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CHAPTER 5

The Ponton saloons

The four-cylinder models

The year 1951 was a turning-point in the history of the modern
Mercedes-Benz, for not only did it see the introduction of the
prestigious 220 and 300 models, but it was also the year when
development work began in earnest on the next generation of
medium-sized cars. Where the 170, 220 and 300 models had all
been based on the cruciform backbone frame of 1930s origin,
the new models were to put Daimler-Benz in the avant-garde of
motor manufacturing once again by featuring the unitary
construction which had already begun to supersede the older
separate body-and-chassis designs.

The engineering teams under Fritz Nallinger worked like
demons to get the first of the new range — the 180 saloon — into
production for July 1953, and it would be surprising if they had
not learned all they could from examination of existing German
unitary vehicles like Opel’s Olympia Rekord, Ford’s Taunus
12M and Borgward’s Hansa 1500. Yet they also drew on their
own experience, and the main strength of the new unitary
bodyshell lay in the deep pressings which formed its
transmission tunnel and bore more than a passing resemblance
to the deep oval tubes of the old backbone frame; but now a
sheet steel floor section braced these pressings to closed box-
section side-members. To this frame/floor construction was
welded the body itself, consisting of sheet and closed steel
pressings, plus a roof panel. The resulting structure enjoyed an
even distribution of stresses and had great torsional rigidity,
which ensured almost total freedom from the squeaks and
rattles so familiar in separate body/chassis structures after high
mileages had loosened up their joints.

At the front of the bodyshell, the central frame pressings
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bearing the inner wing panels reached forward to meet a front
cross-member, and bolted to these box-sections by one sound-
deadening metal-rubber bush ahead of the axle and two behind
was a fabricated box-section pressed-steel subframe which
carried the engine, suspension and steering assemblies. In the
eyes of one German motoring journalist, this so resembled a
pontoon bridge slung between the front wheels that he
christened the new Mercédes-Benz cars Ponton models, after
the German for pontoon. That name rapidly gained currency
and was even adopted by Daimler-Benz themselves, so that the
range of cars which grew from the 180 of 1954 is now universally
known as the Ponton series.

Nallinger’s engineers, of course, had not adopted unitary
construction because it happened to be fashionable, but because
it offered a number of advantages. The absence of a full chassis-
frame saved weight and permitted lower body styling, as well as
offering new opportunities to minimize road noise transmission.
Costs were saved by the ease with which the subframe could be
mated on assembly to the engine and front suspension
components, and the whole unit then simply wheeled under the
bodyshell and bolted up. Conversely, if major work was needed
on any of these components, repair costs could be saved by the
ease with which the subframe could be dropped from the
bodyshell to give first-class all-round accessibility.

Styling as well as structure was new on the 180. It was a low-
built, slab-sided design in the contemporary idiom, with the
integrated wings suggested only by pressing-lines on the body
sides. Yet it was dumpy and homely rather than svelte and
streamlined to look at, and the retention of the upright
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The arrival of the 180 Ponton in 1953
marked the entry of Daimler-Benz into the
manufacture of unitary-construction
saloons. However, the 1,767cc engine
was an only slightly uprated version of
that of the superseded 170Vb, resulting in
a relatively modest performance. Thisis a
1955 model.

This early 180 was photographed by Colin
Peck at an enthusiasts’ gathering in West
Germany. The foglights were not part of
the basic specification and the whitewall
tyres would not have been available
when the car was new.



Mercedes-Benz radiator grille (actually a dummy which lifted
up with the bonnet) made the styling look older than it was.
Sensibly, the slab sides had not been adopted to the customer’s
disadvantage, and the wing panels were bolted rather than
welded to the main shell in order to minimize accident repair
costs. There were practical benefits associated with the new
idiom, of course, and interior space actually increased by 22% as
compared to the 170Sb, largely because the body was now full-
width and the running-boards had disappeared. The three-box
styling which had became popular after the Americans took the
lead with the 1946 Studebakers also ensured that a large boot
was available, in this case some 75% bigger than on the 170/220
models. Both boot-lid and bonnet were counterbalanced for
ease of operation, while all the doors were hinged at their leading
edges and had pushbutton handles. By later standards, the
windows may have been small and the waistline high, but the
Ponton body offered a very significant increase in glass area of
some 40%.

The front compartment of the 180 on its
announcement in 1953. A large-diameter
steering wheel has been a characteristic
of Mercedes-Benz cars for many years.
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The 180

The 180 saloon was both the first of the Pontons and —in its final
development as the 180c and the 180Dc — the last. As launched
in September 1953 to replace the 170Sb model, which it actually
undercut in price, it was powered by an improved version of that
car’s 1,767cc engine. If the fitting of the old side-valve power
unit demonstrated that neither the time nor the money had been
available to develop a more sophisticated engine, the
modifications at least were worthwhile. Tuned for economy
rather than power, and capable of running on low-octane fuel,
the 180 engine with its higher compression ratio and new
carburettor was actually more economical than in 170Sb guise,
and could give a remarkable 32mpg as well as a 78mph top
speed.

Its 52bhp was transmitted through the same four-speed all-
synchromesh gearbox as had been used in the 170Sb, albeit with
changed second and third speed ratios, and gear-changing was
effected by a similar column-mounted lever. A light and




smooth-acting clutch took the drive through a divided propshaft
to the high-geared hypoid-bevel rear axle and, as usual, top gear
was effectively a cruising gear in which acceleration was
leisurely. The familiar double-pivot swing-axle rear suspension
was employed, with the differential housing this time mounted
to the bodyshell by a single sound-deadening rubber block,
while rubber-bushed radius arms between the bodyshell and
axle casing controlled the latter’s movements. This was
probably the worst of all the Mercedes-Benz swing-axle designs,
but the 180’s performance was fortunately not exciting enough
to provoke the infamous rear-end breakaway in fast corners very
often! Front suspension was essentially inherited from the
170Sb, with unequal-length wishbones and double-acting
telescopic dampers running through rubber-mounted coil
springs.

As for the brakes, Nallinger’s men really had tried to improve
on the 170/220 set-up with wider twin leading shoes in the front
drums and leading-and-trailing shoes at the rear, but
unfortunately the 13in wheels brought with them smaller-
diameter brake drums and consequently less opportunity for
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One of the first 180 saloons to be supplied
with right-hand drive. From 1954 the 180
was also offered in diesel-engined form
asthe 180D, and although the engine was
almost identical to that previously fitted
to the 170S-D, the lighter weight of the
newer car meant that higher gearing
could be used.

heat dissipation, with the result that the 180 was very prone to
brake fade. Worse, high pedal pressures were still necessary and
contemporary road-testers complained of a tendency for one
wheel to lock. Steering was no great improvement on earlier
practice, either, for although the recirculating-ball system was
lighter than before, it was also noticeably vague about the
straight-ahead position.

The central lubrication system had finally gone, to be
replaced by an instruction to grease 19 points on the car every
1,250 miles — something which motorists in the 1950s were quite
prepared to tolerate. They were no longer prepared to do
without heating, however, and the 180 had independently
controlled driver’s and passenger’s heater units as standard.
Demister nozzles at the ends of the dashboard were intended to
clear the side windows, but were barely effective without the
optional blower. Instruments and controls were neatly laid out,
with a large round speedometer directly ahead of the driver,
which also offered a conservative guide to maximum
permissible speeds in the indirect gears. Flanking this were
smaller rectangular gauges for water temperature, oil pressure






