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Motor sport is an integral part of Mercedes-Benz automotive history

· Productive interchanges between motor racing involvement and first-class production vehicles
· Blend of engineering skills and passion for motor racing
Stuttgart – From the first automotive competition in history to the company’s return to the Formula One championship with a works team for the 2010 season and the triple victory in the DTM championship that same year, the success story of the racing activities of Mercedes-Benz and its predecessor brands goes right back to the early days of the automobile. Since the 19th century, racing and rally cars ‘made in Stuttgart’ have consistently been well to the fore in sporting competition. Their successes are testimony to innovative engineering, the drivers’ will to win, and flawless teamwork. Outstanding moments in the brand’s racing history include participation in the world’s first automobile competition in 1894, its first Grand Prix victory in 1908, the period of the supercharged car from 1922 onwards, and above all the Silver Arrow era. These are the foundations on which recent victories in Formula One and the German Touring Car Masters (DTM) have been built.

Such racing success cannot be seen in isolation from the routine work done in laboratories, workshops, and production plants. On the contrary, motor sport is closely interlinked with top-quality products from all other areas, since the experience gained from the development of competition vehicles feeds into series production, just as the skills of the engineers working on the comprehensive product portfolio of the global Mercedes-Benz brand and its predecessor companies provide the inspiration needed to constantly improve its racing cars. This direct exchange of engineering and 
expertise was particularly evident in the early decades of motor racing.
But in the wider context this interaction can still be found today, as engineering competence pairs up with a passionate commitment to motor racing. The company is continually adapting to ever-changing customer demands and markets in the global environment. Many technical innovations that have opened up new vistas in car manufacturing have their roots in the pioneering developments of racing engineers. This was demonstrated, for example, at the exhibition ‘Fast Forward: 20 ways F1TM is changing our world’, which opened in March 2009 at the Science Museum in London. The exhibition, a joint production between Team Vodafone McLaren Mercedes and the Science Museum, showed examples of how technology developed for Formula One has also been used in everyday technologies as diverse as cycle design, medicine and furniture-making. Organisational processes applied to pit stops in motor sport even serve as models for improved workflows in emergency medicine.

Drivers and cars are the protagonists of racing. But without the support of the team and the brand, even top drivers and the best racing cars can never hope to win. In motor sport, therefore, every race demonstrates anew that collective performance is what makes the difference between success and failure. Team, technology and tactics must blend smoothly together. And so the importance and excitement of racing does not end once the chequered flag is waved. The commitment of a brand such as Mercedes-Benz to motor sport promotes its products far beyond the confines of the racing circuit. This is a long-established maxim at Mercedes-Benz and its predecessor brands. The Benz annual report of 1907/08 stated: ‘We consider the extra cost of racing an absolute necessity if we are to defend the rightful position of our brand in international competition.’
Motor sport as a leitmotif of brand history
Even in its early days, during the outgoing 19th and early 20th centuries, the automobile was already demonstrating its capability and reliability in the first competitions. Vehicles from Daimler and Benz took part in all the prestigious events throughout Europe and in other countries all over the world. They won races and broke one speed barrier after another in record attempts. Impressive examples of this include the first Mercedes of 1901 and the record-breaking 200 hp Benz, which in 1909 became the first automobile propelled by an internal combustion engine to exceed the magic mark of 200 km/h. It held the absolute land speed record of 228.1 km/h from 1911 to 1924, earning the nickname of ‘Blitzen-Benz’, or Lightning Benz. 
The merger of Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft (DMG) with Benz & Cie. in 1926 to form Daimler Benz AG also merged the two brands’ racing activities. The supercharged Mercedes-Benz sports cars dominated this period in the late 1920s, winning all major events. The K, S, SS, SSK and SSKL models, a family known as the ‘White Elephants’, wrote automotive history.

The Silver Arrow era, which was interrupted by the Second World War, lasted from the 1930s to 1955. The Silver Arrow name is used by brand historians to refer to a whole family of racing cars, record cars and racing sports cars characterised by their silver-painted body and superb engineering. Prior to the war Mercedes-Benz dominated the European Grand Prix scene with its Silver Arrows. Then in 1952, the Silver Arrow family staged a comeback with the 300 SL racing sports car, back-to-back titles with the W 196 R in the Formula One world championship in 1954 and 1955, and victory in the sports car world championship with the 300 SLR (W 196 S) in 1955.

In the face of the enormous challenges involved in the development of new passenger cars, the Stuttgart brand withdrew from motor sport for several years as from 1955. But private teams, with support from Mercedes-Benz, carried on the motor racing tradition, especially in international rallies. Highlights included victories won by a wide range of model series, including the W 111, C/R 107, W 115/114 (‘Stroke Eight’), W113 (‘Pagoda’) and the G model.

Successes in events ranging from rallies to long-distance marathons such as the Paris–Dakar were achieved not just by Mercedes-Benz passenger cars, but also by various Unimog models and all-terrain trucks.

Heavy-duty commercial vehicles from Mercedes-Benz also starred on the truck racing circuit. In 1989, Axel Hegmann, driving for Mercedes-Benz, won a first European Truck Racing title in Class C (14,101 cc to 18,500 cc displacement), and in 1990 he repeated the feat in Class A (max. 11,950 cc displacement). Numerous victories followed, including those after the revision of the classification for the 1994 season (race trucks and super race trucks). The 2007 and 2008-2009 championship titles went to drivers for the Daimler brand Freightliner (Markus Bösiger and David Vršecký respectively).
Alongside its racing cars and racing sports cars the company has also regularly produced record-breaking vehicles. Some have been based on experimental vehicles such as the C 111; others were derived from production vehicles, such as the Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2.3-16 Nardo of 1983.

In the 1980s, Mercedes-Benz returned to the racing circuit, initially with Group C racing sports cars and racing touring cars. In the German Touring Car Championship (DTM) and the International Touring Car Championship (ITC), Mercedes-Benz was three times champion and four times runner-up between 1986 and 1996. Then in 1994 came the return to Formula One with Sauber (1994) and McLaren (from 1995). During this period world driver’s titles were won by Mika Häkkinen (twice, in 1998 and 1999) and Lewis Hamilton (2008) along with one constructor’s title for Team West McLaren Mercedes (1998). There were also ten runner-up places in the championship. A new era began in 2010, when Mercedes-Benz returned to Formula One with its own works team and engaged Michael Schumacher as its number one driver. Engines produced by Mercedes-Benz High Performance Engines are used not only by Team Mercedes Grand Prix Petronas, but also by Vodafone McLaren Mercedes and Force India F1.

Since 2000, Mercedes-Benz has also competed in the new DTM, winning the championship in 2000, 2001, 2003, 2005, and 2006. In 2003, the team even swept the first three places, with Bernd Schneider as overall winner followed by Gary Paffett and Christijan Albers. This triumph was reprised in the 2010 season, with Paul di Resta as the overall winner, and Gary Paffett and Bruno Spengler in second and third place respectively in the championship rankings.

More than a century of motor sport under the three-pointed star: the history of Mercedes-Benz is inseparably linked with the history of motor sport. And in retrospect, this racing involvement can be seen to have repeatedly provided the driving force for the rapid advancement of motor vehicle technology. In this sense, motor sport is always a venture into the future.

Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft and motor racing
· 1894: Daimler engines take 1st and 4th places in the world’s first automobile competition
· Epoch-making Grand Prix wins in 1908 and 1914

· Supercharger era begins in 1922

The internal combustion engine-powered automobile was just eight years old when it faced the challenge of the first public competition. At this event held in France in 1894 the first four places went to vehicles equipped with engines built according to the Daimler system. This first official trial of strength for cars was sponsored by the Parisian newspaper Le Petit Journal and covered the 126 kilometres from Paris to Rouen. The selection process was stringent: of the 102 vehicles that applied for a starting place, 21 were finally authorised to race and only 15 cars reached the finish line. Of these, nine were equipped with a Daimler engine manufactured under licence, including the first four finishers in the internal combustion engine category, which were equipped with two-cylinder V engines from Panhard-Levassor. These 2.6 kW engines provided an average speed of 20.5 km/h.

First place in the 1894 event was shared by a car of the Peugeot brothers and a Panhard-Levassor car. The V engine of the Peugeot Vis-à-vis had two cylinders banked at a 17 degree angle. Vertically installed underneath the bench seat, the engine had a displacement of 974 cubic centimetres and developed 2.6 kW at 620 rpm. Two more Peugeots took third and fourth place and a Roger-Benz with an output of 3.7 kW finished fifth. In the years that followed, a range of cars powered by Daimler engines won numerous victories and substantiated the excellent reputation of state-of-the-art technology from Germany. Companies were quick to recognise the publicity value of such racing successes and began to turn them to good account for selling their vehicles.
At that time there was no clear distinction between the car as a

means of transport and as a sports vehicle. At first the car’s inventors envisaged the motor vehicle mainly in terms of its pragmatic utility. But the idea of pitting these motorised vehicles against each other in open competitions was not slow to emerge. Improvements to competition cars fed back directly into series production – if indeed the small production runs, mostly built by hand, can be so described. Hence the first competition in 1894 not only marked the beginning of motor sport in the modern sense, but also the start of the rapid pace of development in automobile construction. As a result, technical developments in motor racing barely differed from production car development, apart from a few details, until well into the first third of the 20th century.

The first competition for automobiles with internal combustion engines can also be seen as a farewell to the older steam technology. A De-Dion-Bouton steam car was actually the first vehicle in the field across the finish line in 1894, but the vehicle was incredibly heavy and did not comply with the weight restrictions for the competition, and its achievement was rewarded with only second place. In view of the rapid improvements in the performance of cars with Otto cycle engines, races between steam-powered vehicles and cars with internal combustion engines became increasingly rare in the following years. Whereas steam cars of various designs were still allowed to participate in the 1894 event, cars with other drive systems – electric cars, hydromobiles and vehicles with compressed air, gas, or electro-pneumatic drive systems – were not permitted to enter. 

Among the thousands of people who followed the race were Gottlieb Daimler and his son Paul, who later described his impressions of the day in these words: ‘On the early morning of race day my father and I were not far from Porte Maillot near Paris. Huge crowds came to witness what was a unique spectacle in those days, cars lining up at the start of a race. The shape, size and design of all these racing cars were very different; heavy steam cars with trailers, veritable powerhouses, were competing against the lightest steam-powered three-wheelers, and these in turn with petrol-powered cars; all had come with the same aim: to be the first to reach Rouen and to arrive back in Paris at Porte Maillot.
We ourselves (i.e. Paul and Gottlieb Daimler) accompanied the race in our car. The different vehicle types made a curious impression; we watched the boilermen on the heavy steamers, dripping with perspiration and covered with soot, working hard to put on fuel; we could see how the drivers of the small steam-powered three-wheelers kept a watchful eye on the pressure and water level in the small, skilfully fitted tubular boilers and regulated the oil firing; and in contrast to that we saw the drivers of the petrol and paraffin-powered cars sitting calmly in the driver’s seat, operating a lever now and again, as if they were simply out for a pleasure trip. It was a very strange picture, and an unforgettable one for me ...’
The following year it was a similar picture in the Paris–Bordeaux–Paris race over 1192 kilometres, regarded as the first true car race. Among the first eight finishers were six cars equipped with Panhard-Levassor engines built under Daimler licence, and two Benz vehicles. In 1896, cars with Daimler engines then scored a triple victory on the Paris–Marseille–Paris run over 1728 kilometres at an average speed of 25.2 km/h. Daimler engines continued to dominate races in France, be it in the Paris–Dieppe race (triple victory) and Paris–Trouville race (victory) in 1897, or one year later in the Marseille–Nice (triple victory) and Paris–Bordeaux races (winner René de Knyff).

1898: Daimler cars notch up victories in their own right
However, Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft was not satisfied with being a top engine builder – it wanted to win races with its own vehicles. The Stuttgart firm duly succeeded in doing this at the Berlin–Leipzig–Berlin race (25-27 May 1898), won by a Daimler automobile. Friedrich Greiner was at the wheel, completing the race with an average speed of 24.3 km/h. Shortly before this, also in May 1898, the first-ever German car race was staged, from Berlin to Potsdam and back. In his chronicle of the racing history of Mercedes-Benz, automotive historian Karl Eric Ludvigsen provides a vivid description of the advent of motor sport on German soil: ‘A few inquisitive souls had turned up to see the departure of thirteen chugging, rattling horseless carriages with their own eyes. It was the start of the first automobile driving competition in the German Empire. The cars roared off down the rutted main road in the direction of Potsdam – the town chosen as the turning point, from where the participants would set off on the return trip. Potsdam was also the residence of one of the first German promoters of motorisation – Kaiser Wilhelm II. The 54-kilometre drive was also historic for another reason, as the first time Daimler and Benz automobiles had lined up together at the start.’
There were also various other events. The first Dolomites race around Bolzano in August 1898 was won by Wilhelm Bauer and Wilhelm Werner in their Daimler Viktoria car. The race, dominated by the 5.5 kW vehicle with a two-cylinder engine, is regarded as the first properly supervised long-distance car race through the Alps – and again it was Daimler that made its mark in the early history of motor sport. A year later Wilhelm Bauer also won the Nice–Colomars–Tourettes–Magagnone–Nice touring race for two-seaters, one of the events held during Nice Week. Arthur de Rothschild finished second. Both drivers drove a Daimler Phoenix model with an output of 8.8 kW. Wilhelm Werner in a 12 hp Daimler Phoenix racing car crowned the success of the German brand with a win in the four-seater car class.

Also in 1899, Daimler cars scored a double victory in their class in the first Semmering race. The driver of the winning vehicle, a 12 hp Daimler Phoenix, was Emil Jellinek, originally from Vienna, a businessman and Austrian Consul General, who went on to become a famous name in motor sport circles. He ordered his first Daimler car in 1897. In 1898, he bought the world’s first two road vehicles equipped with four-cylinder engines (8 hp Daimler Phoenix models), now mounted at the front. But as well as driving Daimler cars, he also sold them, supplying DMG automobiles from Stuttgart mainly to members of the upper classes, and with rapidly increasing success. In 1899, DMG delivered ten cars to Jellinek, and in 1900 he took 29. Meanwhile, he was calling for increasingly powerful and faster cars which he also personally entered in racing events. His drives at Nice Week under the pseudonym ‘Monsieur Mercédès’ were to become the stuff of legend. Jellinek borrowed the name from his daughter Mercedes, born in 1889.

1900: Beginning of the Mercedes era
In April 1900, ‘Mercedes’ became the product designation when Jellinek and DMG signed an agreement on the sale of cars and engines and Daimler promised to develop a new engine that was to be called ‘Daimler-Mercedes’. A short time later, within just a few weeks, Jellinek ordered from DMG a total of 72 cars of varying engine outputs, which was a gigantic order in 1900 terms. The first car equipped with the new engine, a 35 hp Mercedes racing car, was delivered on 22 December 1900.

This first Mercedes, designed like many vehicles before it by Wilhelm Maybach, the chief design engineer of DMG, marked an early high point in the development of the modern car. The dynamic evolution from carriage-like motor vehicle to an automobile with a design idiom of its own had been foreshadowed for some time. In this racing car, however, Maybach succeeded in realising a truly pioneering concept. The automobile had a 5.9-litre front-mounted four-cylinder engine, whose formidable 26 kW output permitted a top speed of no less than 100 km/h. Other features included a low centre of gravity, a pressed steel frame, a lightweight engine design and the revolutionary honeycomb radiator.

The Mercedes automobiles dominated the Nice Week of March 1901. Wilhelm Werner won the Nice–Salon–Nice race over 392 kilometres at an average speed of 58.1 km/h, and the Nice–La Turbie Hillclimb over 15.5 kilometres was also won by Werner in the two-seater racing car category (top speed 86 km/h, average 51.4 km/h), followed by Lemaitre in a second 35 hp Mercedes.

In addition, in a record-breaking attempt during Nice Week Claude Lorraine-Barrow attained an average speed of 79.7 km/h over the standing start mile, setting a new world record. The Daimler racing cars were victorious in almost all disciplines, guaranteeing Jellinek – and therefore DMG – extraordinary publicity and resulting in a corresponding rise in demand.

The success of the new car impressed experts and the general public alike. Paul Meyan, general secretary of the French Automobile Club, acknowledged the rising supremacy of the German automobile brand Mercedes on the courses that had long been dominated by French makes: ‘Nous sommes entrés dans l’ère Mercédès’ (‘We have entered the Mercedes era’), he wrote after Nice Week of 1901.

1903: Gordon Bennett Trophy race victory in Ireland
By 1902, the 35 hp Mercedes racing and touring car had already been replaced by the 40 hp Mercedes Simplex racing car. The car’s name was apt, since Wilhelm Maybach had purposefully set about redesigning the car powered by a 29.4 kW engine to achieve more power, simpler operation and greater reliability. In this racing car, Count William Eliot Zborowski took second place in the heavy car class in the Paris–Vienna long-distance race in June 1902. The stretch from Paris to Innsbruck also served as the third event in the series of races for the legendary Gordon Bennett Trophy.

The Gordon Bennett Trophy was the most important competition series in international motor racing. The American publisher and editor of the ‘New York Herald’, James Gordon Bennett, who lived in Paris, created this race in late 1899. It was held once each year as a competition of nations. The cars had to weigh at least 400 kg, but no more than 1000 kg, and had to be manufactured down to the very last bolt in the country for which they competed. The nation that fielded the winner was allowed to organise and hold the race the next year. The Gordon Bennett races of the early 20th century originated the tradition of national colours for racing cars. DMG started for Germany in cars with a white livery. Other colours which became established during these years were green for England, red (originally black) for Italy, blue for France, black and yellow for Austro-Hungary and red and yellow for Switzerland.

The British driver Selwyn Frances Edge had won the 1902 race in a Napier, so the 1903 race should have taken place in England. But as road racing was prohibited there, the event was moved to Ireland. A series of serious accidents at the Paris–Madrid race in May 1903 prompted one city after another to ban motor racing. So it was that the start of the era of racing on oval circuits began in Ireland. DMG had intended to enter the new generation of Mercedes Simplex racing cars in the event, using the more powerful variant with 66 kW engine built specifically for competition. However, the 90 hp Mercedes racing cars fell victim to a major fire that gutted the Cannstatt factory on 10 June 1903. Instead, three 60 hp Mercedes Simplex lined up at the start in Ireland on 2 July, which DMG had bought back or loaned from private customers with racing ambitions. 

The Daimlers drove to Ireland under their own power at the end of June – and went on to win. The Belgian Camille Jenatzy crossed the finish line first in the car of the American enthusiast Clarence G. Dinsmore, at an average speed of 79.2 km/h. This was the first significant international victory for DMG. As a consequence of the Daimler triumph, the next Gordon Bennett Trophy race was held in Germany in 1904. On a circuit near Homburg in the Taunus region, French driver Léon Théry came out on top. This time Camille Jenatzy in his 90 hp Mercedes racing car could manage only second, followed by Baron de Caters in another 90 hp Mercedes. Three more cars of this type started for the Austro-Daimler works in Wiener Neustadt, two of them finishing fifth and eleventh.

The 90 hp Mercedes of 1904 was almost identical with the previous year’s model, several of which were destroyed in the blaze in the DMG Cannstatt factory in June 1903. The bore was reduced from 17 to 16.5 centimetres, but the smaller displacement was offset by boosting engine speed from 950 to 1150 rpm. While Camille Jenatzy was unable to repeat his previous year’s performance in the Gordon Bennett Trophy race, Hermann Braun won the sixth Semmering race in 1904 in a new record time at an average speed of 73.2 km/h.

The racing cars for the 1905 season also built on the Maybach design of 1903 and 1904. Apart from a few minor changes to the chassis, the main modifications were to the engine. The total displacement of the four-cylinder unit was now a massive 14.1 litres, and the output of the 120 hp Mercedes Gordon Bennett racing car rose to 88 kW at 1200 rpm. However, DMG was unable to score any major successes with this car, either in the final elimination round for the Gordon Bennett Trophy in France or in the Vanderbilt Cup on Long Island near New York. This was mainly because of valve damage and time lost due to frequent tyre changes.

1906: The Grand Prix era begins
For the 1906 racing season DMG developed its first racing car with a six-cylinder engine. As early as in autumn 1905, Maybach had designed an extremely advanced unit with overhead camshaft, overhead valves and double high-tension sparkplug ignition. The engine had individual steel cylinders fitted to a light-alloy crankcase. Cooling jackets and cylinder head were designed as a common casting and welded to the steel cylinders. This basic design served Mercedes and Mercedes-Benz for several decades as a model for high-performance engines.

With cylinder dimensions of 140 x 120 millimetres and a total displacement of 11.1 litres, the six-cylinder unit developed 78 kW at 1400 rpm, or 88 kW at 1500 rpm. These engine speeds were the highest ever seen in the industry at the time. Maybach made them possible by keeping all moved masses in the valve train to a minimum. However, he did not receive the necessary support for his forward-looking engine, which was up against a conventional six-cylinder unit designed by Gottlieb Daimler’s son Paul.

DMG finally decided that for the 1906 season three vehicles would be equipped with the Maybach engine and three with the Daimler engine. However, the internal dispute resulted in a production delays, so that the Stuttgart company had to compete in the French Grand Prix near Le Mans in June 1906 with three largely unmodified 120 hp Mercedes four-cylinder engines. In this first modern Grand Prix in automotive history, Mercedes managed only tenth and eleventh places. 

Hermann Braun won the Semmering race on 23 September 1906 in a 100 hp Mercedes with a four-cylinder engine. This success, where Braun again set a new record with an average speed of 77 km/h, confirmed him as the winner of the first Semmering Challenge Cup.

After a generally rather disappointing season in 1906, DMG was determined to be better prepared for the 1907 racing calendar. The new 120 hp Mercedes Grand Prix car was based in many ways on the 1905 model that was then used in modified form also in 1906. The frame side member with offset over the front axle and flatter-mounted front leaf springs came from Maybach’s six-cylinder racing car. For the first time DMG also used friction dampers. But the engine was again designed as a four-cylinder with a total displacement of 14.4 litres comprising two pairs of cylinders from Paul Daimler’s six-cylinder unit. At the French Grand Prix at Dieppe on 2 July 1907 the only Mercedes to reach the finish line was the car driven by Victor Hémery, coming in no better than tenth.
Mercedes enjoyed more success with its participation in races at

the new Brooklands circuit in England. In the inaugural race on 6 July 1907, J. E. Hutton in a 120 hp Mercedes won the Montague Cup and prize money of 1400 pounds Sterling, followed by Dario Resta in a car of the same model. Mercedes cars won many more races in the first Brooklands season. On 5 August, J. E. Hutton won the Heath Stakes, while on the same day Dario Resta emerged as winner in the Prix de la France race held on the British circuit, with Hutton coming in second.

1908: Victory in the French Grand Prix
On its third attempt, DMG finally succeeded in winning the French Grand Prix, the most prestigious motor race of the day. On 7 July 1908, Christian Lautenschlager drove the new 140 hp Mercedes Grand Prix racing car to victory ahead of two Benz cars. The event was raced over ten laps of a 77-kilometre oval circuit on public roads near Dieppe, for a total distance of 769.88 kilometres. 48 cars took part, nine of them from Germany: three Benz, three Mercedes and three Opel vehicles. France naturally wanted to underscore its role as the ‘grande nation’ of motor sport in this race against the spectacular backdrop created by some 300,000 spectators, but this hope was dashed by the triple victory of the German racing cars.

The course with its many potholes made the Grand Prix a tough ordeal for both the drivers and their cars. Some teams dropped out simply because they had not stocked enough replacements for the many tyres falling victim to the poor roads. The tyres of the Mercedes cars also took a beating, with Christian Lautenschlager (the eventual winner) making 22 tyre changes in his 140 hp Mercedes Grand Prix car during the race. Despite the adverse conditions, Lautenschlager crossed the finish line in first place after 6 hours, 55 minutes and 43 seconds, almost nine minutes ahead of Hémery and Hanriot, both in Benz cars. His average speed over the entire distance was an impressive 111.1 km/h. Team-mate Otto Salzer turned in the fastest lap, in a time of 36 minutes and 31 seconds, equivalent to an average speed of 126.5 km/h.

Issue No. 29 of 1908 of the Allgemeine Automobil-Zeitung reviewed the day’s events as follows: ‘Lautenschlager was greeted by a band playing the German national anthem. The spectators in the stands applauded; the driver was not in the least fatigued. It was wonderful to see how the Mercedes sped around the course. Pöge drove a very bold race, overcoming his fatigue; Hémery and Hanriot likewise had good chances of winning. Erle was not very familiar with the course, and put in an extraordinarily good performance.’
The car’s engine had twin camshafts in the cylinder block, overhead intake valves and side exhaust valves. The in-line four-cylinder was thus built according to Wilhelm Maybach’s design concept for the four-cylinder racing engines of the years from 1903 to 1906. From a displacement of 12.8 litres the engine developed an output of 99 kW at 1400 rpm. The winning car at Dieppe was also the basis of the 1908 Mercedes 150 hp Semmering racing car in which Otto Salzer won the tenth Semmering race on 20 September 1908, entered for the first time in the open racing car class. Salzer set a new record in the process, with an average speed of 81.2 km/h. One year later he raised the bar still further with a speed of 84.3 km/h. In 1910, the engine was fitted with aluminium pistons, attaining an output of 132 kW. The vehicle fitted with this engine ended its career on a fantastic note on 16 July 1910, reaching a top speed of 173.1 km/h over the flying kilometre during Ostende Week (Belgium).

The first French Grand Prix marked the birth of modern formula racing. But it took some time for a regular series to develop out of this one-off event: because of the high entry fees, the leading car brands boycotted the Grand Prix planned for 1909 so that it had to be cancelled. The next French Grand Prix was not staged until 1912. During this period DMG did not enter any factory teams in race events, but continued to build top-flight racing cars for private enthusiasts.

The 37/90 hp racing car introduced in 1911 was a high-performance vehicle aimed precisely at this group. Its 9.5-litre four-cylinder engine had a combined battery and magneto ignition with two spark plugs per cylinder. A notable design feature was the three-valve technology used for the first time in a Mercedes: one intake valve and two exhaust valves per cylinder, driven in the conventional manner from a camshaft in the cylinder block, via pushrods and rocker arms. An uprated version of this production engine was used in several racing cars. From 1911 to 1913, two of these cars, with Spencer Wishart and Ralph de Palma at the wheel, scored numerous racing successes in the USA. Both had wooden spoke wheels and were fitted with a V-shaped radiator cowling.

In 1913, DMG planned to return to Grand Prix racing and built two entirely new racing cars: the 90 hp Mercedes and 100 hp Mercedes racing cars, both fitted with engines originally designed as aircraft powerplants. These engines were awarded second and fourth places in the Emperor’s Prize competition for the best German aircraft engine in January 1913. Featuring an overhead camshaft and overhead valves, they had many points in common with Maybach’s trail-blazing six-cylinder racing engine of 1906. The 7.2-litre DF 80 six-cylinder that took second place in the Emperor’s Prize had individual turned steel cylinders, fitted in pairs with welded-on sheet steel cooling jackets. It had an output of 67 kW at 1400 rpm. The G 4F large-displacement four-cylinder G 4F awarded fourth place in the Emperor’s Prize competition developed an astonishing 74 kW at 1350 rpm from its 9.2 litres of cubic capacity. However, the cars were unable to start in the French Grand Prix held on 12 July 1913 on the Circuit de Picardie track near Amiens: since they had not been entered by the factory itself, but by the Belgian agent Theodor Pilette, the Automobile Club de France rejected the entry.

Three of the new cars did however see action three weeks later in the Grand Prix de la Sarthe, near Le Mans: Pilette in his 74 kW four-cylinder car was in second place for much of the distance and finished third after suffering tyre problems – still an excellent performance. His team-mates Otto Salzer and Christian Lautenschlager came in fourth and sixth in their 67 kW six-cylinder cars. With their frame side members slightly tapering to a V at the front and pointed radiators, the three cars were hard to tell apart. However, on its left side the four-cylinder car had four exhaust pipes running to the manifold, whereas the six-cylinder cars had three exposed exhaust pipes. In the same race the Belgian Léon Elskamp, driving an older 37/90 hp Mercedes based on the 1908 Grand Prix car, took seventh place. Elskamp won the 1913 Grand Prix of the Belgian Automobile Club in Spa in a 16/45 hp Mercedes-Knight with an average speed of 99.7 km/h.

1914: Triumph in the French Grand Prix

Mercedes finally surpassed its success in the 1908 French Grand Prix when Christian Lautenschlager, Louis Wagner and Otto Salzer scored a triple win in 1914, once again at the French Grand Prix, raced on a 37.6-kilometre oval circuit south of Lyon. For the first time race regulations limited displacement to 4.5 litres. Daimler entered its 115 hp Mercedes Grand Prix racing car. This vehicle had a four-cylinder engine, a completely new design with overhead camshaft plus two exhaust valves and two intake valves per cylinder, marking the first use of four-valve technology in a Mercedes engine. The engineers designed the racing engine for a continuous engine speed of 3500 rpm, a sensational figure for those days. A new feature compared with the previous Grand Prix cars was the switch from chain drive to propeller shaft drive.

On 4 July 1914, after intensive preparations, the Mercedes team took the start at the French Grand Prix in Lyon with five of these cars against supposedly superior competition – principally from Peugeot and Delage from France, Sunbeam from England and Fiat from Italy. The race was over 20 laps, about 750 kilometres, on a highly testing course. Theodor Pilette and Max Sailer were forced to pull out because of technical problems, but in the remaining cars Christian Lautenschlager, Louis Wagner and Otto Salzer gained a triumphant triple victory after more than seven hours of racing, backing up, and indeed exceeding, the Mercedes success of 1908.

The engine, referred to in-house as the M 93654, was regarded as a landmark design achievement. It even served as the model for Rolls-Royce aircraft engines in the First World War. After the victory in Lyon, a vehicle was sent to England for demonstration purposes, but the beginning of the war caught people unawares and the car remained in England. Engineer Walter Owen Bentley was well aware of the car’s significance, and had it dismantled and analysed at Rolls-Royce. Bentley duly adopted the design of the valve train for his own engines.

While the war put an end to further racing activities in Europe, at least one of the 1914 Grand Prix cars continued to compete in the USA: Ralph de Palma bought one of the winning cars and scored numerous victories with it in the USA from 1914 to 1916. His most spectacular exploit was winning the Indianapolis 500 on 31 May 1915. After the war the 4.5-litre car again saw action in Europe in several races. One particularly successful driver was Count Giulio Masetti, who won a number of races in Italy in 1921 and 1922, including the Targa Florio in April 1922. 

1921: A new beginning after the First World War
After the cessation of hostilities in 1918, Mercedes returned to racing activities, but in the face of extremely difficult economic and political conditions. It was only the restrictions placed on German and Austrian drivers participating in important competitions such as the French Grand Prix that forced an apparent break in the company’s racing involvement. And so the first post-war competition vehicle presented by Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft was the 28/95 hp Mercedes racing tourer of 1921. This model was not an entirely new development, but based on the 28/95 hp Mercedes sports tourer of 1914. It was fitted with a new engine featuring cylinders cast in pairs. The Mercedes drivers achieved some preliminary successes in this car in 1921.

In the Zbraslav–Jiloviste hillclimb, near Prague, on 25 May 1921, in a two-seater sports car with shortened wheelbase, Otto Salzer posted the best time for all classes and set a new course record. Long-distance endurance was the top priority at the Targa Florio in Sicily, where on 29 May factory driver Max Sailer came second in the overall rankings and won the Coppa Florio, as the prize for the fastest production car. Sailer had converted his racing car himself and drove it to Sicily under its own power. A year later he was back in Sicily with the 28/95 hp Mercedes. The engine now featured a supercharger, boosting output to 103 kW. Sailer was the winner in the over 4.5 litre production car category and finished sixth overall.
1922: Dawn of the supercharger era
Two 1.5 litre 6/40/65 hp Mercedes racing cars, with a completely new design featuring supercharged engines, lined at up the start for DMG in the 1922 Targa Florio. The Sicilian race was therefore the first outing for supercharged cars from Stuttgart. However, the overall winner of the 1922 Targa Florio was not a mechanically supercharged vehicle, but the 1914 Mercedes racing car driven by Count Giulio Masetti – the same vehicle Ralph de Palma had taken to the United States in 1914.

While DMG was no longer allowed to build aircraft engines after the war, the experience gained in the mechanical supercharging of aircraft powerplants was how put to good use in its automotive engines.

At the end of 1921 DMG saw a good opportunity to participate in the voiturette class of racing cars, limited to a displacement of 1500 cubic centimetres. The appeal of this class was based on its wide acceptance in England and Italy, which were seen as potential export markets, with the ability to influence trends all over the world. The M 68084 engine of the 6/25 hp supercharged car introduced in Berlin gave Daimler a good starting point, even though its displacement of 1.6 litres exceeded the limit set by the racing regulations.

The design of this basic engine was thoroughly revised for racing use, to the extent that it became the standard for all Mercedes and Mercedes-Benz racing engines into the 1950s. The bore-stroke ratio was changed to 65 x 113 millimetres to give a displacement of exactly 1499.87 cubic centimetres, utilising the 1.5-litre limit prescribed by the rules to the last tenth of a cubic centimetre. Untertürkheim also explored new avenues in cylinder head design, by creating a thoroughbred racing engine with two overhead camshafts and four acutely angled overhead valves. The spark plug was optimally located in the centre of the combustion chamber between the two pairs of valves. As in the basic engine, the camshafts were driven by a vertical shaft, but in the form of a transverse shaft arrangement for both camshafts. The high-tension magneto and the water pump were driven by transverse shafts farther down in the engine. The vertical shaft was placed at the end of the crankshaft, and the vertically positioned Roots blower was operated with a ratio of 1:1.9. Compared with the 1.6-litre engine, the supercharger was significantly larger and was engaged and disengaged by a cone clutch actuated by pressing the accelerator flat to the floor, similar to the kickdown effect in future automatic transmissions.

The output of the racing engine was given as 29 kW, and 48 kW with supercharger activated. However, measurements taken in 1948 showed an output of almost 59 kW when supercharged. In naturally-aspirated mode the engine was roughly on a par with competitors such as the Fiat 403, which however responded significantly more sensitively to accelerator positions than the supercharger with its sudden bursts of power – much like the early specimens of the turbocharged engines of later years. 24 units of the Mercedes-Benz high-performance engine were built at the time, 3 of them for use in power boats and 21 in road vehicles. Brakes were adapted to cope with the high power output, including the use of four-wheel brakes in the Targa Florio cars.

The 1.5-litre racing car was first used in racing in April 1922, with two of them entered in the Targa Florio in Sicily alongside two 1914 Mercedes Grand Prix racing cars and two 28/95 hp racing tourers, one of which also was fitted with a supercharger. Paul Scheef could only manage an overall 20th place finish with one of the two 1.5-litre supercharged cars, while Italian driver Fernando Minoia in the second supercharged car was forced to retire from the race. Despite this somewhat inauspicious start, the 6/40/65 hp Mercedes founded a whole line of supercharged racing cars which in the years from 1924 achieved remarkable successes for the Mercedes and Mercedes-Benz brands and gained worldwide fame.

The near-series 6/25/40 hp sports tourer was used in numerous events with great success as from 1923. It was in this vehicle that Rudolf Caracciola enjoyed his first successes for Mercedes, for example when he won the ADAC Reich Rally from 19 to 21 July 1923 in the class of touring cars up to 6 fiscal horsepower (the „fiscal“-horsepower is calculated by a definite tax formula, which hp tax have to be paid for, being significantly under the real effective horsepower). The Mercedes 2-litre Indianapolis racing car, also developed in 1923 on the basis of the 10/40/65 racing sports car, was the last car designed for DMG by Paul Daimler. This vehicle, which with supercharger developed 110 kW at 4800 rpm, featured the use of a roller bearing-mounted crankshaft and oil cooler for the first time. In the 1923 Indianapolis 500, Sailer and Werner drove the car to eighth and eleventh places.

When Paul Daimler left DMG, Ferdinand Porsche – previously employed at Austro-Daimler in Vienna – was appointed as the new chief designer in 1923. He developed the racing car for the Targa Florio in April 1924 based on the Indy vehicle. Numerous detailed improvements made the racer a very promising contender for victory. The race was organised at colossal expense and effort: as early as January, Stuttgart sent two test cars to Sicily, painting what proved to be winning car red instead of the usual white, for a very specific reason. This was not a friendly gesture to the host country, but shrewd tactics: since spectators were able to recognise the racing cars of other nations by their colour at a distance, some of them hurled rocks at unpopular rivals.

The 540-kilometre race ended in a victory for Christian Werner. Christian Lautenschlager finished in tenth place, and a new driver on the DMG team – the 33-year-old Alfred Neubauer – finished 15th. Neubauer had followed Ferdinand Porsche from Vienna to Untertürkheim on Porsche’s appointment as chief engineer, and he went on to write racing history for Mercedes-Benz – not as a driver, but in the role of racing manager. After the Targa Florio the car was used in a number of other races. For sprints and hillclimb events, Otto Salzer even had the 4.5-litre engine from the 1914 Grand Prix car installed in the chassis, additionally fitting it with a supercharger. In this ‘grandmother’, as he dubbed the monster, he won the Semmering race in September 1924. Rudolf Caracciola and Alfred Rosenberger also subsequently competed in this vehicle.

Less successful than the Targa Florio car was the eight-cylinder ‘Monza’ racing car designed by Porsche, also introduced in 1924. This first DMG car with an eight-cylinder engine was also the first independent design created by Ferdinand Porsche in his new role as chief design engineer of Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft. Two of these 2-litre Grand Prix racers duly lined up at the start of the Italian Grand Prix at Monza in October 1924, painted white, with their ferocious-looking radiators and bonnets. But the 125 kW car with its new supercharged eight-cylinder powerplant proved very hard to control and highly problematic. Count Zborowski, one of the drivers alongside Masetti, Neubauer and Sailer, lost his life in an accident during the race. The greatest victory of the Monza car was to come later, in the 1926 German Grand Prix on the Avus with Caracciola at the wheel.

Another highly spectacular automotive creation, dating from 1924, was developed from an idea by Christian Werner and Alfred Neubauer. Although rather rustic in appearance, the racing car transporter, based on a 24/100/140 hp Mercedes, was nonetheless ideal for the speedy and safe transportation of the team’s racing cars. Before this they sometimes had to travel to the race venue under their own power. Mercedes-Benz returned to the idea of a fast transporter vehicle in 1955, enhancing the concept in the form of the elegant Silver Arrow transporter.

The last great racing car presented by DMG before the merger with Benz & Cie. was a model from 1925. The 24/100/140 hp Mercedes Model K Racing Touring Car, to give the six-cylinder vehicle its full name, was planned as a heavy sports touring car. ‘But it was a racing car design that Porsche served up,’ wrote Karl Eric Ludvigsen, speaking of the ‘K’. Developing up to 118 kW with supercharger activated and with a top speed of 124 km/h, the new car founded the legendary family of heavy supercharged cars from Mercedes-Benz: the S, SS, SSK and SSKL models that were to dominate the racing scene for many years beginning in 1926.
Benz & Cie. and motor racing
· 1899: The first Benz racing cars
· The ‘lightning Benz’ becomes the first internal combustion engine-powered automobile to break the 200 km/h barrier
· The streamlined ‘teardrop car’ of 1923
Carl Benz invented the automobile in 1886 as a means of transport: his motor vehicle was a technical masterpiece that would change people’s everyday lives. The Mannheim inventor clearly had no time for races and competitions, and expressed some forthright criticisms of such activities: ‘Rather than taking part in races which teach us nothing useful and indeed actually cause harm, we will continue to focus on producing robust and reliable touring cars,’ he said as late as 1901. Even 15 years after his invention, Benz apparently had little regard for motor sport as a driver of innovation and for the advertising potential generated by its high public profile.

And yet as early as in 1895, two Benz cars were among the first eight vehicles to cross the finish line in the Paris–Bordeaux–Paris race. And even before that, in 1894, a Roger-Benz had successfully completed the first automotive competition in history from Paris to Rouen. At the very time when the company founder was voicing these criticisms, Benz & Cie. had therefore in fact been designing purpose-built racing cars for two years. This commitment was driven by Benz’s sons, Eugen and Richard. The first car of the brand uncompromisingly designed for sport was the 8 hp Benz racing car of 1899, in which Fritz Held scored a class victory and won the Grand Gold Medal in the Frankfurt–Cologne long-distance run over 193.2 kilometres, averaging a speed of 22.5 km/h. The runner-up was another Benz 8 hp car with Emil Graf at the wheel.

Also in 1899, Theodor Baron von Liebieg won the first International Race in Vienna in a 5.9 kW car. Further successes were achieved in 1899 with the uprated 8.8 kW engine by Fritz Held, who placed second in the Innsbruck–Munich run and emerged from the Berlin–Leipzig race as the winner for the shortest travelling time, together with Richard Benz. Benz also posted successes in America, where after over eight hours, H. Mueller was the only driver to finish the first automobile US race from Chicago to Waukegan and back on 2 November 1895. In another competition a few weeks later he took second place. 

In 1900 and 1901, Benz & Cie. offered a 16 hp Benz production racing car in its sales range, derived from the 8 hp racer, for a price of 15,000 marks. In this vehicle the output of the two-cylinder horizontally opposed engine (‘Contra’ engine) had already been boosted to 12 kW. It had central lubrication, a water pump, and a gearwheel hub drive with four ratios and a reverse gear. On its very first outing, in the Eisenach–Oberhof–Meiningen–Eisenach hillclimb race in 1900, the car, driven by Fritz Scarisbrick from Hanau, finished second and averaged a speed of 30.1 km/h. The Mannheim–Pforzheim–Mannheim competition on 13 May 1900 – an event held to commemorate Bertha Benz’s epic drive in 1888 – was won by Fritz Held in a 16 hp Benz.

Also in 1900, Georg Diehl developed for Benz & Cie. a 20 hp Benz racing car with a four-cylinder horizontally opposed engine and an output of 15 kW. This was the brand's first competition car to have an angled steering column with steering wheel. An international track race in Frankfurt over a distance of 48 kilometres held on 29 July 1900 was won by the 25-year-old Benz chief mechanic Mathias Bender in this car. His average speed can be calculated from the driving time as 47.5 km/h – just short of the limit of 50 km/h postulated by Carl Benz as the maximum speed for safe and sensible driving. Scarisbrick took second place in a 16 hp Benz racing car with a two-cylinder engine. However this car was unable to replicate these successes in the years after 1900 because the competition from DMG in Cannstatt with the new Mercedes was simply too strong.
Carl Benz’s sceptical attitude towards motor sport may also have

had something to do with the slower pace of the development of automobile racing in Germany as compared with France. Whereas the world’s first official automobile competition in 1894 had been watched by several thousand people, four years later only relatively few spectators came to marvel at the first German motor racing event in Berlin, which included both Benz and Daimler cars in the starting line-up. It took some time for enthusiasm for motor racing to spread in Germany – like the automobile itself.

1903: Benz commits to motor racing
The differences of opinion between Carl Benz and his partner Julius Ganss regarding the strategic alignment of their product range resulted in the creation in 1902 of a second design department at Benz & Cie. in Mannheim, headed by the Frenchman Marius Barbarou. One of the team's tasks was to build a state-of-the-art racing car to compete with the Mercedes. Barbarou designed the 60 hp Benz Parsifal racing car, with a consistently applied focus on lightweight design principles: the vehicle weighed in at 782 kilograms, and the engine in particular was much lighter than the Mercedes engines. 

The only occasion when this car, featuring a four-cylinder engine displacing 11.2 litres, competed in a long-distance race was in 1903. Barbarou himself drove the Parsifal in May of that year in the Paris–Madrid race as far as Bordeaux, where the competition was called off on account of the many accidents. On 19 June 1903, Barbarou then won the Kilometre Race at Huy in Belgium in a lightweight version of the Parsifal racing car, averaging a speed of 119.8 km/h.

Friction among the company management at Benz & Cie. was appreciably reduced on Carl Benz’s departure from the company in 1903 and return as a technical advisor in 1904. 1905 was a year devoted to consolidation of the model range and the development of new vehicles. 1906 saw the arrival of the new 38/60 hp Benz high-performance racing car with 8.9-litre engine and output of 44 kW. At the second Targa Florio event, held in April 1907, the three Benz drivers Fritz Erle, Paul Spamann and the Duke of Bojano won the team regularity prize in these vehicles. Erle also finished 15th in the overall ranking, in a time of 9 hours 11 minutes and 15 seconds. These successes are also indicative of a major shift in the attitude of Benz & Cie. towards motor racing around the turn of the century.

The 60 hp Benz Targa Florio racer also provided the basis for three cars entered by Benz & Cie. in the Kaiserpreis Race, an event organised by order of Kaiser Wilhelm II himself, and held in June 1907 in the Taunus mountains. The rules of this race called for a minimum weight of 1175 kilograms and restricted engine displacement to a maximum of 8 litres. Fritz Erle used two different engines, an oversquare unit with a bore of 145 millimetres and a stroke of 120 millimetres, and a rather longer-stroke 130 x 140 millimetre engine. But neither variant was successful in a race in which both Benz and Mercedes failed to notch up competition points. The winner of the Kaiserpreis was the Italian Felice Nazzaro in a Fiat, the top German driver being Carl Jörns in an Opel, who finished third.

1908: Prince Heinrich as promoter of motor racing
In this decade, along with conventional races there were also numerous competitions organised for touring cars, roughly equivalent to today’s rallies. Well-heeled patrons with an interest in motor sport would often set up long-distance races with generous prize money. These touring races were designed both to nurture automobile tourism and to further perfect the development of touring cars, but some of these trials also had a distinct racing component. One such patron in Germany was the painter and highly versatile artist Hubert von Herkomer. The Herkomer Challenge races, events lasting several days over distances ranging from 900 to 1800 kilometres, were held from 1905 to 1907. In June 1907, Fritz Erle won the 3rd Herkomer event (Dresden–Eisenach–Mannheim–Lindau–Munich–Augsburg–Frankfurt/Main) in a Benz 50 hp to secure the Herkomer Challenge Trophy.

In July 1907, Heinrich Prince of Prussia, brother of the German Kaiser and an enthusiastic automobile fan, donated the Challenge Trophy for a major international touring event, to be held from 1908 onwards. The regulations limited entries to four or six-cylinder four-seaters that were licensed for use on public roads and had completed a mileage of at least 2000 kilometres on the day of the acceptance of entries. In the years from 1908 to 1910, this competition served as the successor to the Herkomer races.

Benz & Cie. took part in the first Prince Heinrich Rally from 9 to 17 June 1908 over a distance of 2201 kilometres, with eleven vehicles in all, with rated outputs of 18, 37 and 55 kW. In a field of 129 participants, Fritz Erle in his 7.5-litre Benz special touring car with nominal 37 kW again emerged as the winner.

The second Prince Heinrich Rally, from 10 to 18 June 1909, covered a distance of 1858 kilometres from Berlin–Wroclaw–Budapest–Vienna–Salzburg–Munich. The 108-vehicle field included eight Benz special touring cars with rated outputs of 15 kW. The overall winner was Wilhelm Opel in an Opel, with the best-performing Benz, driven by Edward Forchheimer, finishing in fourth place.

The third competition in the series was held from 2 to 8 June 1910 over a distance of 1945 kilometres on the route Berlin–Braunschweig–Kassel–Nuremberg–Strasbourg–Metz–Homburg vor der Höhe, and included 17 special tests. Benz developed ten completely new special touring cars for this rally, four with a 5.7-litre displacement and six with 7.3 litres. Unlike the Benz cars entered in previous Prince Heinrich Rallies, the 1910 cars had propeller shafts and aerodynamically optimised coachwork with a characteristic pointed shape at the rear.

The 1910 Prince Heinrich Rally again failed to bring the hoped-for victory for Benz. Instead the winner was Ferdinand Porsche, then chief designer at Austro-Daimler in Vienna. Cars designed by him actually took the first three places. The best-performing Benz driver was Fritz Erle in a 5.7-litre car delivering 59 kW, finishing in fifth place. Most of the Benz cars for the Prince Heinrich Rallies of 1908 to 1910 were used for other races and rallies once they had served their initial intended purpose, before being sold to private customers with racing ambitions.

1908: The Benz Grand Prix cars

After a lengthy absence, Benz & Cie. decided to return to top-level international racing by entering the 1908 French Grand Prix. Hans Nibel and Louis de Groulart were given the task of designing a powerful racing car for this purpose. The project was directed by Benz chief design engineer Georg Diehl. De Groulart was a Belgian who had arrived at Benz in Mannheim in 1903 together with Marius Barbarou, and soon made a name for himself as an engine designer.

The chassis design of the 120 hp Benz Grand Prix racing car followed tried and proven principles. Distinguishing features of the vehicle included a frame made of pressed steel with offset side members above the rear axle, with leaf springs on the front and rear wheels. The four-cylinder engine designed by de Groulart had overhead valves controlled via pushrods and rocker arms by a camshaft in the cylinder block. At 154.9 millimetres, the bore was close to the permissible limit, combining with the stroke of 165 millimetres to give the engine a displacement of 12.4 litres. 

The first car was completed in March 1908 and subjected to extensive testing. Its first competitive outing was on 1 June in the St. Petersburg–Moscow race over a distance of 686 kilometres, with Victor Hémery scoring a victory in the record time of 8 hours 30 minutes and 48 seconds at an average speed of 80.6 km/h – no mean feat, given the road conditions of the time. 

The real challenge for the car came in the very next race: the French Grand Prix on 7 July 1908 in Dieppe. The Benz drivers Victor Hémery and René Hanriot finished second and third behind the winner, Christian Lautenschlager, in a Mercedes. Team manager Fritz Erle came in seventh. Mercedes and Benz thus shared a triumph over the French racing teams, which had expected a home win. Benz was the only marque to reach the finish with all its three cars.

A direct enhancement of the 120 hp Benz Grand Prix racing car model was the 150 hp Benz racer. Its engine featured a longer stroke of 200 mm, boosting the displacement to 15.1 litres for an output of 116 kW at 1500 rpm. Its first outing was on 20 September 1908 in the Semmering race, in which René Hanriot took third place in the category for racing cars with displacements in excess of 8 litres. In the same race Hémery came third in the Grand Prix racing car category in a 120 hp Benz Grand Prix vehicle.

At the American Grand Prix, held on 26 November 1908 in Savannah, Georgia, the company entered three 150 hp Benz cars. A minor accident forced Erle to retire, but Hémery and Hanriot came in second and fourth. A number of drivers notched up numerous further successes with the vehicle in the USA in sprints and record attempts during 1908 and 1909. Barney Oldfield (later to become famous with even more spectacular achievements) reached a top speed of 183.4 km/h on 19 August 1909 on the track at Indianapolis, which had been completed just a short time before; his average speed for the mile with a standing start was 134.4 km/h.

1910: The ‘Lightning Benz’
The story continues with a car representing the absolute antithesis to Carl Benz’s calls for a sensible car that would do no more than 50 km/h. The 200 hp Benz ‘record car’, best known under the name of ‘Lightning Benz’ coined for it in America, propelled the Mannheim brand once and for all into the awareness of the motor sport-minded public. Its main function was to the break speed records that highlighted the status of the automobile as the fastest means of transport in the early years of the 20th century.

In this pursuit of ever higher speeds by the various automobile manufacturers, the Lightning Benz stands out as one of the most successful cars of an entire epoch: 228.1 km/h – never before had a land vehicle travelled as fast as the car driven by Bob Burman on 23 April 1911 over the flying kilometre at Daytona Beach, Florida in the USA. The vehicle managed an equally spectacular 225.6 km/h for the flying mile. These records stood until 1919. The Benz was twice as fast as any aircraft of the period, and also beat the record for rail vehicles (210 km/h, set in 1903).

The design of the Lightning Benz can be traced back to the highly successful Benz Grand Prix cars of 1908. Engineers Victor Hémery, Hans Nibel and their colleagues created an impressive automobile that long remained the world’s fastest vehicle on wheels, with its mighty 21.5-litre four-cylinder engine. No racing car or record vehicle of Benz & Cie., Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft or Daimler-Benz AG would ever boast a larger displacement. In its first version, this colossal engine developed 135 kW at 1500 rpm, but fine-tuning by the engineers ultimately yielded 147 kW at 1600 rpm. The body was built around this engine, using the chassis of the Grand Prix car as the basis.

The car gave a foretaste of what it could do its very first outing, a flying kilometre race in Frankfurt am Main, won by Fritz Erle with an average speed of 159.3 km/h. The 200 hp Benz record car made appearances at the record-breaking circuits of the Old World including the concrete oval at Brooklands, England. On 8 November 1909, Victor Hémery became the first man to break the 200 km/h barrier in an internal combustion engine-powered automobile, clocking a speed of 202.648 km/h for the kilometre, and an even higher reading of 205.666 km/h for the half mile. So it was that the Benz 200 hp pushed back all previous barriers, and it soon became evident that the tracks in Europe were too short and too narrow for the speeds of which it was capable.

In 1910, the car was shipped to America with a new body. There it was bought by event manager Ernie Moross, who gave it the catchy name of the ‘Lightning Benz’. Before long Barney Oldfield had broken the existing world record at Daytona Beach, clocking a speed of 211.9 km/h. All such high-speed runs of the time were carried out on sand tracks, which, given the poor adhesion and absence of a windscreen, makes the drivers’ achievements even more impressive.
Moross then changed the name into the German equivalent – ‘Blitzen-Benz‘ – and continued to attract public interest with the exploits of this amazing vehicle. The car became a popular attraction after the fashion of a travelling circus, touring from one town to another throughout the USA. It was during this tour, in April 1911, that the ‘Blitzen-Benz’, with Bob Burman at the wheel, broke the world record set just a short time before by clocking a speed of 228.1 km/h, a mark which then stood for many years. Five other Blitzen-Benz cars were made in addition to the record-breaking vehicle.

Neither Benz & Cie. nor Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft took any official part in motor sport activities during the First World War and for two years after the end of the conflict, although the triumphs of the German automobile were continued during these years by some individual drivers in a private capacity. In the early 1920s, Benz & Cie. again made a number of racing cars based on production vehicles. The approach was to fit a modified chassis with an aerodynamically optimised body, always with the distinctive pointed rear reminiscent of the ‘Blitzen-Benz’.
In Berlin a new stretch of road was built that would also be suitable for staging races – the Avus (a German acronym for Automobile, Traffic and Practice Road). The inaugural race on 24 and 25 September 1921 featured four Benz racing cars: two 6/18 hp Benz and two 10/30 hp Benz. The X B class event (for cars with up to 10 fiscal horsepower and overhead valves) was won by works driver Franz Hörner in a 10/30 hp Benz, at an average speed of 118.1 km/h over the distance of 157.4 kilometres. 

While the 6/18 hp Benz did not have a large number of racing victories, it was regarded as a very advanced design, particularly the engine. The 1.6-litre unit developed 33 kW, a very impressive figure for the day. This was achieved with a standard two-valve design, rather than four valves per cylinder as claimed in erroneous descriptions of the engine found in some automotive sources. The engine had an overhead camshaft driven by a vertical shaft, two valves and a crankshaft with friction bearing.

In October 1921, Willy Walb was the overall Class I winner at the Baden-Baden Automobile Tournament, in a 6/18 hp Benz. And in September 1922, Franz Hörner won the Semmering Race in his 200 hp Benz, at an average speed of 79.1 km/h – so 12 years on, the record car was still able to win on the race track.

1923: Benz ‘Teardrop’ car

Four years after the end of the war, the Mannheim plant created a truly spectacular vehicle, the ‘Teardrop’ car. Construction of four of these cars as racing vehicles had started in 1922, but the difficult economic situation meant that they were not completed until 1923. The original design was by Edmund Rumpler, who presented the vehicle at the Berlin Motor Show in 1921. Benz immediately acquired the construction rights for the vehicle, on account of the truly revolutionary design featuring streamlined contours and a mid-positioned engine.

The car made its racetrack debut on 9 September 1923 at the European Grand Prix in Monza. Of the company’s three cars entered in the event, Fernando Minoia finished in fourth place and Franz Hörner in fifth. For the purposes of Grand Prix racing, the cars were fitted with an additional external radiator in front of the engine on the right-hand side. Another modification made one year later was to move the rear wheel drum brakes from the middle of the axle to the rear wheel hub. The racing vehicle also now included a new offset rigid stub axle instead of the straight front axle. 

From 1923, the Benz ‘Teardrop’ car was also made as a sports car with a modified body in limited unit numbers, and in this form it successfully competed alongside the racing version in various races and hillclimb events. In 1925, for example, Adolf Rosenberger won the Solitude race for the under 8 fiscal hp class, and Willy Walb was the winner in the 1925 Schauinsland race for sports cars with up to 5 litres displacement.

The Benz ‘Teardrop’ car was prevented from winning more races in part by the economic crisis in Germany, and also by the collaboration between Benz & Cie. and Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft dating from May 1924, leading to the merger of the two companies on 28/29 June 1926 to form Daimler-Benz Aktiengesellschaft. In the period leading up to the merger, most racing activities were transferred to DMG.

K to SSKL: The Mercedes-Benz supercharged cars
· 1926: Mercedes-Benz supercharged cars make their racetrack debut
· Powerful titans dubbed ‘White Elephants’
· Victory at the 1931 Mille Miglia 1931 as the first non-Italian winner
Ahead of the merger, Benz and Daimler had agreed that the racing activities of both brands would initially be continued by DMG. This was also the background to the focus on the Stuttgart firm’s supercharged vehicles in the two years before the 1926 merger and after the completion of the operation. Mercedes had already been making racing cars with mechanical superchargers of this kind for some years. The most powerful of those vehicles was the eight-cylinder Monza car of 1924.

It was in one of these cars that Rudolf Caracciola won the first German Grand Prix for sports cars at the Avus track in Berlin on 11 July 1926. Caracciola completed the distance of 392.3 kilometres at an average speed of 135.2 km/h. To enable it to race as a sports car, the Mercedes-Benz racing department converted the body of the 2-litre Grand Prix design so that the vehicle formally qualified as a four-seater.

While the Monza racing car did not go on to play any major role in the new company’s involvement in motor racing, the first German Grand Prix did mark the beginning of a new era in motor sport. It was at this time that Alfred Neubauer, who by now saw himself more as an organiser than a racing driver, developed his idea for detailed communication between drivers and the pits with a system of flags and sign boards and a meticulously planned process during pit stops. Neubauer’s ’sign language’ was first used in the Solitude Race on 12 September 1926.
The class for sports cars over 5 litres at the Solitude Race was won

by Willy Walb in his K model, first introduced in 1926. On the very same day, Rudolf Caracciola won the Semmering event in the class for touring cars with a displacement up to 8 litres, also in a Mercedes-Benz K model, at an average speed of 74.7 km/h. Caracciola also won the racing car class, in a 1914 115 hp Mercedes Grand Prix racing car, whose 4.5-litre engine was now equipped with a mechanical supercharger. His average speed of 89.8 km/h gave Caracciola another record, and also the third Semmering challenge trophy for Daimler-Benz AG.

But the star of the racing season was clearly the Mercedes K model racing touring car based on the 24/100/140 hp Mercedes. The mechanically supercharged in-line six-cylinder engine, fitted with a Roots blower, had a displacement of 6.2 litres and developed 85 kW, or 118 kW with the supercharger engaged. The K was the first member of the legendary family of heavyweight supercharged cars that enabled Mercedes-Benz to dominate the racing scene in the years from 1926 onwards. The K, S, SS, SSK and SSKL models were used for racing events, but were also available for use on the road.

1927: Mercedes-Benz S model, the first of the ‘White Elephants‘
The 26/170/225 hp Mercedes-Benz S model racing touring car of 1927 was the first supercharged sports car in this family to be fully developed by Mercedes-Benz for racing purposes. This enhancement of the K racing touring car model is regarded as the first of the ‘White Elephant’ models. This was the at first glance rather unflattering nickname the racing community gave to the heavyweight vehicles from the S model through to the SSKL, with which Mercedes-Benz totally dominated the racing scene in the late 1920s and early 1930s. These racing cars, painted in the traditional white racing livery of Germany, were admittedly big, strong and powerful – but the other attributes of the vehicle were anything but elephantine.

In fact, the 1.9-tonne titans with their huge 6.8-litre engines consistently outpaced other competitors’ lighter, more manoeuvrable vehicles. It was in one of these cars, featuring an improved chassis set lower than in the K model, that Rudolf Caracciola achieved world celebrity. This happened on 19 June 1927, when he drove an S model to victory in the class for sports cars over 5 litres in the inaugural race on the Nürburgring track, ahead of fellow team member Adolf Rosenberger. This was the first of eleven overall and class victories for Caracciola during that season. There was also plenty of success for other Mercedes-Benz drivers, including a triple victory at the German Grand Prix for sports cars at the Nürburgring over 509.4 kilometres on 17 July 1927, when Otto Merz (overall winner), Christian Werner and Willy Walb, all driving Mercedes-Benz S models, dominated the race.

In 1927, the Daimler-Benz works team entered vehicles in more than 90 races and other motor sports events, bringing an overwhelming number of victories for the K (kurz = short chassis) and S (sports) models, in mountain and touring events as well as on the racetrack. With the supercharger activated, the six-cylinder engine of the Mercedes-Benz S developed 138 kW at 3300 rpm. This enormous power was also coveted by private motorists – a wish that Mercedes-Benz was happy to fulfil. All the sports cars in this family were in fact also available for non-racing use, making the car the vehicle of choice on the road for affluent motorists. While private drivers also frequently entered their supercharged cars in competitive events, the enhanced racing version was reserved for Mercedes-Benz’s works drivers.

1928: Mercedes-Benz Super Sports model and its successors
The engineers and designers continued to work tirelessly on further improving the outstanding design of the S model. The result of these efforts made its debut in 1928, as the 27/180/250 hp Mercedes-Benz SS racing touring car. The extra ‘S’ in the name of the new prestige model stood for ‘super’. The most important difference from the 1927 car was the new M 06 engine, replacing the M 9856 in the S model, which was later also used in the SSK and SSKL. The ‘06’ in the engine model designation indicated that this engine was one of the first to be developed by the joint forces of the companies merged to create Mercedes-Benz. The 7.1-litre engine developed 138 kW without supercharger, and 184 kW at 3300 rpm with supercharger engaged.

The standout successes of the SS model on the race track included the triple victory at the German Grand Prix on 15 July 1928 at the Nürburgring. The drivers were forced to take turns at the wheel on account of the extreme heat. Christian Werner brought Rudolf Caracciola’s car home in first place, ahead of Otto Merz and the Werner/Walb duo. Mercedes-Benz also took three victories at the Semmering race in September 1928. Wenzler won the class for touring cars of up to 8 litres in a Mercedes-Benz S (average speed 77.4 km/h), Ernst Günther von Wentzel-Mosau was the victor for sports cars up to 8 litres in his Mercedes-Benz SS (average speed 83.8 km/h), and Rudolf Caracciola took the competition for racing cars with displacement of up to 8 litres in the new Mercedes-Benz SSK. His average speed of 89.9 km/h gave him the best time of the day.

The enthusiasm for hillclimb events in Germany resulted in the development of the SSK, launched in 1928 (the ‘K’ stood for ‘kurz’, the German word for ‘short’), technically largely identical to the SS model, but with a shorter wheelbase, at 2950 mm instead of 3400 mm, and therefore a shorter body. This made the SSK the perfect vehicle for the narrow, winding mountain roads. Rudolf Caracciola began the 1929 racing reason on a high note for Mercedes-Benz by finishing the inaugural Monaco Grand Prix in third place in a Mercedes-Benz SSK. That same month, he was the overall winner of the Zbraslav-Jiloviste hillclimb race in Prague. And in pouring rain, he won the International Tourist Trophy in Ireland with an average speed of 117.2 km/h – all in SSK vehicles.

In the Grand Prix des Nations for sports cars at the Nürburgring, raced over 508.7 kilometres on 14 July 1929, the dominant cars were the lightweight Bugattis, which scored a one-two victory. The team of August Momberger/Max Arco-Zinneberg finished third in an SSK model. The SSK was also entered in races overseas. Carlos Zatuszek scored a string of victories in his adopted home of Argentina from 1929 onwards. And driving the SSK model, Caracciola also dominated the 1930 season for Mercedes-Benz, winning not only the Irish Grand Prix in Dublin, but also all the races he entered in the inaugural edition of the European Hillclimb Championship in the sports car class: Zbraslav-Jiloviste (in what was then Czechoslovakia), Cuneo (Italy), Shelsley Walsh (UK), Klausenpass (Switzerland), Schauinsland (Germany), Semmering (Austria) and Svábhegy (Hungary). Accordingly he was crowned as the clear winner of the European Hillclimb Championship.

In April 1930, with Christian Werner, he also competed in the Mille Miglia 1000-mile race to Rome and back, starting and finishing in Brescia. The German duo finished sixth overall. 

For the 1931 racing season, Caracciola was able to compete in the new 27/240/300 hp Mercedes-Benz SSKL model, an enhanced, weight-reduced version of the SSK sports car. The 7.1-litre engine now developed 176 kW without supercharging, and 221 kW with supercharger. This gave the car a top speed of 235 km/h. Externally, the most characteristic feature of the car was the holes punched in various structural components. The holes in the vehicle frame and cross members were highly effective, making the SSKL 125 kilograms lighter. Nevertheless, the sports car still tipped the scales at around 1352 kilograms.

The 1931 season was a success from the outset, with Rudolf Caracciola and assistant driver Wilhelm Sebastian winning the Mille Miglia race in a Mercedes-Benz SSKL. This was the first time a non-Italian had been the overall winner of this prestigious race, which had been staged since 1927. Caracciola’s memories of the event, recorded later, make impressive reading: ‘1600 kilometres on dusty country roads, with ravines and steep precipices to left and right… through fearsome corkscrew and serpentine bends, towns and villages, then back to dead straight roads again at average speeds of 150, 160 or 170km/h … for a whole night and into the next day.’ The Italian drivers could have been expected to have a clear advantage – they knew the roads, and since some manufacturers had entered almost 50 cars in the event they had numerous depots with mechanics lined up all along the way. There was no way Mercedes-Benz could match such resources.

But Caracciola accepted the challenge: ‘For sixteen hours I sat at the steering wheel, for sixteen hours we thundered through the length and breadth of Italy, following the slim beam of our headlights through the night, and on into the dazzling glare of an Italian spring day.’ And so it was that, on 13 April 1931, the first man across the finishing line as the winner of the Mille Miglia was the Mercedes-Benz lead driver, completing the course at an average speed of 101.1 km/h, and setting a new record in the process. The next Stuttgart works driver to achieve this feat would be the British driver Stirling Moss, who won the event 24 years later in a Mercedes-Benz 300 SLR.

In the 1931 season, Caracciola was however forced to race for a private team, with the factory only in a support role, since in 1931 the impact of the international recession meant the company was no longer able to finance its own racing stable. But the SSKL assigned by Daimler-Benz to its top drivers was clearly a race winner. In 1931, Caracciola also won the Eifel race, the German Grand Prix and the Avus race. And with five victories in five starts, he again won the European Hillclimb Championship for sports cars.
In the 1932 season, the Stuttgart company withdrew from motor racing completely because of the worsening economic problems. Rudolf Caracciola, forced to look for a new team, joined Alfa Romeo. Nevertheless, there was to be one more sensational success for the Mercedes-Benz SSKL.

At the Avus race in Berlin, the private driver Manfred von Brauchitsch entered one of these vehicles that he had had fitted with a streamlined body under his own initiative. The design was by the leading aerodynamics expert Reinhard Koenig-Fachsenfeld, and the panel work was carried out by Vetter in Cannstatt. The substantially improved aerodynamics of the modified SSKL, affectionately dubbed ‘the gherkin’ by the Berlin public, gave the car a higher maximum speed than the works version and resulted in a victory for von Brauchitsch. After a tense duel for the lead, he won the race with an average speed of 194.2 km/h, just ahead of Rudolf Caracciola, driving for Alfa Romeo in the absence of a Daimler-Benz works team in the 1932 season. Von Brauchitsch’s exploit earned him a place in the Mercedes-Benz racing team for 1934. However, the days of the White Elephants as racing cars were now over. A new era was about to begin, bringing even greater success for Mercedes-Benz than that achieved with the S to SSKL.
Dominance of the Silver Arrows from 1934 to 1939

· 1934: Birth of a new star – the W 25

· Circuit races and speed records
· 432.7 km/h – still the fastest speed ever recorded on a public highway
1932 hardly provided a favourable backdrop for motor sport in Germany, with unemployment, the economic depression and the closure of the Mercedes-Benz works racing department. There were good prospects for the future, however, for in autumn the AIACR (Association Internationale des Automobile Clubs Reconnus) in Paris announced a new formula for Grand Prix racing that was to come into force in 1934. The new rules stipulated a maximum weight of 750 kilograms without fuel, oil, coolant and tyres, but otherwise no restrictions for constructors. This was an ideal opportunity for Mercedes-Benz to compete with a new car. The SSKL was now a representative of a bygone age. Its weight alone was enough to bar any possibility of adaptation for the new rules, at almost double the new maximum figure.

Mercedes-Benz made the decision to develop a new racing car in 1933, following sustained pressure for a return to the race track from racing manager Alfred Neubauer. Furthermore, the whole motor sport context in Germany had now changed with the seizure of power by the National Socialists: the new government’s commitment to the rapid development of the automotive industry led it to continue existing autobahn construction projects, lower the tax on new cars, and encourage leading automakers to get involved in motor sport. These policies also gave rise to a new competitor for Mercedes-Benz: the Chemnitz-based Auto Union, created in August 1932 as a result of the merger between four Saxony-based motor vehicle manufacturers: Audi, DKW, Horch and Wanderer. The rivalry between the racing cars with the three-pointed star and those with the four rings was to shape European racing history in the years up to 1939.

One of the first drivers contacted by Neubauer was Rudolf Caracciola – in spite of the months he had spent in hospital with serious leg injuries following an accident in Monaco in April 1933, and doubts that he would be fully fit to race again. The other team members were Manfred von Brauchitsch, Luigi Fagioli, Hanns Geier and Ernst Henne. By the winter of 1933, Neubauer was enthusing about an elegant monoposto designed to carry its team once more to victory.

A team of engineers led by the head of the principal design office, Hans Nibel, were working under intense time pressure on the development of the new car. The front engine design may have been rather conservative in comparison with Auto Union’s mid-engine car and the company’s own earlier designs such as the Benz ‘Teardrop car’, but the combination of a slim body, mechanically supercharged 3.4-litre in-line eight-cylinder engine, individual wheel suspension and direct rear axle transmission was a recipe that would carry all before it on the race track. The chassis was the responsibility of Max Wagner, while the engine was the domain of Albert Heess and Otto Schilling. Meanwhile, in the research and development department under Fritz Nallinger, Georg Scheerer, who had also assisted at the birth of DMG’s supercharged car, was running exhaustive tests on the engine. Otto Weber assembled the engine and Jakob Kraus fitted the chassis, both having been part of the DMG sortie to Indianapolis in 1923.

Test drives of the new Mercedes-Benz monoposto started in February 1934 in Monza and on the motorway between Milan and Varese. The 235 kW car (later boosted to 260 kW with a new Esso fuel mixture) recorded maximum speeds of over 250 km/h.

Mercedes-Benz also decided on a new chassis colour for the W 25: silver. The debut of the new car had been planned for the Avus race in Berlin in May 1934, but the team withdrew at the last minute on account of technical problems. Accordingly, the new car made its first appearance one week later, at the International Eifel race at the Nürburgring on 3 June. The W 25 lined up at the start in silver – supposedly, as legend has it, after the cars on the Nürburgring had been stripped of their white paint for weight reasons. Even though this race was not run in accordance with the 750-kg formula, apparently the team was determined to present a car that met the new regulations. The name ‘Silver Arrow’ was coined some time later and gradually caught on over the years.

So the Eifel race in 1934 was the first start for the new Mercedes-Benz formula racing car – and also its first victory. Manfred von Brauchitsch finished first in his W 25 at an average speed of 122.5 km/h, setting a new track record in the process.

Further victories in the W 25’s first year included Caracciola winning the Klausen race, Luigi Fagioli’s triumph at the Coppa Acerbo around Pescara and a Mercedes-Benz victory in the Italian Grand Prix at Monza. A total of some 1300 corners and chicanes made Monza the most demanding event on the 1934 racing calendar. As a result of his accident, Rudolf Caracciola was still in severe pain and not fit enough to make it through the entire race. So halfway through the race Luigi Fagioli took over at the steering wheel of the car starting under the number 2. Technical problems with his own car had forced Fagioli out at an early stage of the race, but he successfully defended the lead Caracciola had built up over the field by that stage and was first across the finish. Fagioli also won the Spanish Grand Prix ahead of Caracciola and finished second in the Masaryk Grand Prix in Brno.

The results from the 1934 season clearly put Mercedes-Benz back at the top of the international motor sport ratings. Caracciola further underscored the performance of the new Grand Prix racer with a raft of records in the winter of 1934. In Gyön, near Budapest, he drove the Mercedes-Benz W 25 with fully enclosed cockpit – and therefore termed a ‘racing saloon’ – on a concrete track. He set an international speed record for Class C (displacement of 3 to 5 litres) for the flying kilometre and flying mile, with speeds of 317.5 km/h and 316.6 km/h respectively. He also set a new world record for the standing start one mile, at 188.6 km/h. In December, Caracciola then set an international Class C record of 311.9 km/h over 5 kilometres on the Avus track.

In the 1935 season, the Stuttgart company responded to the success of its redoubtable rivals at Auto Union with several enhancements to the W 25. The most powerful of the range of engines, the M 25 C, now developed 340 kW at 5800 rpm, with a displacement of 4310 cc. This car gave Mercedes-Benz almost total dominance of the 1935 racing season. Rudolf Caracciola was back at his best, and won the Tripoli Grand Prix, the Eifel race, the French Grand Prix, the Belgian Grand Prix, the Swiss Grand Prix and the Spanish Grand Prix. The title of European Champion, awarded that year for the first time, therefore went to the number one driver of the Silver Arrows. The 1935 season also included victories for Luigi Fagioli in the Monaco Grand Prix, the Avus race and the Grand Prix of Barcelona (ahead of Caracciola).

The 1936 version of the W 25, developing 330 kW and with a shorter wheelbase, was not however able to replicate this string of successes. The 1936 season brought only two Grand Prix victories for Mercedes-Benz, in Monaco and Tunis (both Caracciola). 

1937: Year of the W 125
Following the disappointing performance of the modified W 25 in its third season, Mercedes-Benz developed a new car for the 1937 racing year, the last season under the existing formula rules. As a foretaste of the innovation capability of the racing department in Stuttgart, in November and December, Rudolf Caracciola broke five international records and one world record in a Mercedes-Benz 12-cylinder streamlined record car on the new autobahn between Frankfurt and Heidelberg, comfortably passing the marks set by Hans Stuck for Auto Union on the same stretch of road the previous March.

The 1937 racing year was dominated by the eight-cylinder W 125 monoposto. The engine again included a mechanical supercharger, developing over 441 kW from a displacement of 5.6 litres. The W 125 was designed by an engineer just 30 years of age, who took over the new racing department in mid-1936: Rudolf Uhlenhaut. As well as developing new design concepts, Uhlenhaut also put his racing cars to the test personally. He succeeded in putting Mercedes-Benz back at the top of the European motor racing scene. The design included numerous innovations in matters of detail. For example, for the first time in a Silver Arrow the supercharger was downstream from the carburettor, so it was the final mixture that was compressed. This in-line eight-cylinder unit was the most advanced version of the Grand Prix engine that had been used since the 1934 season.

The backbone of the car was an ultra-sturdy frame of special steel with four cross members. The front wheels were steered by double wishbones with helical springs, as in the celebrated 500 K and 540 K production models. The wheels at the rear were mounted on a De-Dion double-articulated axle providing constant camber adjustment, with longitudinal torsion springs and hydraulic lever-type shock absorbers. Overrun torque and braking torque were transferred to the chassis by lateral links.

After extensive test drives on the Nürburgring circuit, Uhlenhaut opted for a revolutionary chassis design. He made the bold and visionary decision to replace the customary principle of hard springs and minimum damping with the exact opposite. The W 125 featured soft-sprung suspension and exceptionally long spring travel, with a high level of damping, setting the pattern for today’s Mercedes-Benz sports cars. The external appearance of the car was very similar to its forerunner, the most distinctive feature of the W 125 being the three cooling openings at the front end. The car had free-standing wheels, with a streamlined chassis being used only for the very fast Avus race on 30 May 1937.

Success followed success during the 1937 season. Hermann Lang won the Tripoli Grand Prix, and also the Avus race, in an aerodynamically optimised W 125. His maximum speed of 271.7 km/h in that race was not bettered until 1959. Caracciola and von Brauchitsch finished in second and third places respectively in the Eifel race, and Caracciola claimed victory in the German Grand Prix ahead of von Brauchitsch. The latter took the Monaco Grand Prix ahead of Caracciola and Christian Kautz, with Goffredo Zehender in fifth place. The Swiss Grand Prix was a triple victory, with Caracciola, Lang and von Brauchitsch sharing the podium, and Caracciola finished first in the Italian Grand Prix ahead of Lang. Caracciola rounded off this record-breaking season with victory at the Masaryk Grand Prix in Brno ahead of von Brauchitsch. Despite driving a full complement of races for Auto Union, Bernd Rosemeyer was able to take only four wins. The superiority of the Mercedes-Benz team was also clearly illustrated by its drivers taking the first four places in the European Championship: Caracciola ahead of von Brauchitsch, Lang and the Swiss Christian Kautz. 1937 was both the high point and the end of the 750-kilogram formula, since a new set of rules came into force from 1938.

Along with their successes in formula racing, the racing department in Stuttgart also served up a string of victories in reliability trials and other competitions in the years up to 1938, particularly in touring car events. In 1934, Mercedes-Benz had won four gold medals with the W 150 in the ‘2000 Kilometres Through Germany’ event. In subsequent years the company also competed in many off-road events with a series of vehicles based on the 170 V – the 170 VR, 170 VS, 170 SV, and 200 V.

1938: Victory in the 3-litre formula with the W 154
In September 1936, the motor sport body AIACR laid down the Grand Prix formula specifications that were to apply from 1938. The key points were a maximum displacement of 3 litres for mechanically supercharged engines and 4.5 litres for naturally aspirated engines, and weight from a minimum of 400 kilograms to a maximum of 850 kilograms, according to displacement. These specifications necessitated a completely new car, so the 1937 season was still in full swing when the Mercedes-Benz designers finalised their car for the next racing season.

There was certainly no shortage of ideas in the racing design department: they considered using a W 24 naturally aspirated engine with three banks of eight cylinders each, a rear-positioned engine, direct petrol injection and a fully streamlined body. Mainly for heat reasons, they ultimately opted for a V12 configuration with a V angle of 60 degrees, developed at Daimler-Benz by the old master Albert Heess. The steel cylinders were combined in groups of three in welded-on steel plate cooling jackets, with non-removable heads. Powerful pumps propelled 100 litres of oil per minute through the approx. 250-kilogram engine. Compression was provided initially by two single-stage superchargers, which were replaced in 1939 with a single two-stage unit.

The engine was run on the test bench from January 1938. Then during its first virtually problem-free trial run on 7 February it developed 314 kW at 8000 rpm. The power available to the driver was 316 kW in the first half of the season, climbing to over 344 kW by the end of the racing year. The most powerful version of the engine was the 349 kW unit used by Hermann Lang in Reims, where his W 154 hurtled down the straight sections at a speed of 283 km/h at 7500 rpm. This was also the first Mercedes-Benz racing car to have a five-speed gearbox.

The changes made for the W 125 by chassis designer Max Wagner were much less extensive – the chassis was virtually unchanged from the previous year, although he did take the opportunity to increase the frame’s torsional rigidity by 30 per cent. The V12 engine was deeply recessed, with the carburettor air inlets positioned in the middle of the radiator. The radiator grille became ever wider as the beginning of the season approached. The driver sat on the right, beside the propeller shaft. The W 154 crouched low over the asphalt, with the tops of the wheels well above the contours of the body. As well as enhancing the dynamic look of the car, this substantially lowered the centre of gravity. The racing drivers, as chief designer Rudolf Uhlenhaut’s implicitly trusted consultants, were immediately impressed with the road-holding qualities of the new racer.

The W 154 was indeed able to outdo the exploits of its predecessor: this Silver Arrow gave the Mercedes-Benz racing department its greatest number of victories during this era. The first race of the new season ended in disappointment, as the car was unable to display its full potential on the twisting circuit in Pau, France, and was set back by a refuelling stop. But things rapidly improved thereafter. The Tripoli Grand Prix resulted in a triple victory for Lang, von Brauchitsch and Caracciola, a feat repeated at the French Grand Prix in the sequence von Brauchitsch, Caracciola and Lang. The British driver Richard Seaman, who had joined the team in 1937, won the German Grand Prix at the Nürburgring ahead of the car driven jointly by Caracciola and Lang, while Hermann Lang took the Coppa Ciano in Livorno and Rudolf Caracciola the Coppa Acerbo at Pescara. At the Swiss Grand Prix, the W 154 again filled all three places (Caracciola, Seaman, and von Brauchitsch). Rudolf Caracciola became European champion for the third time. Weakened by the death of its top driver Bernd Rosemeyer during record-breaking attempts in January 1938, Auto Union was unable to post any successes until towards the end of the season. 

1938: W 125 becomes the fastest car ever on the open road
Having recognised the prestige value of record-breaking drives, the Supreme National Sports Authority in Germany (ONS) organised an international record week in October 1937 on the Frankfurt–Darmstadt autobahn, although in fact almost all participating vehicles were German. It ended in a clear triumph for Auto Union, with Bernd Rosemeyer establishing a string of new top speeds, including becoming the first driver to go above 400 km/h on a public road. In contrast, the Mercedes-Benz cars were rather disappointing and were recalled prematurely to the factory. But in January 1938, ahead of the Berlin Motor Show, the company management succeeded in arranging for another series of record-breaking attempts to be made on the same stretch of road. This time, in a much improved vehicle, Rudolf Caracciola set another speed record, one which still stands to this day. In a 12-cylinder record car based on the W 125, he achieved the fastest speeds ever recorded on the open road: 432.7 km/h for the flying start kilometre, and 432.4 km/h for the flying start mile. But an attempt by Auto Union star driver Bernd Rosemeyer to recapture this record immediately afterwards ended tragically, when his car, travelling at full speed, was blown off the road by a gust of wind.

Caracciola’s record car, like the other Mercedes-Benz’s other such vehicles from this period, was adapted specifically for the purpose by wind tunnel testing. The only record car to be largely unchanged from the Grand Prix equivalent was the W 25 with which Mercedes-Benz broke the Class C record (3 to 5 litres displacement) in late 1934 at Gyön in Hungary. The sole design change in this case was to place a hood over the open cockpit, which was why Rudolf Caracciola called the car his ‘racing saloon’. The Hungarian record-setting drive was Mercedes-Benz’s response to the one-hour record set by Auto Union in March 1934, and marked the beginning of a speed duel between the two brands over the next few years.

The record car of 1936 was the most spectacular adaptation of the W 25 – built on the same chassis, but with fully streamlined fairings, even including the wheels and the underbody. The car was developed in the wind tunnel at the Zeppelin plant in Friedrichshafen. The body weighed in at around 100 kilograms, and achieved a sensational drag coefficient of cd = 0.235. It was powered by a V12 engine developing 453 kW, displacement 5577 cc, with the code name MD 25 DAB/1. The engine had been intended for Grand Prix competition, but proved to be too heavy. Caracciola notched up many of his Class B triumphs in this car, such as a world flying start ten-mile record of 333.5 km/h. The vehicle’s top speed was 372 km/h.

Another product of wind-tunnel testing, this time at the German Institute for Aviation Research, Berlin-Adlershof, with a cd value of 0.157, was the 1938 record car version of the W 125. Powered by the latest evolution stage of the 5.6-litre 12-cylinder engine, it created a record that still stands today, with the fastest speeds ever recorded on the open road: 432.7 km/h for the flying start kilometre, and a top one-way speed of 436.7 km/h. Two Roots superchargers boosted its power to 541 kW at 5800 rpm. An earlier design stage of the 6.25-metre long vehicle tended to lose adhesion with the road surface at speeds of 400 km/h. Rudolf Uhlenhaut reduced the front surface area to the bare minimum to reduce the flow resistance of the radiator, so that all the air required by the huge V12 engine came from two small ‘nostril’ openings. The optimum operating temperature over short distances was achieved with a normal W 125 radiator, embedded in a box placed on two supports in front of the engine, filled with half a cubic metre of ice and water.

By 1939, design specialisation had increased to the point of creating two contemporaneous record versions of the W 154 for Class D (displacement of 2 to 3 litres): one car designed for maximum flying-start speeds, and another variant with faired wheels and a distinctive notched section in the cockpit area for standing-start sprints. Common features were the similarity of the design to the current Grand Prix monoposto and the choice of driver: these records, too, were set by Rudolf Caracciola.

With ever higher speeds, the demands of these ‘silver bullets’ increasingly began to exceed the capacity of the available tracks. In 1934 all that was needed had been a smooth, straight section of concrete in Gyön, near Budapest, or the Avus track in Berlin, just as it was – but record attempts just two years later required the use of the Frankfurt–Heidelberg autobahn, and eventually an extensive stretch of the new autobahn between Dessau and Bitterfeld.

The last record attempt of this kind on an autobahn took place in February 1939. The 1939 W 154 record car developed 344 kW at 7800 rpm, and featured a futuristic-looking, fully streamlined body for the flying start and individual wheel fairings for the standing start. On this occasion Caracciola set the following international records for Class D (displacement of 2 to 3 litres), in a Mercedes-Benz W 154 record car: 175.1 km/h for one kilometre with a standing start, 204.6 km/h for one mile with a standing start, 398.2 km/h over one kilometre with a flying start, and 399.6 km/h over one mile with a flying start.

The Mercedes-Benz T 80 of 1939, 8.24 metres long and with three axles, was designed to break the world land speed record, which in a duel between the two British drivers George Eyston and John Cobb in August 1939 had been ratcheted up to 595 km/h on the salt flats in Utah, USA. This mighty beast was to be powered by a V12 DB 603 RS aircraft engine, weighing 807 kilograms, with a displacement of 44,500 cc and developing 2,574 kW at 3640 rpm. Because of the outbreak of the Second World War, however, the T 80 was never actually used.

1939: Race victories with 3- and 1.5-litre displacements
In the last racing season before the start of the Second World War, Mercedes-Benz managed to continue the success story from 1938 with the W 154. The first race on the calendar, the Pau Grand Prix, was won by Hermann Lang in a W 154 ahead of Manfred von Brauchitsch, making up for the defeat suffered the previous year. Lang was again the winner in the Eifel event in May, with Caracciola in third place and von Brauchitsch fourth.
Lang went on to extend this impressive winning streak. He took

the Höhenstrassen-Rennen (High Road Race) in Vienna in a hillclimb version of the W 154 (with von Brauchitsch in third place), followed by an identical result for the same two drivers in the Belgian Grand Prix at Spa. Caracciola took the German Grand Prix at the Nürburgring – for the fifth time. At the Swiss Grand Prix Lang finished ahead of Caracciola and von Brauchitsch. He also won the German Hillclimb Grand Prix on the Grossglockner, thereby securing the 1939 German Hillclimb title. He was clearly the season’s top driver, but with the outbreak of war the authorities responsible, the AIACR in Paris, were unable to award the title of European Champion. Under the regulations at the time the championship should have gone to Hermann Paul Müller of Auto Union, on the basis of good placings in the four championship races, but the national ONS organisation declared Hermann Lang the champion.
A departure from the norm in the series of Mercedes victories in 1939 was the Tripoli Grand Prix. For this race, the 3-litre specification that had been totally dominated by the German racing cars was replaced by a 1.5-litre category (voiturette formula), for which the Stuttgart engineers had no vehicle. This was a ruse by the organisers in Libya – at that time an Italian colony – designed to circumvent the domination of the Silver Arrow cars and to ensure the first victory for an Italian car in the event since 1934. Since that year the race on the Mellaha track had been won by German drivers: Caracciola in 1935, a victory for Auto Union in 1936, and Hermann Lang for Mercedes in 1937 and 1938. 

But Mercedes-Benz was not to be eliminated so easily from what was in the 1930s one of the most prestigious Grand Prix events. When the changes to the rules were announced in September 1938, the team in Stuttgart took just eight months to develop a completely new racing car, the W 165. The basic drawings were soon completed by engine specialist Albert Heess and chassis master Max Wagner, and by April 1939 both Caracciola and Lang were testing the first car in Hockenheim. And so, to the amazement of the racing world, the starting line-up for the Gran Premio di Tripoli included two Mercedes-Benz W 165s with the required 1.5-litre displacement. 

The new car was based on the current W 154 Grand Prix car, and at first glance appeared to be a scaled-down version of the 3-litre racer. The struts of the oval frame were made of chromium-nickel-molybdenum steel, with the five cross-members supplemented by the rear engine bracket. The driver sat not in the middle, but slightly to the right. With full fuel tanks but without the driver, the W 165 weighed 905 kilograms. The engine, too, even though it weighed just 195 kilograms, was clearly a close relation of the V12 engine in the W 154. It was a V8 engine with displacement of 1493 cc, a V angle of 90 degrees, and with four overhead camshafts and 32 valves, with an almost identical arrangement and drive system to those in the Grand Prix model. The mixture was prepared by two Solex suction carburettors, with powerful support from two Roots blowers. Its output of 187 kW at 8250 rpm equated to an astonishing power per litre of 125 kW. Large brake drums (diameter 360 mm) covered almost the whole of the inside part of the spoked wheels. The designers had even allowed for the extreme temperatures to be expected in this particular host country – where the track baked in temperatures of 52 degrees Celsius on the day of the race – by placing tubular coolers along the fuel line.

The rest is racing history: the two Mercedes-Benz W 165s left their adversaries virtually no chance. Caracciola, in his shorter-ratio vehicle, completed the entire race without a break, while Hermann Lang – in line with Neubauer’s carefully planned tactics – made a brief stop to change tyres and won the Tripoli event in his taller-ratio car (giving him a higher maximum speed), almost an entire lap clear of his fellow Mercedes driver.

The last start by a Silver Arrow car in 1939 was in the second Belgrade City Race on 3 September. Manfred von Brauchitsch finished second in his W 154 behind Tazio Nuvolari for Auto Union. But by this time the Second World War had already begun.

New beginnings after the Second World War
· 1951: Focus on research and the quest for a new strategy
· 1952: Successes with the Mercedes-Benz 300 SL (W 194)

· 1954 and 1955: Triumphs for the W 196 R and 300 SLR

The immediate priorities for Daimler-Benz AG in the initial post-war period were reconstruction and the resumption of production of passenger cars and commercial vehicles. A return to racing was not high on the agenda and had to be a gradual process. Some post-war Mercedes-Benz 170 V passenger cars were already being made in 1946, but this model, which had already been in production from 1936 to 1942, had achieved nothing in the way of racing success. So in the first few years after the War, the former works drivers and design engineers from the racing department were spending their time repairing ordinary passenger cars – no easy task in the immediate post-war environment, and one which called on the considerable improvisatory skills developed from their years of manning the pits at racing events.

The company’s debut in post-war motor racing came in September 1950, when Karl Kling entered the ADAC Six Hour race for sports and touring cars at the Nürburgring circuit in a Mercedes-Benz 170 S. A total of one hundred cars took to the track, after a Le Mans-style start. Kling described the race as follows: ‘On hearing the starter’s signal, I sprinted to my car as if I was Jesse Owens, tore the car door open, sat behind the wheel, started the engine, and was soon on the track, in a pack surrounded by all the other cars.’  In spite of these efforts at the start, KIing could finish only seventh for the up to 2000 cc class. He did however succeed in posting the fastest lap time for touring cars.

Only after his success at the Eifel race did Kling receive his long-coveted invitation to join the racing department re-established by Mercedes-Benz in 1950 under the proven leadership of Alfred Neubauer. Approval for the return to motor sport was given by Wilhelm Haspel, managing director at Daimler-Benz AG. Neubauer’s first attempt to return to the elite discipline of motor sport was not far away and he pinned his hopes on Grand Prix cars from the 1930s that were in good operational condition. Four W 154 vehicles and six racing engines provided enough components for the engineers to build three viable racing cars and four engines. 

These cars were first put to the test in 1951, in two races in Argentina. Hermann Lang, Karl Kling and Argentinean driver Juan Manuel Fangio performed valiantly in Buenos Aires, with Lang and Kling both achieving second places on 18 and 24 February 1951 respectively. However these fast, yet heavy cars were unable to secure a win. Fangio himself was partly to blame. He had initially expected to be driving for Alfa Romeo, in the car in which he had finished runner-up world champion in the previous season. He had therefore suggested a track with plenty of curves to make life more difficult for the Silver Arrows, which were primarily designed for fast tracks – but then found himself driving for Mercedes-Benz!
These races in Argentina clearly demonstrated that the W 154 now had its best years behind it, and Neubauer’s plans for the Daimler-Benz racing department to enter the Indianapolis 500 mile event were shelved.

1951 also saw the launch of the first new post-war passenger car models, the 220 (W 187) and 300 (W 186 I). The 300 became the nucleus of the company’s motor sport successes over the next few years, as the basis for the 300 SL (W 194) sports car designed by Rudolf Uhlenhaut, followed by two production models: the ‘Gullwing’ coupé (W 198 I, 1954) and roadster (W 198 II, 1957). Before the War, Uhlenhaut had been technical manager of the racing department; from 1949 he headed the research and development department of the passenger car development operation.

Return of the Silver Arrows

On 15 June 1951, Daimler-Benz management announced its plans for involvement in motor sport, with a focus on racing and sports cars. However, the Grand Prix vehicles had to wait until 1954, when the new Formula One rules came into effect. The first Mercedes-Benz project was a new sports car. A design period of just nine months was enough to create the legendary 300 SL (standing for ‘sports light’). The new car’s chassis was largely based on the Mercedes-Benz 300, with the brake linings extended to 90 millimetres. The main enhancements were to the six-cylinder inline engine, including three Solex down-draught carburettors and a more acute camshaft angle, boosting output to 129 kW at 5200 rpm. The engine was inclined 50 degrees to the left in its support structure, a lightweight spaceframe.

This light yet robust tubular frame extended well up the sides, for stability reasons. This was the origin of the 300 SL’s legendary ‘‘Gullwing’’ doors, since side-hinged doors would have made it difficult to climb into the car over the high sill structures. The doors initially came down to waist level, but for the Le Mans race in June 1952 they had to be lowered still further. The smooth contours of the body of the 300 SL and the narrow roof were a brilliant achievement, as demonstrated by the low cd value of 0.25. A maximum speed of 240 km/h offered favourable prospects for victories in international competition.

On 3 May 1952, two 300 SLs were entered in the Mille Miglia race. Karl Kling and Hans Klenk were second across the line in the 1000-mile event, with Rudolf Caracciola in fourth place. Not quite a victory, but Mercedes-Benz was the only brand to have two vehicles among the first five places. For racing manager Alfred Neubauer, a dream was coming true. ‘That day, I started to feel young again,’ he later recollected.

Then on 18 May, the 300 SLs scooped the pool in the Bern Prize for sports cars with a triple victory, with Karl Kling winning the race ahead of Hermann Lang and Fritz Riess. However, the race was overshadowed by a serious accident involving Rudolf Caracciola. The crash, caused by brake failure, ended his racing career. Caracciola was an exceptional driver in the history of Mercedes-Benz, dominating the eras of the supercharged family of models from S to SSKL and the pre-war Silver Arrows, and playing an active part in the return of the Stuttgart brand to motor racing in 1952. 

A one-two victory in the famous Le Mans 24-Hour race soon afterwards showed that the power of the ‘‘Gullwing’’ car was matched by its stamina. The team of Hermann Lang and Fritz Riess crossed the finish line ahead of Theo Helfrich and Helmut Niedermayr.

The Jubiläum Grand Prix for sports cars at the Nürburgring in August saw the appearance of the 300 SL in a new format: four coupés modified as roadsters, with one also having a slightly shorter wheelbase and narrower track. The four cars duly took the first four places – against rather modest competition – in the following order: Hermann Lang, Karl Kling, Fritz Riess and Theo Helfrich. In contrast, the double victory in November 1952 of Karl Kling/Hans Klenk and Hermann Lang/Erwin Grupp in the Carrera Panamericana – an eight-stage race covering a total distance of 3,130 kilometres in far-off Mexico – caused a worldwide sensation. The exotic aura associated with long-distance racing was highlighted by the Kling/Klenk team’s legendary collision with a vulture, which smashed the windscreen. From then on the 300 SL windscreen was protected by a mesh outside the screen.

A comprehensively reworked version of the 300 SL for the 1953 season was quickly developed but never used, since in 1953 all efforts were focused on preparing for the return to Grand Prix racing in 1954.

1954: Formula One racing with the W 196 R
While the 300 SL was winning races, the Stuttgart team was already
working on the return to Grand Prix racing, on the basis of major changes to Formula One specifications announced by the FIA (Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile) for the 1954 season. This was an ideal time for the re-entry of Mercedes-Benz, since other manufacturers would also have to develop new cars. The displacement restrictions were now a maximum of 750 cc for supercharged engines and 2.5 litres for naturally-aspirated engines.

The objectives announced at the beginning of 1953 by Fritz Könecke, Chairman of the Board of Management of Daimler-Benz AG, were ambitious indeed: twin world championship titles for Mercedes-Benz works drivers, in Formula One and the sports cars racing season. This programme was to be coordinated by Hans Scherenberg as the head of design. The men responsible for achieving these demanding targets were Fritz Nallinger as chief engineer, Rudolf Uhlenhaut as head of the research and development department and Alfred Neubauer as racing manager. The new racing department had its capacity boosted accordingly, eventually employing a total of over 200 staff. They were also able to call on the expertise of a further 300 specialists in other departments of Daimler-Benz AG.

1953 was dominated by the development of the new Grand Prix car, and for this reason the racing department did not participate in other competitions that season. The fruit of their labours was a new racing car, the W 196 R. The vehicle originally had streamlined fairings, and at the start of the season a maximum output of 188 kW from the 2496 cc naturally-aspirated engine with desmodromic (forcible) valve control, and a maximum speed of around 260 km/h. The new Silver Arrows made their debut at the second European race of the year, the French Grand Prix. The fully streamlined W 196 R posted the fastest times in training, and at this debut at Reims on 4 July the vehicle surpassed the expectations of the public and their competitors alike – with a dual victory for the recently recruited Argentinean driver Juan Manuel Fangio – the 1951 world champion – and Karl Kling.
This sensational result had a truly historical resonance, since 40

years earlier to the day, on 4 July 1914, the French Grand Prix in Lyon had also been won by Mercedes cars, with Christian Lautenschlager, Louis Wagner and Otto Salzer filling the first three places in that order.

The focus was now on securing the 1954 world championship title for Juan Manuel Fangio. He had to be content with fourth place in the British Grand Prix at Silverstone on 17 July, where there were some problems with the car in its initial, rather unprepossessing streamlined format. But Uhlenhaut had already fast-tracked the construction of the second variant of the W 196 R, this time with exposed wheels and also new tyres, developed for Daimler-Benz by Continental.

For the remainder of the 1954 season there was always at least one Silver Arrow driver on the Grand Prix winners’ podium. Fangio took the German, Swiss and Italian events. Hans Hermann secured a third place in Switzerland. When he won the Swiss Grand Prix at Bern-Bremgarten on 22 August, Fangio had built up an unbeatable lead in the standings for the 1954 Formula One world championship. The fact that he could manage only third place in the final race of the season, the Spanish Grand Prix, did nothing to diminish the clear superiority of both car and driver that year.

1955: Twin championships and ‘auf Wiedersehen’
In 1955, armed with the improved Grand Prix car and 300 SLR (W 196 S) racing sports car derived from it, the racing department set about the quest for the double title, seeking a repeat of the Grand Prix title, plus the sports car championship. With this aim in mind, Neubauer had recruited British ace driver Stirling Moss to complement the skills of Juan Manuel Fangio. In addition to Fangio and Moss, Mercedes-Benz drivers during the 1955 season also included Karl Kling, Hans Herrmann, Piero Taruffi, Peter Collins, John Fitch, André Simon, Desmond Titterington, Pierre Levegh, and Wolfgang Count Berghe von Trips.

The W 196 R raced in 1955 had been thoroughly reworked, in terms of both the engine and the chassis. Along with the long wheelbase model (2350 mm), there was now also a medium version with a 140-mm shorter wheelbase, and the ultra-short ‘Monaco’ model with a wheelbase of just 2150 mm. The car was now around 70 kilograms lighter, and also had 22 kW more power: at 8400 rpm, the engine of the W 196 R now developed 213 kW, ultimately giving the car a maximum speed of around 300 km/h. The distinctive visual feature of the W 196 R in its second year was the air scoop on the bonnet, required because of the modified intake manifold.

The 1955 racing season opened with the Argentinean Grand Prix, won by Fangio in extremely hot conditions. And just 14 days later, on 30 January 1955, Fangio also took first place in the Buenos Aires Grand Prix. The race featured four Silver Arrow cars, powered with the 3-litre engine that was to be fitted in the new 300 SLR racing sports car. Juan Manuel Fangio and Stirling Moss recorded a dual victory in what was in essence an extremely demanding road test for the new engine, with Karl Kling in fourth place.

The 300 SLR made its racing debut on 1 May 1955 in the Mille Miglia. The name and the body of the new car were reminiscent of the 300 SL from 1952, but in engineering terms the vehicle was clearly derived from the current Silver Arrow Grand Prix racing car, and quite different from its similarly named predecessor. Four of the new cars lined up at the start: Fangio and Kling drove alone, Moss and Herrmann with co-drivers. In addition, the starting line-up included several Mercedes-Benz 300 SLs and even three Mercedes-Benz 180 D diesel saloons. Juan Manuel Fangio was generally regarded as the favourite, but it was the young Englishman, Stirling Moss, with co-driver Denis Jenkinson, who took the event as the first non-Italian winner since Rudolf Caracciola (who had won in 1931 in a Mercedes-Benz SSKL). Moss also recorded the best-ever time for the Mille Miglia: 10:07:48 hours, at an average speed of 157.65 km/h. Fangio took second place, and Mercedes-Benz won both the overall title and two categories: GT cars with displacement greater than 1300 cc, and the diesel class.

The short-wheelbase version of the W 196 R started in the Monaco Grand Prix, but Mercedes-Benz was not successful on this occasion. Fangio and then Moss held the lead for much of the race, but eventually all three vehicles were forced to retire on account of minor technical problems. The various wheelbase and body versions of the W 196 R provided a wide range of options, yet the bodies were actually interchangeable with just a few simple adjustments. Chassis No. 10, for example, now displayed in a new aluminium body, raced in 1955 with exposed wheels in the Argentinean and Dutch Grand Prix events and was used for training at Monza with a fully streamlined body. The variant used on a given occasion depended on the characteristics of the track and the individual preferences of the driver.

Technical features common to all versions included the swing axle with low pivot point and an eight-cylinder 2496 cc engine. The desmodromic operation of the valves, with cam lobes and rocker arms, provided higher revolutions along with improved safety and power ratings. Fuel supply to the cylinders was via an injection pump jointly developed with Bosch, operating at a pressure of 100 kilograms per cubic centimetre.

Following the disappointing results at Monaco, both the racing and sports cars were back at the top of their form in May and June. Fangio took the Eifel race in his 300 SLR, with Moss in second place, and won the Belgian Grand Prix in the W 196 R. This triumph was followed by a tragic accident at the Le Mans race of 1955, in which three 300 SLRs were entered. When Jaguar driver Mike Hawthorn braked to go into the pits after a hard-fought duel with Fangio, he obstructed Lance Macklin (Austin Healey). Macklin veered to the left, straight into the path of Pierre Levegh’s 300 SLR, who collided with the rear of the Austin, launching the vehicle into the air. The engine and front axle came away from the rest of the car and flew into the crowd of spectators. The result was the worst accident in motor sports history, claiming 82 lives and injuring another 91 spectators. The race was continued in spite of the accident, to ensure access for the rescue services was not blocked by the departing public. After midnight, Daimler-Benz made the decision to withdraw the 300 SLRs from the event as a sign of respect for the victims. Accordingly, Moss and fellow-team member Simon were recalled to the pits.

The memory of the disaster cast a shadow over the rest of the season. Numerous races were cancelled, including the Grand Prix events in France, Germany, Switzerland, and Spain. But the Grand Prix of the Netherlands in June brought another double victory for Fangio and Moss in their W 196 Rs. Moss then won the British Grand Prix at Aintree in a short-wheelbase W 196 R, followed by Fangio, Kling, and Taruffi. This was an absolute sensation for the local public, since the young British star was the first English driver ever to win his home Grand Prix.

The Swedish Grand Prix for sports cars was won by Fangio, ahead of Moss, both in 300 SLRs, and Karl Kling complemented their double victory by winning the sports cars category in his 300 SL. One of the two racing sports coupés designed by Rudolf Uhlenhaut was also on hand in Sweden, and used during training for the race. The 300 SLR coupés were originally intended to start in the Carrera Panamericana in Mexico, but this race had been discontinued, and did not take place in 1955. The ‘Gullwing’ coupé was seen on the track during training on several occasions, but never actually raced. One of the two vehicles was later used by Rudolf Uhlenhaut as a company car.

The final performance of W 196 R cars on the racing scene was in the Italian Grand Prix on 11 September. And because four events had been removed from the season calendar, this was also the one and only appearance of the streamlined version of the car in 1955. All other races had been contested with open-wheeled cars. The Monza track had been extensively modified, and was now very much a high-speed course, with each lap tantamount to two straight drives past the grandstands. This meant high average speeds for the race, so Neubauer decided that Fangio and Moss would race in the faired monoposto design with a long wheelbase. Kling was to drive an open-bodied medium-wheelbase variant, and Taruffi a short-wheelbase ‘Monaco’ car, also with an open body. Fangio was a clear winner for Mercedes-Benz – his last victory for the marque – followed by Piero Taruffi just 0.7 seconds behind. The Argentinean master driver ended the season with 40 points, and a third Formula One world championship. Stirling Moss was the runner-up with 23 points.

However, the racing department’s second goal for the 1955 season seemed now to be out of reach. As Alfred Neubauer later recalled: ‘The only disappointment was the likely failure to win the racing sports car championship, the Constructors’ Prize. This championship, introduced only in 1953, is awarded not to the winning drivers but to the manufacturer that makes their cars. Ferrari was well ahead in the standings, and it was going to take a miracle to overtake them.’
The 300 SLR had shown that it was extremely competitive in several races already, but neither the Eifel race nor the Swedish Grand Prix counted for the world championship. Everything now hinged on the Tourist Trophy in Northern Ireland and the Targa Florio on Sicily. On 17 September, three 300 SLRs lined up at the start of the race in Northern Ireland, and the miracle Neubauer dreamed of duly came to pass: Stirling Moss and John Fitch won the race, ahead of Juan Manuel Fangio and Karl Kling’s 300 SLR, and third place went to Wolfgang Count Berghe von Trips (racing for the first time in the 300 SLR, although he did have competition experience in the 300 SL), with co-driver André Simon.

But to take the world constructors’ championship, Mercedes-Benz still had to achieve the desired result in the Targa Florio in Sicily mid-October. They needed to win the race, with arch-rivals Ferrari doing no better than third – and so a strike force of unparalleled proportions headed south. Eight racing cars, eight heavy-duty trucks and 15 passenger cars were unloaded from the ferry from Naples, along with a support team of 45 mechanics. Stirling Moss said that he had never seen such a level of preparation and attention to detail, and such a huge logistical effort.

Neubauer had pondered long and hard on his tactics for the race: ‘I had never planned a race so carefully and thoroughly. For that 1955 Targa Florio, I drew one last time on all my knowledge and experience, all my tricks and my love of the game.’ The most important part of the plan may have been his strategy for the change of driver: rather than handing over after three laps, as was the normal practice, this time the Mercedes drivers were to change only after four laps. Uhlenhaut also strengthened the 300 SLR for this tough circuit.

The first car started at 7.00 a.m. on 16 October 1955. Stirling Moss was in the lead before falling back to third place after his 300 SLR left the road. The damage to the car was clearly visible, but the mechanical systems were still fully intact. Peter Collins took over at the wheel, and promptly set a new lap record in the dented Mercedes-Benz. He was back in the lead when he handed the wheel back to Stirling Moss, who won the event, almost five minutes ahead of Juan Manuel Fangio. The third 300 SLR of John Fitch and Desmond Titterington came in fourth, behind Eugenio Castellotti and Robert Manzon (Ferrari 860 Monza). Mercedes-Benz had the double victory it needed to take the brand constructors’ championship – their goal had been achieved.

This marked the end of the triumphant Silver Arrow era: already before the tragic accident at Le Mans, Mercedes-Benz had decided to end the activities of the racing department at the end of the 1955 season. The commitment of effort and resources to the development and construction of the racing vehicles and supporting the campaign was huge. Daimler-Benz AG now felt that the talents of these outstanding engineers and mechanics were more urgently needed for the development of new passenger cars. Technical Director Fritz Nallinger confirmed this decision at the function held to celebrate the successful drivers’ achievement on 22 October 1955: ‘Given the growth in our product range, we believe the right approach now is to relieve some of the load placed on these highly skilled specialists and allow them to focus all their efforts on the area that is most important for our customers all around the world – production car construction. The skills and experience my staff have gained from making racing vehicles will be put to good use in this capacity.’
This departure from the racing scene was the perfect example of ‘retiring at the top’: in 1955, the W 196 R racing cars had taken part in seven races, winning six first places, five seconds and one third. The 300 SLR racing sports car had started in six races, recording five victories, five second places and one third place. Mercedes-Benz’s domination of the season’s racing could scarcely have been more complete.

Mercedes-Benz cars also picked up a third international title in the same year, when the Hamburg driver Werner Engel became European touring car champion in a 300 SL ‘Gullwing’ vehicle. This model in the W 198 series was developed on the initiative of USA importer Maximilian Hoffman from the highly successful racing car of 1952. It immediately made its mark at its launch at the New York Show in 1954, and went into production at the Sindelfingen plant in August that year. The 3-litre petrol injection engine delivered an output of between 200 hp (147 kW) and 215 hp (158 kW). In contrast to various Ferrari models, it was designed as a sporty but comfortable touring car rather than as a racing vehicle. Yet its outstanding all-round characteristics and reliability also made it a highly successful performer in long-distance races in particular.

These qualities can be illustrated with a long list of examples. In the Mille Miglia 1955 the car won the Gran Turismo class for John Fitch (USA), and took places 5, 7 and 10 overall. At the same event the following year, in the pouring rain, it finished in places 6, 7, 8 and 10 overall. Europe’s most demanding road race of the day was the Liège–Rome–Liège event, a non-stop race over five days and a total distance of around 5000 kilometres. In 1955, the Belgian team of Gendebien/Stasse won the race in their 300 SL, an achievement replicated the following year by Mairesse/Genin, another Belgian combination. That same year Walter Schock and Rolf Moll won the European Rally Championship (as it was now known), as Werner Engel’s successors. The vehicle also had some national championships to its credit, in Italy (Armando Zampiero, 1955) and the USA (Paul O’Shea, 1955, 1956 and 1957). Stirling Moss also took the wheel of a ‘Gullwing’, finishing second in the Tour de France Automobile 1956.

But for the moment, the Silver Arrow era on the race track was over. It would only be many years later that Mercedes-Benz would return to the sports car championship and Formula One racing. Alfred Neubauer recalls a sombre leave-taking at the end of the season that had brought such outstanding success. The drivers pulled white cloth covers over the cars, and said their goodbyes. ‘We shook hands one last time – then they all went their separate ways – Fangio and Moss, Collins, Kling, Taruffi, and Count von Trips. The adventure was over.’
Mid-1954 to 1955: Racing car transporter – a unique product of the test workshop
The Silver Arrows were not the only hot topic on the racing scene in the early 1950s. Mercedes-Benz also caused a stir off the circuit with the ‘world’s fastest racing car transporter’. As part of the return to top-level motor sport, the Stuttgart team also had to set up the required service and repair operations at racing circuits, with workshop vehicles and transporters. Alfred Neubauer’s thoughts went back to 1924, when, at his suggestion, Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft had converted a large Mercedes touring car into a racing car transporter.

Neubauer’s idea was realised in the research and development department by master designer Hägele, the leader of a team of chassis fitters, engine specialists and bodybuilders responsible for creating prototypes from drawings. The specified requirements for the racing car transporter were brief and uncomplicated: it had to be fast, very fast – even with its load on board, i.e. a Grand Prix racer or SLR racing sports car. That meant plenty of power, with brakes to match.

The one-off design was built with tried and proven components: the 300 S contributed its X-section tubular frame as the basis for the structure, the powerful engine was taken from the 300 SL and the designers used components from the 180 model. The result was a visually and technically unique vehicle with a 3050 mm wheelbase. This was truly a ‘racing’ transporter, capable of speeds up to 160 to 170 km/h, depending on the cargo.

The remarkable high-speed transporter was ready for use by 1955, painted in characteristic Mercedes-Benz blue. The racing department used it mainly for special assignments, for example for getting a car to the racetrack quickly after last-minute changes and adjustments. Or it might be called on to take a damaged or faulty car back to the factory as quickly as possible, to leave more time for repairs. The racing car transporter became a favourite beside the race track and a sensation on Europe’s roads and motorways. After autumn 1955, it was even borrowed for a tour through the USA and was featured in a number of exhibitions.

The intention was to place it in the Mercedes-Benz Museum of the day, along with the 300 SLR already on display there. However, the combination of the two vehicles would have exceeded the load-bearing capacity of the building, so the vehicle did valiant service for testing purposes, before being scrapped in December 1967 on instructions from Uhlenhaut.

In 1993, it was decided to rebuild the unique vehicle – a project involving almost 6000 hours of work. Experts spent seven years mulling over the details, designing the steering and transmission geometry and cable harness, building the rear window of the cab and finalising panelwork details. By 2001 the transporter was back, restored to its former glory. For some years now it has resided in its home at the new Mercedes-Benz Museum – with a 300 SLR on board.

Rallies and records
· Rally victories with near-production Mercedes-Benz passenger cars
· Record drives with the C 111 from 1976

Rallies also occupy an important place in the Mercedes-Benz tradition – as in January 1952, for example, when Karl Kling, Rudolf Caracciola, and Hermann Lang competed in the Monte Carlo rally in three Mercedes-Benz 220 (W 187) vehicles. The Stuttgart trio came away from the event with the trophy for the best team performance.

This rally was an exciting challenge for Kling in particular, who had acquired his initial motor sport experience in long off-road races. However, this form of competition was far less popular with the German public than circuit racing, as Kling himself acknowledged: ‘A car race is tied to a circuit, with dramatic and sensational events unfolding before the eyes of the public, like the audience at a play. Thundering engines form the acoustic backdrop to an absorbing struggle between the drivers of these beautiful cars, the thoroughbreds of the automotive world. The battle of man versus machine is played out on centre stage. A rally is different – the event takes place over wide spatial expanses, with the drivers locked in a grim struggle against the caprices of the weather and the route. Their struggle is with themselves, with fatigue, monotony and hundreds of kilometres of back-country roads, over hilly and flat sections of the course, or along the coast. This is a hidden struggle, that can last hours or even days at a stretch.’
Mercedes-Benz vehicles had already enjoyed success in rally events during the Silver Arrows era from 1952 to 1955, in the hands of private drivers such as the Stuttgart tropical fruit importer Walter Schock. He entered the first Solitude Rally on 24 and 25 April 1954 driving his business vehicle, a Mercedes-Benz 220a (W 180 I). The event counted towards the German touring car championship. A total of 174 entrants started from eleven locations towards Solitude Palace, near Stuttgart, where the special stages were to begin. 

Schock duly won the event, going on with co-driver Rudolf Moll to achieve many more rally victories over the next few years in Mercedes-Benz vehicles. In 1955, the duo entered the Rallye Monte Carlo, probably Europe’s leading converging rally event. They received only limited support from Mercedes-Benz for this adventure. Racing manager Alfred Neubauer had bigger ambitions in mind for that season – winning the double of the Formula One world championship and sports car championship. In addition, he had not been particularly happy about the racing department’s participation in the 1952 Monte Carlo Rally. The research and development workshop did, however, optimise Schock’s privately owned Mercedes-Benz for the rally by lowering the body. The race started on 17 January – and the Stuttgart duo proceeded to take fifth place in the overall rankings after the four days of the event. This was followed by a victory in the Sestrière Rally in Italy (25 February to 1 March 1955), second place in the Adriatica Rally in Yugoslavia (20-24 July 1955), and fourth place in the Viking Rally in Norway (9-12 September 1955). Walter Schock was back on the starting line for the 1955 Solitude Rally in 1955, this time coming third. This event had now become a true endurance test over a distance of 2000 kilometres.

1956: Rallying takes centre stage
Following the withdrawal of the Mercedes-Benz works team from Formula One and the sports car championship, from 1956 public attention was focused on the rally scene. Mercedes vehicles, mainly driven by private teams, were competing on rally courses all around the world. Whereas the racing cars and racing sports cars from the years before had shone as top-performing thoroughbreds, it was now the turn of near-production passenger cars to show their strength and stamina. The man responsible for rally operations was Karl Kling, now in the role of Mercedes-Benz director of motor sport. Following the retirement of Alfred Neubauer, Kling had now taken over some of the legendary racing manager’s responsibilities.
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, it was mainly the 220 SE and 300 SE six-cylinder saloons and the 300 SL sports car that set the pace on the world’s roads and gravel tracks. One of the leading teams was the above-mentioned duo of Walter Schock and Rolf Moll, racing for the Stuttgart Motor Sport Club. Extensive support was now forthcoming from Mercedes-Benz in the form of vehicles and service assistance. Schock started in the Monte Carlo Rally in a Mercedes-Benz 220a on 15 January 1956, finishing on 23 January just 1.1 seconds behind the winner in a Jaguar.

One month later in Italy, the Stuttgart duo started the Sestrière Rally in Italy in a Mercedes-Benz 300 SL ‘Gullwing’ coupé, and in the mountains the Silver Arrow left the rest of the field far behind. Schock's recollections of the outstanding performance of the coupé in winter rally conditions were as follows: ‘Excellent snow chains on all four wheels allowed us to reach uphill speeds of up to 180 km/h.’ And on 28 February, the team crossed the finish line as the event winners. Further triumphs followed, with victories at the Wiesbaden Rally (21-24 June 1956), the Acropolis Rally (25 April to 2 May 1956) and also first place in the Adriatica Rally. Schock and Moll also finished third at the Iberico Rally and tenth at the Geneva Rally. In addition, Schock won his class at the Eifel race, and was placed second in the support race at the Nürburgring Grand Prix. These results helped secure him the 1956 European Touring Car crown and German GT championship for the 2000 cc and above category.

1959: Motor sport director Kling stands in as works driver
The motor sport director himself occasionally took a turn at the wheel as a member of the works team – and Karl Kling, with Rainer Günzler as co-driver, actually won the 14,000-kilometre Mediterranée–Le Cap Rally from the Mediterranean to South Africa in 1959. The Stuttgart team were driving a diesel-powered Mercedes-Benz 190 D, whose outstanding reliability secured the event for them. Kling also traversed Africa in a saloon in 1961, when he drove a Mercedes-Benz 220 SE to victory in the Algiers–Lagos–Algiers rally, again with Rainer Günzler as co-driver. He also acted as race manager when Mercedes-Benz factory teams competed in selected major races.

Schock and Moll again captured the European rally championship in their 220 SE (‘Tailfin’) model in 1960, starting by winning the legendary Monte Carlo Rally. This first overall German victory in this event was actually a triple success for Mercedes-Benz, with the driver teams Eugen Böhringer/Hermann Socher and Eberhard Mahle/Roland Ott taking second and third place. After this triumph in 1960, the sports press demanded that Mercedes-Benz come back to the racing circuits of the world and compete on a regular basis with its factory cars. But Kling as motor sport director made himself very clear: ‘This success will encourage us to make further substantial efforts in rallies. But Mercedes does not intend to return to motor racing.’
In the 1960s, Mercedes-Benz teams entered the ‘Gran Premio Argentina’ road race on several occasions. On 26 October 1961, Walter Schock started in this very special rally, as one of a field of 207 drivers. Before them lay a relentless race covering 4600 kilometres and with over 3000 metres of height difference. The ordeal ended on 5 November in a double victory for Mercedes-Benz. Walter Schock and Rolf Moll came home first followed by Hans Herrmann and Rainer Günzler. ‘That was probably the toughest race I have ever driven,’ said rally champion Schock after returning from South America. Together with team manager Karl Kling, Juan Manuel Fangio personally accompanied the teams supported by the Stuttgart brand. Because of the importance of this race for the American market, Mercedes again entered in the following years. 1962 brought a sensational victory for the female team of Ewy Rosqvist and Ursula Wirth, and Eugen Böhringer won in 1963 and 1964, ahead of two more Mercedes on each occasion.
Böhringer, who had been driving Mercedes-Benz cars in rallies since 1957, took the European rally championship title in the 1962 season. With co-drivers Peter Lang and Hermann Eger, Böhringer gathered points during the season mainly at the following races: Monte Carlo Rally (2nd place), Tulip Rally (7th), Acropolis Rally (winner), Midnight Sun Rally (5th), Poland Rally (winner), Liège–Sofia–Liège Rally (winner) and German Rally (2nd).

A brilliant achievement in that year was his victory in the legendary Liège–Sofia–Liège road race in a Mercedes-Benz 220 SE. In the following year the Stuttgart driver again won this marathon race straight across Europe, now with Bulgaria rather than Rome as the destination, on this occasion driving a Mercedes-Benz 230 SL (‘Pagoda’). This made him the first driver ever to win the rally in two consecutive years.

Mercedes-Benz was also enjoying considerable success in North America at this time, and in 1957 it actually created a car specifically for the American sports car championship: the Mercedes-Benz 300 SLS. The vehicle was based on the 300 SL production sports car, but its lower weight, at just 900 kilograms, and higher output, boosted from 158 to 173 kW, resulted in a highly competitive car. The SLS gave American Paul O’Shea his third consecutive title, following his victories with a 300 SL Coupé in the 1955 and 1956 seasons.

The big eight-cylinder 300 SEL 6.3 saloon was raced as a works vehicle only once, when it won the six-hour touring car race in Macao in 1969 for Erich Waxenberger. The oil crisis in the early 1970s barred further race outings for the saloon. Automotive historian Karl Eric Ludvigsen emphasises the importance of this break in the motor sport tradition of the Stuttgart brand: ‘The oil crisis was the first externally prompted interruption to a long-established Daimler-Benz tradition, which had run continuously from the turn of the century, apart from the war years and a short hiatus in 1955: year in, year out there had always been one or more Benz, Mercedes or Mercedes-Benz vehicles, competing with direct or indirect works support, in at least one major race.’
Even now, however, the Mercedes-Benz racing tradition was continued by private drivers. Their vehicles were increasingly being prepared for competition by AMG, a workshop established by former Daimler-Benz employees Hans-Werner Aufrecht and Erhard Melcher in 1967. One of their stand-out products from the first few years was the refined version of the Mercedes-Benz 300 SEL with a 6.9-litre engine, which finished second in the 24-hour Spa race in 1971. AMG remained in operation for many years as an independent tuning specialist for the preparation of racing cars and touring sports cars, before being fully acquired by the then DaimlerChrysler AG.

1976: Record drives with the C 111
The rotary-engine Mercedes-Benz C 111 coupé, launched in September 1969, was also affected by the impact of the oil crisis. The futuristic experimental design featuring a rotary piston engine with three rotors was much admired and envied throughout the automotive community, as a visionary successor to the 300 SL ‘Gullwing’ car. The car was followed by a reworked rotary piston engine with a four rotors, presented one year later. It was this model that later became the nucleus of the second Silver Arrow era. Any dreams of further success in sports-car racing were to remain unrealised, however, and the C 111 remained as an extraordinary experimental car. One of the arguments against series production was the rotary engine’s appetite for fuel, and the relatively high levels of pollutants in the exhaust gas. In 1971, Mercedes-Benz therefore decided to stop work on this compact engine, in spite of its impressive power and smooth running characteristics.

The C 111 had its greatest moments on the racetrack, breaking a raft of records in the years from 1976 to 1979. In 1976 Mercedes-Benz decided to tackle the long-standing prejudice against diesel engines as rough and slow. And what better argument could there be than a diesel-propelled C 111? For the first test drives, the engineers built a 3-litre diesel engine with five cylinders and exhaust turbocharging and fitted it to an externally unmodified C 111-II. In this car, known as the C 111-IID, an OM 617 LA production diesel engine – also used in the Mercedes-Benz 240 D 3.0 (W 115, ‘Stroke Eight’) and subsequently in other vehicles – developed a highly impressive 140 kW, thanks to turbocharging and charge-air cooling. The standard output for the production version was approximately 60 kW. In June 1976, the C 111-IID posted some spectacular speeds on the test track at Nardo in southern Italy. A team of four drivers set a total of 16 world records in just 60 hours, including 13 world records for diesel vehicles and 3 for any form of engine. Given the average speed of 252 km/h, Mercedes-Benz had proved beyond doubt that the diesel engine could also be a peak performer.

The success of the externally virtually unmodified C 111-II in Nardo spurred the designers on to renewed efforts. This time the experimental design produced was never intended for use on public roads – the C 111-III was a record car pure and simple, aimed solely at breaking speed records. The new vehicle built during 1977 was narrower than the first C 111, with a longer wheelbase. Aerodynamics were enhanced with full fairing and tailfins. The C 111-III returned to the Nardo track in 1978, again with a diesel engine rumbling beneath the plastic body, this time painted silver. This was still a production-based engine, but now with a power rating of 169 kW, propelling the streamlined car to speeds of well over 300 km/h. Mercedes-Benz went on to post nine absolute world records with this Silver Arrow car in the late 1970s.

Yet the story of the development of the C 111 was not yet complete. The last version of the car, the C 111-IV launched in 1979, reached a speed of 403.978 km/h on the Nardo track, breaking the absolute world record. This time, however, the diesel engine had been replaced with a V8 petrol engine with a displacement of 4.5 litres and two turbochargers, developing 368 kW. The body shape was now also far removed from the initial design. The bold, confident contours of the 1969 model had morphed ten years later into a lean, elongated racing body with two tailfins and massive spoilers, painted silver.

1978: The days of the V8 coupés and debut of the 190
1977 saw the reappearance of Mercedes-Benz on the motor sport winners’ list, when the teams of Andrew Cowan/Colin Malkin/Mike Broad and Anthony Fowkes/Peter O’Gorman posted the fastest overall times in the London–Sydney marathon rally, driving a works-supported Mercedes-Benz 280 E. The same model was also entered as a works car in the East African Safari in 1978. However, that year was dominated mainly by the fast V8 coupés: four Mercedes-Benz 450 SLC (C 107) cars, with an output of 169 kW and automatic transmission, took part in the tough Vuelta a la América del Sur rally in South America. The 30,000-kilometre race in August and September ended with a five-fold victory for Mercedes-Benz: the Cowan/Malkin and Sobieslaw Zasada/Andrzej Zembruski teams won in Mercedes-Benz 450 SLCs, followed by Fowkes/Klaus Kaiser (280 E), Timo Mäkinen/Jean Todt (450 SLC) and Herbert Kleint/Günther Klapproth (280 E).

In 1979, the same near-production car, now called the 450 SLC 5.0, with the rebored eight-cylinder engine developing 213 kW, provided the performance needed for a quadruple victory in the 5,000-kilometre Bandama Rally in Côte d’Ivoire in Africa. The event was won by Hannu Mikkola and Arne Hertz, ahead of Björn Waldegaard/Hans Thorszelius, Cowan/Kaiser and Vic Preston/Mike Doughty. In 1980, Daimler-Benz entered the rally world championship in earnest, with a 500 SLC vehicle developing up to 250 kW. Against tough competition from Peugeot, Toyota and Fiat, Waldegaard/Thorszelius and Jorge Recalde/Nestor Straimel posted another dual victory in the Bandama Rally at the end of the season. This was also the last works involvement of Daimler-Benz AG in rallying, since in December 1980 the Board of Management decided that the firm was to withdraw from the world championship for capacity reasons. As Werner Breitschwerdt, then Daimler-Benz AG Board of Management spokesman for Development and Research explained: ‘We have decided to put all our research resources and capacity into meeting our responsibilities for environmental protection.’
However, the numerous rally victories achieved over a period of almost 30 years had successfully proven the performance capabilities of near-production Mercedes-Benz vehicles, making these competitions an effective brand ambassador in a particularly direct sense.

Three 1983 Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2.3-16 Nardo record cars were also based on production vehicles. Mercedes-Benz put the modified car through its paces on the Nardo racetrack in Italy as publicity for the launch of the W 201 model series, to highlight the sports performance capabilities of the new compact class saloon. These record cars had a 2.3-litre engine with four-valve technology, developing 136 kW at 6200 rpm. Differences with the subsequent production version included the rear axle ratio (i = 2.65) and the absence of a reverse gear. The record cars were also set lower, with all-round ride height control. Special tyres and spoilers enabled the compact saloon to reach a top speed of 261 km/h.

Research and development department employees clocked up 201:39:43 hours (over 8 days) of test drives in the three record cars – precisely 50,000 kilometres. In the process, they set three world records (25,000 kilometres at 247.094 km/h, 25,000 miles at 247.749 km/h and 50,000 kilometres at 247.939 km/h), and nine class records (including 1000 kilometres at 247.094 km/h and 1000 miles at 246.916 km/h). The record car based on the 190 2.3-16 also heralded the return of Mercedes-Benz to circuit motor racing in 1984.
Return to the racetrack including DTM
· Early days in cooperation with the Sauber racing stable
· World championships with new racing sports cars
· DTM draws the crowds
The 1980s and 1990s marked the return of Mercedes-Benz to the race track. Initially, in the years from 1985 to 1991, the star was worn by Group C racing sports cars. They were joined by racing touring cars from 1986 in the German Touring Car Championship (DTM) and the International Touring Car Championship (ITC) in the years up to 1996. And finally the process culminated with the return to motor sport at the highest level: Formula One racing.

Participation in the FIA GT championship was followed in 2000 by competition in the new German Touring Car Master Championship (DTM). Mercedes-Benz drivers have so far won six DTM championship titles (including four for Bernd Schneider), and have been runners-up nine times and in third place on six occasions. Mercedes-Benz won the brand championship every year from 2000 to 2003, in 2005 and 2006, and again from 2008 to 2010. The Stuttgart-based racing stable has also notched up three triple DTM triple victories: in 2001, 2003, and 2010.

1985 to 1991: From engine supplier to Group C world champions
In 1984, Mercedes-Benz signed an agreement with the Swiss racing stable of Peter Sauber in Zurich to supply engines for its Group C racing series of sports car prototypes. This was the first step towards Mercedes-Benz’s return to international motor racing following its withdrawal in 1955. Sauber had been competing in the Group C category since 1982, initially using Ford and BMW engines in its C 6 and C 7 sports car prototypes. Then in 1985, Sauber presented the C 8, fitted with a Mercedes-Benz M 117 engine – a V8 unit with displacement of 4973 cc. The C 8 promptly won the ADAC 1000-km race at the Nürburgring racetrack in 1986.

The C 9 was used from 1987 to 1989, eventually becoming the first Sauber-Mercedes and racing from 1989 as a Mercedes-Benz Silver Arrow. It went by various names during the construction period, according to the sponsorship arrangements. During the 1987 season it was known as the Kouros-Mercedes, then as the Sauber-Mercedes until 1989, and it finally started a race in 1990 as a Mercedes-Benz. Up until 1988, the engine for the C 9 was the M 117, taken from the C 8, until its replacement in 1989 with the new M 119 engine – also a V8, with a displacement of 4973 cc.

From 1988 onwards Mercedes-Benz was again competing as an official works team in Group C for racing sports cars. The Sauber-Mercedes C 9, developing over 515 kW, won a total of five races, and in 1989 Sauber-Mercedes finally took the world championship with the C 9. For the 1989 season, the Sauber-Mercedes racers were fitted with the new V8 biturbo M 119 engine with four-valve technology, which was able to develop up to 680 kW in short bursts. Along with a range of technical enhancements, the cars were also now painted in silver, as a clear signal that Mercedes-Benz was back, and looking to emulate its past successes on the race circuit. The new Silver Arrow won a total of 16 out of 18 races in 1989 and 1990, including the 24-hour Le Mans event in 1989, with Jochen Mass/Manuel Reuter/Stanley Dickens at the wheel. 

1990 saw the arrival on the racetrack of the Sauber-Mercedes C 11, the successor to the C 9. This sports car prototype was the first Sauber car to feature a carbon fibre chassis, which gave the vehicle outstanding strength. By the end of the season, the C 11 had won the world championship, including both the drivers’ and constructors’ titles. At the wheel were Jean-Louis Schlesser, already world champion in 1989, and co-driver Mauro Baldi. This was also the year the Mercedes-Benz Juniors Team was established, with drivers including Michael Schumacher, Heinz-Harald Frentzen and Karl Wendlinger. 20 years later, Schumacher would be back in the cockpit of a Silver Arrow as a Formula One driver.

1991 saw changes to Group C regulations, prohibiting supercharged engines and limiting displacement to 3.5 litres. Mercedes-Benz developed a new V12 engine to these specifications for its new C 291 racing car. This was the last Mercedes-Benz Group C car, but it proved unable to replicate the victories of the C 9 and C 11 in previous years.

1986 to 1996: German Touring Car Championship DTM and the International Touring Car Championship ITC
In summer 1983, the new 190 E 2.3-16 model was on its way to the Nardo track and a crop of world records. Mercedes-Benz had now ceased work on the rally version of the W 201, and was focusing on developing the compact class racing sports cars for the racetrack. The possibility of a return by Mercedes-Benz to international motor sport with this vehicle was signalled already in 1984, when for the official inaugural race at the new Nürburgring racetrack on 12 May Daimler-Benz AG lined up with 20 identical Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2.3-16 vehicles. The new compact-class model was a quintessential sports car, which had had its press trial drive a few days before on the redesigned track. Behind the wheel were 20 former winners at the Nürburgring, either in the German Grand Prix or the 1000-kilometre event – including Jack Brabham, Hans Herrmann, Phil Hill, Denis Hulme, James Hunt, Alan Jones, Niki Lauda, Klaus Ludwig, Stirling Moss, Alain Prost, Keke Rosberg, Jody Scheckter, Ayrton Senna, and John Surtees.

Each of these drivers – whose names read like a who’s who of motor sport – did a lap of the circuit in one of these 190 E 2.3-16 vehicles, whose engineering and looks were substantially unchanged from the production model. The most striking difference from the production car was the integrated roll cage. The inaugural race was won by Ayrton Senna, then just 24 years of age and already making a name for himself as an outstanding Formula One prospect.

In 1985, the 190 E 2.3-16 was homologated for racing in Groups A and N. The main priority for Mercedes-Benz was the international German Touring Car Championship. The first 221 kW 190 E 2.3-16 vehicles entered in the Group A championship in 1986 were driven by a number of private teams, including AMG. Volker Weidler finished the season as runner-up in the championship with the racing touring car, powered with a 16-valve engine prepared by AMG. In 1988, as many as five teams entered the DTM championship with works support from Mercedes-Benz, and Roland Asch was second in the overall standings for the season with his 190 E 2.3-16 group A vehicle. This season also marked the definitive return of Mercedes-Benz to motor racing, when they also officially entered the Group C championship as a works team.

In 1989, the 190 E 2.5-16 Evolution was developed on the basis of the Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2, as a new variant specifically designed for competition in the German Touring Car Championship. As the name of the car indicates, it had a new engine under the bonnet – a 2.5-litre six-valve unit developing 245 kW. To get the car’s weight down to the required 1040-kg limit, the engineers removed almost all interior trim, and many body components, such as the bonnet, boot lid and spoiler, were made of Kevlar®, an extremely tear- and tension-proof synthetic fibre for highly stressed components.

1990 saw the arrival of the AMG Mercedes 190 E 2.5-16 Evolution II racing touring car, now with an engine output rating of 274 kW. Work on the car had started in August 1989. In order to gain homologation for the car, Mercedes-Benz had to produce at least 500 of them, and in May 1990 the last of the 502 units made rolled off the production line in the Bremen plant. AMG then took over as the partner responsible for the enhancements and equipment of the racing sports car. The racing debut of the Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2.5-16 Evolution II took place on 16 June 1990, on the northern loop of the Nürburgring circuit. As from the final DTM race on 15 October 1990 at the Hockenheimring, all the works-supported teams were up to Evo II specification.
There was plenty of thrilling racing against tough competition from

Audi, BMW and Opel, but the speed of the Mercedes-Benz touring cars saw them gain increasing success, which soon translated into championship titles. In the 1991 season, Klaus Ludwig was championship runner-up in his Mercedes-Benz, and the Stuttgart firm became DTM brand champions for the first time. Ludwig then won the drivers’ championship in 1992, and the firm also again won the brand title. Kurt Thiim was second in the driver’s standings, and Bernd Schneider third, giving a clean sweep in the driver stakes. 

If the car’s debut at the Nürburgring is included, 1993 was the tenth racing season of the Mercedes-Benz 190 E. For this year, Mercedes-Benz developed the AMG Mercedes 190 E Class 1, as the successor to the AMG Mercedes 190 E 2.5-16 Evolution II that had won the championship in 1992. The new name reflected changes to the DTM regulations, whereby the racing sports cars had to be based on a minimum number of 2500 units built in twelve consecutive months. Accordingly, the basis for the Class 1 vehicles was the Mercedes-Benz 190 E 2.5-16, rather than the highly successful Evo II, of which only 500 units had been produced.

The AMG Mercedes 190 E Class 1 weighed 1000 kilograms, as required by the regulations. This made it 20 kilograms heavier than the 1992 car. A new feature was the position of the engine, which was placed 5 centimetres lower and 12 centimetres further to the rear than in the Evo II. Also new were parts of the body and the front wheel suspension, now comprising wishbones, MacPherson strut and stabiliser. The engine specifications were virtually identical to those of the Evo II. Roland Asch was runner-up in the drivers’ championship in 1993 in a 190 E Class 1, followed by Bernd Schneider, and the brand championship again went to Mercedes-Benz.

1994 was the first year that Mercedes-Benz entered a C-Class-based racing touring car in the DTM. The 2.5-litre six-cylinder engine was based on the E 420 powerplant, with the racing version developing over 294 kW. The car’s thoroughgoing racing design gave Klaus Ludwig the drivers’ title in the 1994 German Touring Car championship, followed by fellow team member Jörg van Ommen. And Mercedes-Benz won its fourth consecutive brand title.

In 1995, a sister series was established alongside the DTM, in the form of the International Touring Car Championship (ITC). Mercedes-Benz entered that year’s competition with an enhanced AMG Mercedes C-Class racing touring car, with the driver’s seat moved back and towards the middle, as a safer position for the driver. The unitised body structure with integrated roll cage was a key feature of the design, giving this generation of racing touring cars up to 300 per cent greater rigidity than in previous designs. Bernd Schneider was a convincing winner of the DTM and ITC, and Mercedes-Benz also took the brand championship in both series.

After the German Touring Car championship ended in 1995, Mercedes-Benz entered the new 1996 racing version of the C-Class in the International Touring Car championship, which also came to an end after that year. During the years between 1986 and 1996 Mercedes-Benz had established itself as the most successful brand over the entire DTC/ITC period, with its high-speed racing touring cars based on the 190 E and the C-Class. They had notched up 84 wins, 4 driver’s championships, and 5 brand titles, as well as being runners-up in the brand championship on 10 occasions. 

In subsequent years, Mercedes-Benz entered the FIA GT championship with the CLK-GTR racing touring car of 1997 and the Mercedes CLK-LM racing touring car of 1998. The CLK-GTR, jointly developed with AMG, was the first production racing car with a Daimler-Benz mid-engine. The 6-litre V12 unit developed around 440 kW. With another engine variant, the car was also available for sale as a sports car for use on the roads, for customers seeking this type of vehicle. Bernd Schneider won the GT1 drivers’ championship in 1997.

The CLK-LM took over during the 1998 racing season. The new racing touring car powered with a V8 engine was initially developed specifically for the Le Mans 24-hour race. While Mercedes-Benz did not win the marathon event in June 1998, the rest of the season was extremely successful, and Klaus Ludwig was the 1998 FIA GT champion in his CLK-LM. AMG Mercedes also won the constructors’ title for the second time.

Another car developed for Le Mans was the 1999 Mercedes-Benz CLR GT prototype, with a total height of just 1012 millimetres. Work on the design and construction of the vehicle, to meet the rigorous demands of the Le Mans 24-hour event, started in September 1998. The design objectives were aerodynamics for maximum speed with relatively low lift, the lowest possible weight, and optimum stability, to enable the car’s engineering to withstand constant maximum stress over a 24-hour period. The technology of the new car was based on the CLK-LM from the previous year. In spite of intensive preliminary trials, Mark Webber and Peter Drumbeck suffered accidents due to aerodynamic problems, and Mercedes-Benz pulled the third vehicle out of the race.

Since 2000: German Touring Car Masters (DTM)
The DTM returned to the racetrack in 2000, although the abbreviation now stood for the name of a new race series, the German Touring Car Masters. The racing car builders at Hans Werner Aufrecht (HWA) in Affalterbach developed the Mercedes-Benz CLK-DTM racing touring car to enable Mercedes-Benz to start in the new DTM. This new touring vehicle managed to reconcile the conflicting objectives of low development and racing costs on the one hand, and top performances to pull in the crowds on the other. This was the compromise agreed upon between the participating manufacturers, following the cost explosion in the old DTM. 

The DTM regulations were a bold new departure, designed to ensure competition on an equal footing and to keep costs under control. The document defined rigorous constraints for the constructors, calling for maximum creativity within the series rules. The backbone of the rear-wheel driven Mercedes-Benz coupé with a 4-litre V8 engine developing around 330 kW was a spaceframe to which the engine and wheel suspension were bolted. An additional safety cage structure, made from carbon fibre composites, enclosed the seat and head support, pedals, gear lever, steering column bearing and belt system. The radiators were ahead of the front axle, in two parts to create just enough space for a one-metre-long additional carbon fibre crash member. The contours of the body over the safety cage, comprising the roof, side walls and steel panel doors, had the same outline as in the Mercedes-Benz CLK production model.

The eight-cylinder engine designed by HWA had no direct relationship with any other Mercedes-Benz engine. Two air restrictors with a diameter of 28 millimetres limited intake air, thereby limiting both the power and engine speed. The latter was restricted to 8000 rpm, whereas torque reached more than 400 newton metres. Gears were changed sequentially, with specified ratios for the six gears. There was, however, a choice of nine hub drives, so the car could be adjusted according to the terrain. Bernd Schneider won the drivers’ championship title for the 2000 season with his D2 AMG-Mercedes, and the HWA/AMG team won the team title.

For 2001, HWA designed a new CLK-DTM car, which differed in many details from its predecessor: the rear fender flares were shaped differently, and there were also changes to the rear wheel arch ventilation and the front skirt. The engine had new intake points and airflow limiters. The power rating was around 338 kW at 8000 rpm. By two races before the final event for the season, Bernd Schneider had successfully defended his championship title by building up an unbeatable lead over the rest of the field. Schneider was runner-up for Mercedes-Benz in 2002, and then, in 2003, the Stuttgart team’s DTM coupés achieved a clean sweep of the drivers’ championship (Bernd Schneider, Christijan Albers and Marcel Fässler), as they had already done in 2001. The 2003 season also yielded a fourth consecutive brand championship.

2004 marked a new departure in the DTM series, since the new vehicles were to be derived from mid-sized saloons rather than coupés. Accordingly, Mercedes-Benz entered the competition with a new AMG-Mercedes C-Class, but with the same engine as in the CLK coupé versions used since 2000. In 2004, these were driven by the Mercedes-Benz team juniors. Gary Paffett come second in the drivers’ championship for the season, followed by Christijan Albers. The brand championship in 2004 was won by Audi.

In the 2005 season, Mercedes-Benz was represented in the DTM with seven drivers from five countries. One of them was former Formula One driver Mika Häkkinen, returning to active involvement in motor sport at the wheel of an AMG-Mercedes C-Class, following test drives in 2004. Features of the new-generation vehicle included changes to the rear spoiler lip, in line with modified DTM aerodynamics rules. Gary Paffett won the 2005 driver’s title, while Bernd Schneider took the 2006 championship in his AMG-Mercedes C-Class. Mercedes-Benz won the brand championship in both years.

At the 2007 Geneva Auto Show, Mercedes-Benz presented the new AMG-Mercedes C-Class, similar to the W 204 production model. Its predecessor models had now accumulated 54 wins in 106 races during the years from 1994 to 1996, and from 2004 to 2006. This made the racing touring car based on the C-Class the most successful car ever in DTM.

March 2006 saw work begin on the development of a new racing car at HWA. The car included a completely new design and manufacturing process for doors, front windscreen and bonnet, to adjust the C-Class vehicle to the new silhouette. Just ten months after work had started, the AMG-Mercedes C-Class appeared on the racetrack for the first time in Estoril, Portugal. At the wheel were Bernd Schneider and Bruno Spengler, DTM champion and runner-up in 2006.

The eight-cylinder V engine with cylinder angle of 90 degrees, displacement of 4 litres and 4 valves per cylinder had been further enhanced. With the two airflow limiters required by the rules, with a diameter of 28 millimetres each, the engine now developed 350 kW at 7500 rpm, with maximum torque of 500 newton metres. The engineers also modified the wheel suspension to further enhance the car’s driving dynamics and handling qualities. Bruno Spengler was runner-up in the DTM championship in 2007, with Paul di Resta recording the same result in 2008. In 2009, Gary Paffett finished runner-up, followed by Paul di Resta. In 2008, 2009, and 2010 Mercedes-Benz also regained the DTM team title. The drivers’ championship for 2010 was won by Paul di Resta, with Gary Paffett as runner-up and Bruno Spengler in place three. This is the third time Mercedes-Benz has taken all three places in the German Touring Car Masters season rankings. 

From 1994: Mercedes-Benz in Formula One
· 2010 sees the return of Mercedes-Benz with its own works team
· Collaborations first with Sauber, then McLaren

· World championship victories in 1998, 1999, and 2008

Mercedes-Benz officially returned to the pinnacle of motor sport, Formula One, in 1994, in a collaboration with Peter Sauber. This was followed by the establishment in 1995 of the McLaren-Mercedes team, which won three drivers’ world championships (1998, 1999, and 2008), and the constructors’ championship in 1998. And in the 2010 season, Mercedes-Benz finally entered its own works team – having sensationally engaged arguably the greatest star of recent Formula One history: Michael Schumacher. In December 2009, Daimler AG announced that the new Mercedes Grand Prix Petronas racing stable would start the 2010 season with the driver line-up of Schumacher and Nico Rosberg.

Daimler’s route to entering a works team began somewhat tentatively. The C 12 racing car used by the Sauber team in Formula One races in 1993 was described as a ‘concept by Mercedes-Benz’. The company had yet to make the final decision on whether or not to return to the elite discipline of motor racing. However, Mercedes-Benz was happy to support its long-standing partner from Group C racing with its know-how for the development of the Ilmor engine. Sauber drivers Karl Wendlinger and JJ Letho (Jyrki Juhani Järvilehto) were placed in 11th and 13th position respectively in the drivers’ championship that year, with the team finishing in 6th place for the constructors’ championship in its first Formula One season with 12 points.

Then in 1994, the ‘Mercedes’ in the name of the Sauber-Mercedes C 13 confirmed that the Stuttgart brand was definitely back on the racetrack. The car was again powered by a ten-cylinder engine built by Ilmor. The 2175 B unit developed 563 kW at 14,000 rpm, propelling the car to a top speed of 340 km/h. At the end of a season marked by several rule changes, the performances of drivers Heinz-Harald Frentzen (13th in the drivers’ championship), Karl Wendlinger (19th) and Andrea de Cesaris (20th) secured eighth place in the constructors’ championship – still well behind the leading teams of Williams-Renault and Benetton-Ford.

1995 saw the arrival of a new team on the Formula One stage: after the disappointing results of the collaboration with Sauber, Mercedes-Benz parted from the Swiss firm at the end of 1994, and embarked on a collaboration with McLaren International, a British racing stable with a long tradition behind it. Its owner, Ron Dennis, had set up some links with Mercedes-Benz at the end of the 1980s. In just four-and-a-half months, the completely new FO 110 engine was designed for the 1995 McLaren-Mercedes MP4/10. This monoposto was the first result of the partnership between McLaren, Mercedes-Benz and the engine specialists at Ilmor. The V10 with displacement of 3 litres reached engine speeds of up to 15,600 rpm.
Drivers Mika Häkkinen (seventh in the drivers’ championship) and Mark Blundell (tenth) secured fourth place in the 1995 team standings for these cars. In the improved MP4/11 for the 1996 season (particularly with regard to driver safety), the achievements of Häkkinen (fifth) and his new fellow-team member David Coulthard (seventh) again delivered fourth place in the constructors’ championship – a result replicated in 1997 in the MP 4/12 (with Coulthard third place and Häkkinen in sixth). For the first time, however, McLaren-Mercedes succeeded in winning three races in the 1997 season: the Australian and Italian Grand Prix (Coulthard), and the European Grand Prix (Häkkinen) in Jerez, Spain.

The German-British partnership finally achieved its goal of a world championship in 1998, with a twofold triumph: Mika Häkkinen took the world championship in his McLaren-Mercedes MP4/13, and Coulthard won third place in the drivers’ standings. McLaren-Mercedes also won the constructors’ championship by a wide margin, ahead of Ferrari and Williams. During that epic 1998 season, the Silver Arrow – back in its traditional livery since 1997 – was first across the line in Australia, Brazil, Spain, Monaco, Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, and Japan (Häkkinen), and San Marino (Coulthard).

While the basic concept of the MP4/13 of the world championship car was derived from the MP4/12 from the previous year, substantial modifications to many details were required to comply with the changes to the regulations for the 1998 racing season. The track and overall width were reduced by 20 centimetres, for example, which in turn required extensive modifications to the vehicle’s aerodynamics. A characteristic feature of the MP4/13 was the marked downward slope of the nose, ending just above the front wing. The cockpit – broader than before, in line with the regulations – was pushed further back to optimise weight distribution. This led to a longer wheelbase than in the MP4/12, along with a slight increase in overall length.

The outstanding reputation of Mercedes-Benz as an engine partner for international racing teams was not limited to Formula One. In the 1994 season, for example, a legend was created when the American Penske team won the CART IndyCar World Series with a Mercedes-Benz engine built at Ilmor. The Penske cars won 12 out of 16 races that season, including the Indianapolis 500. The Penske cars were equipped with Mercedes engines between 1994 and 1999.

Mika Häkkinen successfully defended his world championship title in 1999 in his McLaren-Mercedes MP4/14, with David Coulthard in 4th place. McLaren-Mercedes was runner-up in the constructors’ championship. During the year Häkkinen won the Grand Prix races in Brazil, Spain, Canada, Hungary, and Japan, and Coulthard won in the UK and Belgium.

The racing car for the 1999 season was externally similar to its predecessor, but was actually a completely new development project. Innovations included mechanical and aerodynamic boosting of the contact pressure on the front axle. The downward slope of the nose in the MP4/14 was still more pronounced, and the overall centre of gravity in the monoposto powered by the FO 110 H engine was lower than in the 1998 vehicle.

Häkkinen and Coulthard again secured runner-up position for the team in the constructors’ championship in the following years. Mika Häkkinen drove his McLaren-Mercedes MP4/15 to second place in the drivers’ standings in 2000, behind Michael Schumacher for Ferrari, with Coulthard in third place. The car had a flatter front nose and enhanced head guards on the sides of the cockpit, and the engine, the 3-litre V10 FO 110 J, was 2 centimetres shorter. An important innovation was the seven-speed gearbox, developed by McLaren. In the 2000 season, the Silver Arrow won races in Spain, Austria, Hungary and Belgium (Häkkinen), and in the United Kingdom and France (Coulthard).

The 2001 season saw major changes to the Formula One rules. This meant that the McLaren-Mercedes MP4/16 was almost completely different from its predecessor. The front wing now had to be 50 millimetres higher – double the clearance from the track surface required previously. The position of the driver’s legs was raised, and the rules also required a substantially smaller rear spoiler. There were restrictions on the number of elements in the spoiler – a maximum of four, three at the top, one at the bottom. The Mercedes-Benz FO 110 K V10 engine, displacing 3 litres, was also a completely new development project.

David Coulthard was second in the drivers’ championship that year, with Häkkinen in fifth place. Victories in Brazil and Austria (Coulthard) and in the United Kingdom and the USA (Häkkinen) again gave McLaren-Mercedes the runner-up position in the constructors’ championship. Mika Häkkinen retired from Formula One racing at the end of the 2001 season, and was replaced by his compatriot Kimi Räikkönen.

At the starting line for the Melbourne Grand Prix at the beginning of the 2002 season, it was not just the driver in one of the McLaren-Mercedes MP4/17s who was making his debut – the racing car with the FO 110 M ten-cylinder engine was a new vehicle, and Michelin had also come on board as the tyre supplier. In the engine development sphere, Mercedes-Benz had decided to strengthen still further the relationship with the British specialists at Ilmor, and acquired a majority stake in the capital of the company, now known as Mercedes-Ilmor. The 2002 season ended with Coulthard and Räikkönen in fifth and sixth places, respectively, in the drivers’ standings, and McLaren-Mercedes was third in the brand championship. The sole victory during the season was Coulthard’s win at the Monaco Grand Prix.

For the 2003 season, McLaren-Mercedes developed a new monoposto, the MP4/18. Obvious differences from its predecessor included the shorter and lower nose and more compact rear, in a shape similar to a dorsal fin. The new Mercedes-Benz V10 engine, the FO 110 P, was placed lower than in the predecessor vehicle, which also further lowered the car’s centre of gravity.

However, the revolutionary vehicle did not see any racing action: the team competed in the season’s Grand Prix races with a further improved variant of the previous year’s car called the MP4/17D, while development work on the MP4/18 continued. Kimi Räikkönen was runner-up in the drivers’ championship in his second season with McLaren-Mercedes, with Coulthard in seventh place. McLaren-Mercedes was third in the constructors’ standings. Coulthard won the Australian Grand Prix in the MP4/17D, and Räikkönen won his first race in a Silver Arrow in the Malaysian Grand Prix.

The team was unable to emulate these results in the 2004 season. Räikkönen drove the further enhanced McLaren-Mercedes MP4/19 car, based on the MP4/18, to seventh place in the drivers’ championship, with Räikkonen and Coulthard in seventh and tenth positions respectively. McLaren-Mercedes posted just one victory (Räikkönen’s win in the Belgian Grand Prix), and ended the season in fifth position in the constructors’ championship.

The McLaren-Mercedes MP4/20 for the 2005 racing season – now with a total of around 10,800 components – clearly reflected some major changes to the regulations. Engines now had to last for at least two races, and further changes were made to the aerodynamics requirements. Accordingly, the engineers spent around 3,600 hours in the wind tunnel alone working on the new MP4/20. The new Mercedes-Benz FO 110 R engine also had to be exhaustively tested and reworked.

Because of the injuries suffered by Juan Pablo Montoya, four different drivers appeared at the wheel of a Silver Arrow during the season: Kimi Räikkönen was runner-up in the drivers’ championship, behind Fernando Alonso for Renault, and Montoya was fourth. The replacement drivers were Alexander Wurz (17th) and Pedro de la Rosa (19th). McLaren-Mercedes was runner-up in the constructors’ championship. The team won Grand Prix events in Spain, Monaco, Canada, Hungary, Turkey, Belgium, and Japan (Räikkönen), and in the United Kingdom, Italy, and Brazil (Montoya) – a total of 10 victories in 19 races.

In 2006, for the first time since the return of Mercedes-Benz to Formula One racing, the Silver Arrows did not have a ten-cylinder engine. Instead the new regulations required a V8 engine, which impacted on the entire design of the MP4/21. As in 2005, the new engine had to be used on two consecutive Grand Prix weekends. The Mercedes-Benz FO 108 S V8 engine was a completely new design and construction project, and was tested for the first time in 2005. The rules for the engines included a cylinder angle of 90 degrees, no more than two intake and exhaust valves, a minimum weight of 95 kilograms and other parameter requirements. The V8 monoposto again brought McLaren-Mercedes third place in the constructors’ championship, and the drivers placed 5th (Kimi Räikkönen), 8th (Juan Pablo Montoya) and 11th (Pedro de la Rosa).

2007 came close to being a year of triumph for Vodafone McLaren Mercedes, as the team was called following the advent of the new main sponsor. There were two new drivers at the wheel of the MP4/22: the young Briton Lewis Hamilton, a young talent nurtured by McLaren and Mercedes-Benz over many years, and the Spaniard Fernando Alonso. In his very first season, Hamilton achieved podium positions in each of his first three races – an exploit unprecedented in Formula One history. During the season, he won Grand Prix races in Canada, the USA, Hungary and Japan. Alonso won in Malaysia and Monaco, at the European Grand Prix and in Italy. Hamilton had a precarious lead in the drivers’ standing going into the last race of the season in Brazil, but in that final race he fell one point behind Kimi Räikkönen for Ferrari.

In 2008, Lewis Hamilton turned his narrow defeat the previous year into an equally narrow victory, when an overtaking manoeuvre in his MP4/23 in the closing stages of the last race of the season brought him the world title. The Brazilian Grand Prix was raced in particularly difficult conditions, with rain just before the start and again soon before the end of the event. But by overtaking Toyota driver Timo Glock on the last turn of the 71-lap race, Hamilton secured fifth position – enough to take the world championship with 98 points, just one more than the tally of Ferrari driver Felipe Massa.

At the age of 23 years, 9 months and 26 days, Lewis Hamilton became the youngest champion in Formula One history. This was the third driver’s title for Vodafone McLaren Mercedes in Formula One, following Häkkinen’s wins in 1998 and 1999. Vodafone McLaren Mercedes took second position in the constructors’ championship. The second Silver Arrow driver in 2008 was Heikki Kovalainen, who ended the season in seventh place in the drivers’ standings.

In the 2009 season, Vodafone McLaren Mercedes competed with the new MP4/24. At the wheel again were Lewis Hamilton and Heikki Kovalainen. But another team whose Formula One racing cars were powered by a Mercedes Benz FO 108 W engine was doing the winning: Jenson Button from Brawn Mercedes, driving a BGP 001, won five out of the first six races and was finally crowned Formula One world champion, his team-mate Rubens Barrichello finishing third. The McLaren-Mercedes drivers finished 5th (Lewis Hamilton) and 12th (Heikki Kovalainen). Team Force India F1 was a third team to use Mercedes-Benz engines.

For the 2010 season, Daimler AG then revived a tradition that had been in abeyance since the end of the 1955 season, by entering a Formula One works team. The new Team Mercedes Grand Prix was created from the takeover of the British racing stable Brawn GP. After concluding a long-term sponsorship deal with the Malaysian oil and gas company Petronas in late 2009, the new partners agreed on the team name Mercedes Grand Prix Petronas, or Mercedes GP Petronas for short.

In 2010, Mercedes-Benz and McLaren continued to work in partnership in spite of changes to the joint venture agreement, with Mercedes-Benz agreeing to supply engines to Vodafone McLaren Mercedes potentially until 2015. 

The sensation for the 2010 season was the announcement that Michael Schumacher had signed up as a Mercedes-Benz driver for the new works team. The two Silver Arrows were to be driven by the seven-time Formula One world champion and team-mate Nico Rosberg.

This meant that events had come full circle for both Michael Schumacher and for Mercedes-Benz motor sport, since Schumacher had driven as a Mercedes-Benz junior in Group C and DTM in 1990 and 1991, and it was with assistance from Mercedes-Benz that he had entered the world of Formula One in 1991 – with Jordan on 25 August at Spa-Francorchamps.

With Mercedes GP Petronas, Schumacher was now following in the footsteps of the great Formula One drivers that had starred for Mercedes-Benz last time around, including five-times world champion Fangio, Karl Kling, Stirling Moss, and Piero Taruffi. Schumacher was also resuming a working relationship with team boss Ross Brawn, with whom he won his seven world driver’s titles at Benetton and Ferrari.

Nico Rosberg scored three third places during the season 2010, ending in place seven in the drivers’ standings. Michael Schumacher was close behind in ninth place, while Mercedes GP took fourth position in the constructors’ championship.

On 1 February 2011, Mercedes-Benz presented the MGP W02. The new Silver Arrow for the 2011 Formula One championship is fitted with the KERS kinetic energy recovery system, which made its debut in the 2009 season but was not used in 2010. Other new features included a driver-operated adjustable rear spoiler flap for overtaking manoeuvres, and Pirelli tyres.
Further information on Daimler is available on the Internet at www.media.daimler.com and www.mercedes-benz.com as well as www.mercedes-benz-classic.com
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