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Mercedes Benz S600: The Latest Status Symbol

"OK, so you've managed to survive the stock market meltdown and you've just been named a partner or can attach the letters CEO to your title. Life is very, very good and now it's time to buy the car that says you're a heavy hitter of industry and commerce.

Mr. (or Ms.) Big Shot, your 2001 Mercedes Benz S600 awaits. Long, wide and more than two tons of rolling status symbol, the S600 sedan is filled with top-of-the-heap features:

A 5.8-liter V-12 engine that fluidly delivers 362 horsepower. But it's a smart V-12 that dials back to just six cylinders when the extra power isn't needed. Fuel mileage ranges from 15 to 23 miles per gallon.

Four fully adjustable power seats that include heating pads to soothe those power broker tensions. Four different climate zones so that everyone on board can choose their appropriate level of cool. So much leather it's probably a good idea to not take too many animal rights activists for fides. Enough burl walnut trim to qualify the S600 for classification as a national forest. There's even an optional pneumatic system that softly snugs the doors and trunks closed.

As sybaritic as these features are, they only touch the surface of what the S600 can do for the executive on the move.

The S-Class Mercedes is the first sedan to offer an integrated satellite navigation system that also provides Internet access that includes a personal Web page and downloads of news from CNN.

Need Mercedes Benz service, directions or a paramedic? Touch one button and the Tele Aid cellphone system connects to a helpful voice. It also has on board a radar-controlled cruise system that regulates the distance between it and surrounding vehicles at speeds ranging from 40 to 110 mph -- though this last feature conjures up frightening images of execs checking e-mail while leaving the driving to the Distronic cruise system.

The price for all of this starts at $115,945 about $20,000 less than the 1999 S600 -- though adding the optional Distronic system and power door-trunk closer will push the sticker above $120,000.

If your bank account can handle it, here are the details: The S600 feature that is likely to stir the most interest is Internet access -- also available in other Benz models -- since no one who can buy this V-12 sedan can afford to be out of touch.

The dashboard screen that displays the satellite navigation map can be changed into a PC screen at the touch of a button.

For an annual fee of $125 plus cellular phone airtime, CNN Interactive will beam news updates, stock tickers and weather forecasts into the Benz. Mercedes will also set up a driver's personal Web site that will track specific stocks and news items.

There's an on-screen warning that says the Internet is best used when the car is parked, but the system operates unhindered at any speed.

For now, the only drawback to the system -- aside from safety concerns -- is that its download speed is a tortoise-like 9600 bps. That means the system can handle words only, which is probably for the best. The prospect of downloading porn while zooming along I-95 is too bizarre to contemplate.

Of course at the speed computer technology is moving, an S600 buyer can probably expect the Internet system to quickly undergo upgrades. Technologically, the most interesting part of the S600 is the Distronic system that uses radar and a computer system to maintain a gap of between one and two seconds behind the nearest car.

The system uses a three-beam radar gun mounted in the center of the grille. The three beams overlap to cover a swath that's one lane wide and extends 328 feet forward. Mercedes says the radar won't set off surrounding radar detectors and can penetrate fog and dust better than similar systems from Lexus and Infiniti that use laser beams.

A computer monitors the system and will accelerate or apply the brakes to maintain the preset distance. It will apply as much as 20 percent braking force. Beyond that, it sets off a beep and a red warning light on the dash to tell the driver it's time to take control.

In real world use, the system is nearly seamless, keeping the Benz in sync with traffic. It reacted properly and without fuss when a minivan cut into line, forcing the Benz to slow. Only when the speeds fall below about 40 mph does the system require the driver to take control.

However, most drivers will want to do the driving themselves because this Benz is so smooth and very fast -- it can get to 60 mph on a par with a Porsche 911. The ride is a little stiffer than some drivers may like, but for buyers who want luxury and performance, it's a good compromise.

Too bad its six-figure price will keep all but the fortunate few from experiencing its charms.

