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Running classic cars on alternative fuel

FILL UP THE OL' MERCEDES WITH BIODIESEL

ANEWSOME@CITIZEN-TIMES.COM

ASHEVILLE -- In Los Angeles, million-dollar hot rods may be the hottest fad on four wheels. In New York, perhaps it's the swanky luxury limousine -- complete with movie stars and publicists.

But, as in most things, Western North Carolina has its own style.

From the looks of Asheville neighborhoods, roads and parking lots, the 20-plus-year-old diesel Mercedes-Benz -- shiny or rusty, sedan or wagon -- is waging a tough competition with the Subaru as the local must-have mode of transportation.

"There's just been a lot bigger demand for them here recently," said Gary Coggins, owner of Candler's Gary's Automotive Service.

He should know: He's built a successful business fixing and selling them to generations of drivers.

'Powered by biodiesel'

But why the rush for these cars?

Depending on whom you consult, opinions are as different about the make's popularity as they are about favorite AM radio stations.

Mars Hill resident Bryan Marshall's reasons lean toward the practical. His 1981 240 D Mercedes was the model he learned to drive on. They're good cars, he says, and relatively simple to fix.

But it's more than practicality that drives car owners to the old-school cars.

Marshall also burns biodiesel when he can, a thread linking the drivers of many -- if not most -- drivers of the 1980s models rolling down mountain roads, many decorated with a green and white "powered by biodiesel" bumper sticker.

The ability to use the alternative fuel -- often purchased as a blend of processed and recycled oils and petroleum diesel -- is the prime reason Asheville resident Amy Hobson spent several years looking for her 1985 300 D.

The fuel, which is not straight vegetable oil, can be used in any diesel engine without any type of conversion or alteration. It also offers low-sulfur emissions, and often increased mileage and power, said Paul Beaton, a partner with Blue Ridge Biofuels.

The company opened the only Asheville biodiesel pumping station nearly a year ago at the Gas-Up, a gas station in West Asheville.

Though a relatively new fuel alternative in the mountains, it has a history beginning long before Hobson or Marshall's cars first rolled off the lot. According to BioFuel Canada, biodiesel was used extensively in South Africa to power heavy-duty vehicles before World War II.

"It burns cleaner in the engine, gives longer engine life and cleaner emissions," Beaton said. His Asheville-based company created the sticker and produces a portion of biodiesel sold at a nearly one-year-old pump at West Asheville's Gas-Up, one of 16 sites in North Carolina where the fuel is either produced or sold.

And he seems to be right, according to Bill Meinhold's experience.

"The cars are all being bought locally and resold locally," said Meinhold, owner of Euro-Spec Automotive Service Center Inc. in Fletcher. "But the people that are buying them are using biodiesel. The people who are selling them were not."

It likely reflects a national trend. Amber Thurlo Pearson, spokesperson with the National Biodiesel Board, said there are now more than 850 pumps in the United States selling a blend of biodiesel.

"It's growing like crazy," she said, "because two months ago there were only 700."

Gaining interest

And while interest in biodiesel is growing, so is interest in the cars.

"They're getting to be hard to find around here because everyone wants them to run biodiesel," said Christine Dougherty, who drives a 1983 300 TD Mercedes, fueled by biodiesel made by her husband, Arthur. "They're a lot harder to find than they were."

Hobson said she knows people are traveling to Tennessee, South Carolina and Georgia for them.

"When I first purchased mine," Hobson said, "I would see one once in a blue moon. Now I see one every day or so."

And with that popularity comes a higher price tag.

"For most people, those cars are worth about $1,500," Beaton said. "Around here, they're worth $3,000 to $5,000."

And it isn't cheap to fuel up, either. Last Tuesday, the fuel cost about $3.29 a gallon, more than a gallon of regular unleaded or a gallon of 100-percent diesel.

Studies have found a slight decrease in mileage over time. CytoCulture International Inc., in a 1999 study, found a 15-percent net decline in biodiesel-fueled mileage than mileage from regular diesel. But with a 20-percent biodiesel blend, fuel usage was practically the same, the study found.

But the cost is worth it, drivers agreed, for the support biodiesel purchases offer local businesses and the environment.

"I know they're a pretty hot ticket right now," Dougherty said, "as the biodiesel word spreads further and further."

WEB ELEMENT: Visit CITIZEN-TIMES.com to see a video featuring Asheville's Blue Ridge Biofuels' Paul Beaton, who describes the sources of local demand for biodiesel.
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