CHAPTER 6

Extended Pontons

The six-cylinder models

The first six-cylinder Ponton appeared in 1954, only a year after
the range’s introduction with the 180, and more or less
concurrently with the 180D. The new model 220, known
technically but never by badging as the 220a, was launched at
the Geneva Show in March 1954; full-scale production began in
June, and the cars replaced the old W187 separate-chassis 220
saloons in the showrooms for the 1955 season.

Although the 220a shared the construction of the four-
cylinder Pontons and resembled them closely in styling, it was
in fact a rather better-proportioned car with a longer wheelbase
and bonnet. These differences of size earned it the new type
designation W180. The extra bonnet length, of course, was to
accommodate the six-cylinder engine, while the extra length in
the wheelbase was given over to the rear passengers’ legroom,
and was reflected in the body by wider rear doors. In addition,
the rear passengers benefited from a larger rear window than
was fitted to the four-cylinder cars.

As they would later do so often, Daimler-Benz used
brightwork to help identify the prestige model of the range.
Chrome indicator housings on the front wings picked up a
theme from the older 220 model (they replaced the ugly
indicator housings of the four-cylinder cars), and chrome was
used for the drip mouldings, a band below the side and rear
windows, and a strip on the rear wing pressing line. These were
matched by twin aluminium strips on the sills and an aluminium
stone-guard at the leading edge of the rear wing. The radiator
grille was broader and more raked, while new full-size wheel
trims with slotted rims bore a larger Mercedes-Benz star
emblem. At the rear, there were larger light clusters and a bigger
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chromed boot handle at the bottom of the lid. Twin fog-lights
fitted as standard concealed the new air intakes at the front,
which were now just above the bumper valance (where they
picked up exhaust fumes, dust and mud — which was certainly
not the intention!). Front and rear doors all had quarter-lights,
those at the front swivelling to give draught-free ventilation,
while the fixed panes at the rear enabled the smaller winding
windows to retract fully into the doors. The 220a came in five
standard colours, of which black was probably the most
popular.

If the body of the old 220 had been outmoded, its engine was
certainly not, as it had only been introduced in 1951. So the
2,195cc overhead-camshaft unit was taken over for the six-
cylinder Ponton model with a few modifications, which added
5bhp and put the safe crankshaft speed up by 20% to 6,000rpm.
The major changes were the new light-alloy cylinder head
accompanied by new pistons and a higher compression ratio,
but there were also a new carburettor and distributor, plus a new
camshaft and altered valve timing. Durability had received
attention, and a paper-element oil filter was fitted, which had
the additional benefit of lowering service costs by nearly
trebling the mileage between oil changes. A more powerful
water pump ensured that the increase in operating temperatures
brought about by the higher engine speeds would be kept under
control, and as petrol quality was still very variable in certain
parts of the world, a dash-mounted octane selector was fitted.
The 220a could run without misfiring on the very lowest grade
commercial petrol with its ignition fully retarded, but it could
not then be expected to attain the near-100mph maximum speed



possible under optimum conditions.

Like the 180, the 220a had dispensed with central lubrication
and now had 24 greasing points in the running gear. The 220a
also scored two notable ‘firsts’, being the first petrol-engined
Mercedes-Benz to follow the European trend with a 12-volt
electrical system (the diesel models already had them to cope
with heavier starting loads), and the first Mercedes-Benz road
car to use the single-pivot swing-axle rear suspension already
described in the previous chapter. Its clutch and gearbox were
identical to those of the 180, although the 220a had higher ratios
in the indirect gears and a slightly lower axle ratio. The column
shift was also retained, although in the six-cylinder car it always
seemed rather more positive. As for the brakes, which were
without any doubt the 180’s weakest point, the 220a had finned
drums all round, supplemented by cooling slots in the wheels
and wheel trims, and twin-leading-shoe brakes with their
inherent self-servo effect at the front.

To complete its prestige package, the 220a had a higher-
quality interior than that in the four-cylinder cars. There was
wood on the dashboard and on the door cappings, and a grab rail
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Introduced in 1954, a year after the
announcement of the 180 Ponton, the
220a was built on a longer wheelbase,
offering extra space both for the Six-
cylinder 2,195cc engine and for rear
passengers, as well as achieving better-
balanced styling.

with coat hooks like that in the 300 series was fitted above the
side windows. Rear interior lights and twin sun visors were
standard, and the remodelled instrument panel featured a strip
speedometer in place of the 180’s conventional round dial. The
clock in the centre of the dash was now an electric one, and the
driver was given an extra lidded glove box on his side of the
facia. Options included a screen washer, twin blowers for the
heater, a radio (the expensive Becker Mexiko set), a fabric
sunroof and the usual set of fitted luggage.

If the improvements introduced during 220a production are
any guide to the car’s faults, it would seem that the first
examples had both stopping and starting problems. From
spring 1955, some production cars were fitted with what was
described as an experimental ‘brake booster’, and then, after the
Frankfurt Show, an ATE vacuum servo became standard
equipment, together with Alfin iron/aluminium drums at the
front, which greatly improved both cooling and anti-fade
properties. A bigger battery was also introduced for the 1956
season. Though the 220a lasted only one more year — for even
better models were waiting to go into production — annual sales



averaging nearly 13,000 during the two years of its production
were ample demonstration that Daimler-Benz had already
produced a winner. These figures were closely similar to annual
averages for the 180, which meant they were extremely good for
a car in the 220’s more elevated market sector.

1956: The 219 and 220S

When the 220a stopped production, it was replaced by not one,
but two new six-cylinder Ponton models, which arrived for the
1957 season along with the four-cylinder 190. The point of
launching two replacement models was to cater more exactly for
the requirements of what Daimler-Benz had identified as the
two main types of 220a customer, and thus to broaden the
market for the six-cylinder Pontons. The 219 was aimed at the
buyer who wanted six-cylinder performance rather than
prestige and refinement, and was targetted specifically at Opel’s
successful Kapitin model; the 220S, on the other hand, was
aimed at those who were prepared to pay extra for luxury
features and expected a six-cylinder engine as part of the
package. Although the 220S was based closely on the
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The sleeker lines of the 220a as compared
with the 180 are clearly evident here. The
foglamps were a standard fitment and the
six-cylinder cars could also be identified
by the indicator light housings above the
headlamps.

Inside the boot of a 220a, a model which
set new standards for medium-sized
saloons and was widely influential. This
picture came from the archives of the
Rover Company, who had a 220a for
evaluation in the mid-1950s.




l superseded 220a and retained its W180 type-designation, the
219 was very much a different car and was given the special type-
designation W105.

The main reason for this was that the 219 was actually a
} hybrid, combining the short 180 body with the longer bonnet of
the six-cylinder models. Thus although its wheelbase was longer
than that of the four-cylinder cars, that extra length lay between
bulkhead and front axle, and rear legroom was to four-cylinder
standards. Since the engine was the same 2,195cc overhead-
camshaft unit as in the 220a and the car was a few inches shorter
and therefore lighter than the superseded model, its acceleration
was somewhat enhanced, although maximum speed remained
more or less the same. However, the smaller petrol tank of the
four-cylinder models came with the 180-type bodyshell, and so
' the car’s touring range was less than that of the larger-tanked

220a.
It was not difficult to spot a 219, as it looked rather like a
. stretched 190, with the same discreet levels of bright trim, and
it lacked the twin fog-lamps of the 220a unless these were
specified optionally; but the 220S was even easier to recognize,

The overhead-camshaft six-cylinder
engine installed in the 220a being
assessed by Rover. Maximum output of
85bhp was achieved at 4,800rpm.

The interior of the 220a, the dashboard of
which, incorporating a ribbon-type
speedometer, was to be shared with the
coupe and. cabriolet - models which
arrived later. Rubber floor matting was a
typical Mercedes-Benz feature at the
time.
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Broad-band whitehall tyres give this 220a
a transatlantic flavour although the car is
in fact a right-hand-drive example and
UK-registered. Although known as a
220a, this model always carried the ‘220’
nameplate without suffix.






