
How to buy a Used Mercedes and Not Regret It

by Steve Sorensen

© 2014 by Steve Sorensen


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

How to Buy a Used Mercedes and Not Regret It

Introduction

Don’t buy a Mercedes!

Inspect, inspect, inspect

Where not to buy a Mercedes

Car auctions

Craigslist and the art of storytelling

Background checks: beyond Carfax

Flooded car, regular title

The six-year extended warranty you've never heard of

Which Mercedes is for you?

Stuttgart Soup

Famously bad Mercedes models

4Matic or not?

AMG or not?

Back that thing up

The key part

What's the most expensive Mercedes repair?

Conclusion

This book and its author have no affiliation with nor any endorsement from Daimler AG, Mercedes Benz USA, nor any of their subsidiaries or affiliates. The advice given in this book is entirely the author’s work, and unless specifically stated otherwise, such advice has no official endorsement from Daimler AG, Mercedes Benz USA, nor their affiliates. The names of Daimler AG companies and products are used only in reference to the informational nature of this book, and no endorsement or other relationship should be inferred, as no such relationship exists. While this book provides advice to the author’s best professional knowledge and abilities, vehicle purchase, vehicle use, and vehicle maintenance are inherently risky endeavors. Financial loss and physical injury are among the many risks of vehicle ownership, maintenance, and use, and readers should be aware of those risks. Readers should exercise their best common sense and caution when buying, using, and maintaining any vehicle. The advice in this book is offered with absolutely no warranty. Readers are strongly advised to use their best judgment and the advice of trusted professionals. When in doubt about Mercedes Benz vehicles, readers should consult their trusted local mechanic or Mercedes Benz dealership. 
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You're dreaming of a Mercedes. Everyone does. The three-pointed star signifies design and engineering excellence, history, provenance, and a commitment to the best of the best. Mercedes also brings you industry-leading safety and body rigidity, big, throaty engines, quite decent fuel economy, and quality that, traditionally anyway, is meant to last.

But every time you think about buying a used Mercedes, you hear a chorus of "used Mercedes, no way!" and "don't buy a used German car!" And you start thinking about a Camry again. Or maybe your choice is between a used Mercedes and a new car from a lesser make. You'd love the Mercedes, but how can you trust yourself to take the risk of buying a used Mercedes and not get, well, shafted?

I wrote this book to help you. I love Mercedes cars. I've owned at least a dozen of them myself, almost all of which I bought used. I've helped many friends and relatives buy Mercedes cars. And I own three car repair shops that see a good number of customers Mercedes cars. I've seen every side of most every Mercedes, both as a driver and owner, on my personal cars, and as the manager of the repair facility, on my customers' cars. 

A used Mercedes is a great deal, if you go into it with the right knowledge and expectations. No, your eyes aren't fooling you. You can really get an amazing, awesome, top-of-the-world luxury car for less than the price of a new Corolla. What's the catch? The catch is that buying a new Corolla is a no-brainer process. You don't need to know anything about engineering or car design or common failure points in order to buy a new Corolla. That's why you have to pay a premium for one. The Toyota dealer has made things easy for you. With a used Mercedes, on the other hand, you're on your own. The car is hugely complex and potentially daunting. But if you play it right, you can indeed have the best car on the block, for a lower price than a new Corolla.

What's more, a used car like a Mercedes suffers very little depreciation after the first few years of ownership. You've heard all about how much value a car loses the moment you drive it off the lot. That's true, but also, it stops losing that value after about five years of ownership. So you can drive a used Mercedes for many years, and sell it for almost the same amount of money you paid for that. Try that with your new Corolla.

After you read this book, you'll be an expert. You'll be set to buy a used Mercedes, at an excellent price, and with no regrets.

Let's get started.
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Don’t buy a Mercedes!
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You read it right. And you have the right book. I’m telling you right now: don’t buy a Mercedes. Friends, colleagues, and customers know that I’m a car guy, and they sometimes see me driving a Mercedes. They tell me that they also want to drive a Mercedes. I ask them about their expectations and needs, and more often than not, after hearing what they want and need, my advice is: don’t buy a Mercedes! “But Steve, you have a Mercedes. In fact, you have two of them!” Yes, but what’s right for me isn’t always right for everyone else. And part of giving good professional advice is being able to separate your own personal preferences from what you think is best for your customers. 

I sometimes buy a car when it comes up for sale just because I want to enjoy driving it for a few months and then sell it. I don’t endeavor to make a profit with my smalltime car buying and selling. Even when I do sell a car for more than I paid for it, usually the amount of money I'd put into it makes the whole process more of a hobby than a business.

Anyway, I once had a 2005 Mercedes CLK convertible. Bright red. Pretty cool car. Especially popular car for women. I don’t have definite statistics, but I would guess the CLK, especially the convertible, is primarily marketed to women. 

I bought this CLK from a female acquaintance who was moving on to a 2011 CLK. She didn’t like the local Mercedes dealer’s trade-in offer for her car, so she sold me her 2005 CLK for a bit more than the dealer had offered her for it. The car was in generally good shape, and it attracted a lot of attention from women. But not the “hey, sexy guy, can I ride in your car?” kind of attention. More like the “what year is that car and how much does it cost and where can I buy one?” kind of attention. Women want to buy it, not necessarily date the guy who drives it. I found myself answering questions about it at gas stations, coffee shops, even traffic lights. Which was all expected.

What I didn’t expect was a meekly worded question I received from the lady who cleans my house every week. She saw that while she was house-cleaning, I was out in the driveway taking pictures of the car from various angles, so I could advertise it for sale. She suddenly asked me how much I’m selling it for? I said $15,000. She was surprised by the price. People outside of the professional car world tend to think every Mercedes is way out of normal people’s financial reach, and are surprised to see that it’s not so expensive. 

I thought that she asked just because she was curious and making conversation, so I thought nothing of it. But that evening, after she’d gone home and presumably discussed the matter with her husband, she called me and said she wants to buy the car and can we finalize the deal on Monday? I asked her to come over to the Panera near her apartment so we can discuss this further.

When we met, what she told me is this: She and her husband are in the market for a new car, as their old Camry is on its last legs (as I well know, but that’s another story), and $15,000 is right in their budget. She even conspiratorially told me that she has the money all in cash in her bank safe deposit box. I didn’t need to hear that, but I nodded in acknowledgment. What interested me more than her money was why she wanted this Mercedes?

As expected, she said that the car is very beautiful. Sure. But then she said what I feared she’d say. She said that she wants to buy a Mercedes because she knows that a Mercedes is the best car, and once she has a Mercedes, she’ll never again experience car trouble or breakdowns or malfunctions, and with this $15,000, which is such a low price for a Mercedes, she’ll be free and clear of car worries pretty much permanently. She was telling me this, about the greatness of Mercedes, expecting me to respond with something like “aha, so you know the secret about the greatness of Mercedes!” But instead, I was responding with that vague look of discomfort that says, “How am I gonna break the bad news?”

I blurted it out plainly to her: “Don’t buy a Mercedes.” She thought I was joking. Wasn’t Mercedes known to be the very best car? And wasn’t I selling a Mercedes? And didn't I have two more in my garage? How could I possibly be advising her not to buy a Mercedes. And I continued: “It’s not the right car for you.”

Here’s the deal. If you want a Mercedes for reliability, dependability, maintenance-free operation, and cost-efficiency, don’t buy a Mercedes. Just don’t. A Mercedes is a flat-out terrible choice for someone looking for a very reliable car. The reliability record of a Mercedes, used or new, when compared to Japanese cars of similar cost, is abysmal. I said it. Abysmal. 

And please note the very important qualifier I put there. When compared to Japanese cars of similar cost. That means that I'm not saying that a 2004 Mercedes S Class is less reliable than a 1982 Datsun (although it might very well be). What I'm saying is that it is much less reliable than, say, a brand new Camry or Maxima, or a few years old Lexus, all of which cost about the same as that Mercedes.

If your most important consideration when buying a car is reliability, please either put down this book and go read about Toyotas and Lexuses, or continue reading this book only for its entertainment value. A Mercedes can never match Lexus, Toyota, Honda, Acura, or even Nissan, Infiniti, and Mitsubishi for reliability and dependability. Any of those cars will generally make a laughingstock of a Mercedes when it comes to reliability and even build quality.

I love driving a Mercedes, but I realize it's a matter of personal pleasure and enjoyment. I sometimes like to eat ice cream, even though I know ice cream is neither nutritious nor low in calories, and that carrots, broccoli, squash, and even zucchini make a laughingstock of ice cream for nutrition and healthfulness. If you asked me what's the healthiest food out there, I'd never recommend ice cream to you. And if you wanted the most reliable car, I wouldn't recommend a Mercedes.

On the other hand, don’t let the Mercedesphobia get out of hand. I’ve talked to people who, perhaps having heard horror stories in the 1980s, believe that any small part that breaks on a Mercedes will have an astronomical replacement cost, or that every repair event will cost you thousands of dollars. That was very true before the internet completely revolutionized auto parts buying and also car repair. Back then, if your Mercedes cupholder broke (well, Mercedes didn’t have cupholders back then, because only pressure from Lexus in the 1990s made them introduce cupholders, but stay with me here), your only option would be shelling out something like $300 to your local Bavarian Importhaus German Specialty Mercedes Benz
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