Bentley is king of ultraluxury sales in America
In 3 years, Rolls, Maybach left behind
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At the start of the decade, Bentley, Maybach and Rolls-Royce offered the promise of a new gilded era in the ultra-luxury segment for big sedans, coupes and convertibles.

But Bentley has won most of the gold and nearly all the U.S. sales volume in the three years since it launched the Continental GT coupe. Bentley also appears to have done better than its chief competitors at balancing its brand name and image, products and prices - all of which spell "value for money."

Bentley sold 3,856 vehicles in the United States in 2006. Nearly all were Continental coupes and sedans. The GT coupe is Bentley's first new model since Volkswagen AG acquired the luxury brand. Bentley's U.S. lineup also includes the GTC convertible and older Arnage and Azure models.

Bentley's U.S. sales last year were 5.5 percent higher than in 2005. They were more than four times Rolls-Royce Motor Cars' global sales of 805 cars in 2006. Rolls-Royce would not disclose U.S. sales. 

Meanwhile, Maybach sold 146 vehicles in the United States last year. That was down from 152 in 2005.

The 2007 Continental GT coupe and Continental Flying Spur sedan both list for $176,285. Those prices include a $3,700 federal gas-guzzler penalty and a $2,595 delivery charge.

That's about half the price of a Maybach 57 or Rolls-Royce Phantom, both of which set buyers back more than $300,000. But money is not the issue, executives of the ultra-luxury brands say.

Money? No object

Stuart McCullough, the Bentley board member for sales and marketing, describes his company's customers as "people who are quite happy, say, to spend $50,000 on a party for their friends or $200,000 to renovate where they live or, for that matter, $5 million or $50 million on a yacht." 

"It's possible to do all these other things - the party, the house, even the yacht - out of the public eye," McCullough told Automotive News. "But you can't be out of sight of the rest of the world when you're driving a car. We have tended to be much more understated."

That is a polite way of suggesting that some consumers - even very rich ones - find the Rolls-Royce Phantom too ostentatious, with its giant hood and grille. 

For others, the Maybach, from DaimlerChrysler's Mercedes Car Group, may not be ostentatious enough for the money. At first glance, it resembles a bigger version of the Mercedes S class. 

The most expensive S-class sedan, the 2007 S65 AMG, lists for $182,275, including delivery. That price is higher than the Continental GT's but more than $100,000 less than the Maybach 57's.
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Mercedes' Ocean Drive concept convertible, which was shown at the Detroit auto show in January, may signal the company's desire to battle Bentley.
Who's your daddy?

"The Maybach technically looks like a big Mercedes," says Rolls-Royce CEO Ian Robertson. That hurts the Maybach brand in a way that including content from parent BMW does not damage Rolls-Royce, he says.

"Of course there is a lot of technology from BMW in (Rolls-Royce) vehicles," Robertson says. "But it is a unique platform. And it does exactly what you expect a Rolls-Royce to do."

Robertson defends what he called the Phantom's "formality." It was better for Rolls-Royce to launch a high-end model four years ago with the option of going down-market in the future than the other way around, he says.

"I don't think we could have re-launched the company without that formality," Robertson says. "People know what to expect of a Rolls-Royce, and the Phantom has delivered on that substance." 

Rolls-Royce displayed its new Phantom Drophead Coupe convertible at last month's Detroit auto show. It lists for $407,000, plus delivery charges that vary by dealer.

Robertson says Rolls will add a smaller - but not a much less expensive car - by 2010.

"It will be around the $250,000 to $300,000 range," he says. "We are not coming down to the $150,000 area. That is not appropriate for us."

Mercedes-Benz evidently will rely more on its Mercedes brand to battle Bentley. At the Detroit show, Mercedes displayed the Ocean Drive concept convertible, based on the S class. Ernst Lieb, CEO of Mercedes-Benz USA LLC, says his priority for 2007 is launching the redesigned C class in the fall.

Maybach will stick with its current lineup of a standard and long-wheelbase sedan, offering sporty trim and equipment levels, Lieb says.

"That's it for Maybach," he says. "If there's anything else, I'm not aware of it."

Millions of millionaires

The number of consumers who can afford ultraluxury vehicles continues to increase. Nearly 2.7 million Americans had a net worth of more than $1 million in 2005, according to a report by the Capgemini consulting firm and Merrill Lynch. No figure is available for 2006.

The number of such high-net-worth Americans was 6.8 percent higher than in 2004 and nearly 10 percent more than in 2003, the report says. 

Worldwide, there were about 8.7 million high-net-worth individuals in 2005.

The three biggest ultraluxury markets in the United States are the New York and Los Angeles metropolitan areas and south Florida, according to vehicle registration data from R.L. Polk & Co. Other major luxury markets are Chicago, San Francisco and Las Vegas.

'It's not easy'

Even though its U.S. sales are growing, Bentley does not plan to increase greatly its traditional advertising budget. Bentley spent $2.3 million to advertise in U.S. media in 2005, a 181.1 percent increase over 2004, reports TNS Media Intelligence. No figure is available for 2006.

"It's all about getting to the right people," says Bentley's McCullough. "You won't do that through advertising. Anything approaching mass-market advertising, in terms of cost per shopper, is very inefficient. Compared to the number of people who see the advertising, the number of (high-net-worth individuals) is going to be very small."

Instead, he says, Bentley marketing emphasizes consumer events and advertising in lifestyle and business magazines that attract wealthy readers.

Howard Mosher, executive vice president of operations at BMW of North America LLC, says ultraluxury vehicles are "not an easy segment" to market.

"People think it's easy," says Mosher, a former head of worldwide sales and marketing for Rolls-Royce. "You just build a big, luxurious sedan, and they will come. People also think that these owners are profligate with their spending, and that has not been my experience at all. 

"If those profligate people are around, I haven't met them. That's how these people got to be so rich in the first place - by watching how they spend their money." 


