to the
end of its travel would engage the compressor.

Launched at the Paris Salon in October 1936, the
540K developed 115 hp un-supercharged or 180 hp
with the compressor engaged. With the supercharger
engaged, the 340K’s blown straight-8 gave it a top speed
approaching 110 mph.

Although the S00K/540K chassis attracted the atten-
tion of many of the better quality bespoke coachbuilders
of the day, the company’s own Sindelfingen coachwork
left little room for improvement. The cabriolet camein a
variety of styles, and this right-hand-drive example has
the cabriolet C option, which offered four-seater accom-
modation allied to the sporty two-door look.

Factory records show that chassis number 169312
was produced in November 1937 and delivered new to
Messrs. Campbell Symonds and Co., London, England,
unlike many of these models, which remained in
Germany.

The car was finished in black as it is today and first
registered in January 1938 to Captain Rethymnia with
UK. registration number HMF 419. The car subse-
quently left for the United States, only to be re-imported
into Europe in 1997, since when it has been in the
vendor’s ownership.

Mercedes Classic has confirmed this rare and desir-
able cabriolet C to be matching numbers. Presented

in superb condition, the car has been with the Italian
Mercedes-Benz  registry since 1998, carrying car
number 252.

This car sold for $519,318, including
$CM Anclyshs buyer’s premium, at the Bonhams
auction in Reims, France, on September 26, 2009.

With about 400 540Ks built, they represent the pin-
nacle of Mercedes-Benz's pre-war achievements. There
are a number of body variations, which affect values
significantly, so here's a short history lesson.

Most valuable are Special roadsters, and the Holy

Grail is the so-called long-tail, high-door model, of

which only about 25 were made. Of those, only about
five had the very desirable covered spare. These were
some of the finest looking cars ever made, with a mas-
sive V-shaped radiator set behind the front axle line,
front fenders over eleven feet long, and a completely
disappearing soft top. If one of these were to come on
the market today, it would command over $10m.

Next are the “not so special” roadsters, such as the
low-door model and the bulbous rumble seat model.
These, depending on condition and history, take a huge
hit compared to the long-tail. They're in the $2m—83m
range. Again, it's the exact same car under the skin, so
it shows you how much style and perception play in the
values. It’s like comparing a Ferrari GTO to a Lusso.

From there we go to the Sport cabriolet A. Some of

these were custom-designed one-offs. Those that feature
the laid-back V-shaped windshields are the best looking
cab As. It should be mentioned here that 540 aficiona-
dos prefer the Mercedes Sindelfingen-built cars to the
outside custom bodywork. As would most auto makers,
Mercedes would sell you a rolling chassis, which you
could then take to the coachbuilder of your choice. But,
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oddly enough, they aren’t as popular as the factory-built cars. These
cost a shade under $2m.

Maybe not sexy but definitely imposing

Next in line is the standard cab A, a pedestrian but very well built
two-seater. Mercedes built around twelve of these with the more attrac-
tive 500K bodywork with rear spares, and these bring the most money,
probably over $1.5m, leaving the standard cab A at $Im-plus.

Following these we have the four-seat versions—the cab B and cab C.
The cab B is a two-door with four side windows. The cab C, which is our
subject car here, has two doors, two side windows, and a Victoria-style
top that covers the area where the quarter windows would be. These are
a toss-up for desirability, as there are friends in both camps. I prefer the
cab B, as it looks lighter above the belt line due to all the glass. These
can bring around $1m.

The cab C we have here sold in Reims, and although I did not see it
personally, it is a matching-numbers example and looks very well done
inthephotos. It’s finished in the highly desirable black with red combina-
tion. Mercedes of the period look best in dark single colors; they don't take well to
light or bright shades.

At the sale, SCM auction reporter Jérome Hardy wrote: “Restored to show stan-
dards some years ago I would guess, but still sharp in and out. Nothing to fault on this
icon, which dates from when Germany was showing the world that they were building
the very best. Veneer amazing, deep wool carpets, panel fit perfect. Matching num-
bers, history clear, no stories, and in its original color combination. Maybe not sexy,
but imposing. Smartly bought 15% below the low estimate of $588,000. (Compare
with a 1937 540 cabriolet A, SCM #48023, sold at RM London for $1.4m in October
2007.) Still, it might have done better at Réromobile in a few months in front of a more
international crowd. Good news for the buyer. I would consider this a bargain.”

So this cab C was bought below the low estimate and was a bargain for the buyer.
Bravo. It does, however, bring out one of the hidden faults in the auction system. It may

well have done better at Rétromobile, and this just goes
to show that you have to do your homework and pick the
right auction and venue for your particular car.

Auctions can bring world record prices, or they can
brand a carthat does notdo well. Like everything in life,
legwork you do beforehand will pay off in the end. The
low price this car achieved puzzles me. Maybe it took
a little punch in the nose for being right-hand drive,
but this seems like an awful lot of car for the money.
Perhaps the market has shifted more than I am aware
of, but all things considered, I'd simply call it very well
bought. ¢

(Introductory description courtesy of Bonhams.)
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