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Part of a Mercedes 1-2-3-4 in one 
of the world’s toughest African 

rallies, this versatile 450 SLC 5.0 
then raced successfully at two Spa 24 
Hours. We meet a rugged survivor.

Ford – that’s where this story of a Mercedes begins. 
1979 was a fine year for the Blue Oval in rallying. But 
Monte Carlo was a false start. Leader, Björn Waldegaard 
found his path blocked by rocks that had seemingly 
‘fallen from the sky’ on the final night, losing him 
enough time to hand Bernard Darniche victory in a 
Lancia Stratos.  Otherwise, the Ford Escort RS1800 
and its Scandinavian crews of Waldegaard/Thorszelius 
and Mikkola/Hertz headed proceedings. Ford however, 
did not compete in all of the WRC rounds, and after 
the Criterium du Québec in September, competition 
director, Mike Cranefuss announced that the works 
team would pull out of rallying altogether beyond 
November’s RAC rally in the UK. By then, Ford had 
wound up the constructor’s world championship, but 
there was still another rally to be run and another 
title to be decided. And so, the 1979 season-ending 
Ivory Coast rally, or the Bandama rally as it’s known, 
became a thriller for two protagonists: team-mates, 
Björn Waldegaard and Hannu Mikkola.

↑	 (Opening pages)  Mercedes SLCs 
came 1-2-3-4 in rough Bandama 
rally in the Ivory Coast. Photo 
Mercedes archives

→	 Waldegaard’s Bandama SLC then 
went on to race in Spa 24 Hours 
in 1982 and 1983 (pictured), with  
de Deyne/Regout/Duez (DNF). 
Photo Historic Racing Services 
Archive



1979 was the first ‘World Rally 
Champion ship for Drivers’ title to be 
awarded. A mere typographical change. 
It had actually  existed since 1977 – 
then-called the ‘FIA Cup for Rally 
Drivers’. More confusing was the fact 
that for the season’s more demanding 
rallies, including Safari and Bandama, 
Ford would be absent. This meant its 
star drivers found themselves behind 
the wheel of a works Mercedes SLC. 
Imagine it now, Hyundai deciding to 
skip the Safari and Tanak and Neuville, 
saying: ‘That’s fine, we’ll just take a 
Toyota.’ Even at corporate level, things 
were more laid back then.

V8 lover
At the time, Mercedes had devel-
oped an obsession with the tough-
est rallies, shifting its works efforts 
off-track, post-1955. Under legendary 
engineer and motorsport director, 
Erich Waxenberger, Mercedes had 
prepared a bullet-proof 280E saloon 
for the second running of the world’s 
longest rally ever: the London-Sydney 

marathon. With previous winner, 
Andrew Cowan, Mercedes took the 
win. The ruggedness was there, but it 
was equally clear that the inline-six  
engine lacked the horses to counter 
the weight. Waxenberger felt close to 
a rally-winning recipe for Mercedes, 
he just needed to give it a bit more 
kick. And that was right up his alley. 
Here was the man who had previously 
shoehorned a big V8 into the 300 SEL 
limousine, laying the foundations for 
AMG’s outrageous ‘Red Pig’.

For 1978, Waxenberger came up with 
another leftfield concept to make 
Mercedes a winner on the savannas 
of Africa and South America: homolo-
gate the 450 SLC to Group 4 regs. 
The car was the coupé brother to the 
company’s W107-series SL roadster, 
available with an all-alloy, 5-litre V8 
engine for the first time. This not only 
pushed power to around 240 hp for 
the road-going model, but it also cut 
weight of the engine block by 40 ki-
los. Nevertheless, at 1430 kg, the SLC 

The aluminium V8 
pushed power to 
240 hp and cut 
weight by 40 kg
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remained heavy. Waxenberger present-
ed his daring project to the Mercedes 
board… they approved. Now, he was 
getting somewhere. The competition 
car was duly designated 450 SLC 5.0, 
becoming the 500 SLC in 1980. 

Group 4 did not allow for many me-
chanical changes, so Waxenberger stuck 
with the three-speed, automatic trans-
mission, albeit with reinforcements, 
considering it his best option to cope 
with the V8’s torque. Further lighten-
ing came from aluminium bonnet and 
boot panels, but the doors remained 
steel. The steel components themselves 
were thinner than the production 
car’s, a characteristic of all nine, fac-
tory 450 5.0/500 SLC coupés to leave 
Waxenberger’s Untertürkheim atelier.

Lap of South America
In 1978, Waxenberger had already pre-
pared five 450 SLC works rally cars – 
with the heavier 4.5-litre V8 engine – 
for the South American rally; a 38-day, 
28,600-kilometre (17,875-mile) survival 

run across Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, 
Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, 
Chile, Patagonia, and back to Buenos 
Aires. Mercedes’ triumph was complete: 
Andrew Cowan and Colin Malkin won 
in a 450 SLC ahead of Sobieslaw Zasada 
and Andrzej Zembrzuski aboard an-
other 450 SLC. Tony Fowkes and Klaus 
Kaiser placed third in a 280E. In fact, it 
was a Mercedes takeover: the Stuttgart 
brand claimed each of the top-five spots.

For 1979, the 450 SLC 5.0s debuted in 
Kenya’s Safari rally. Hannu Mikkola 
built up an impressive 11-minute lead; 
but came to a stop with cooling prob-
lems. Lengthy repairs, ultimately, cost 
him victory. Yet, the 450 SLC 5.0 had 
proven its potential. The rear suspen-
sion, rather than the auto ‘box, was a 
weak point that was quickly addressed.

With four SLCs entered, it was clear 
Mercedes hoped to strike big in the 
final WRC event of the season: the 
Bandama rally on the Ivory Coast. 
The only notable competition was 

↓	 Factory SLCs get going over 
at roadside stop. Peugeots 
visible in the background. 
Photo Mercedes archives
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Peugeot, which had also entered four 
cars in the form of 504 V6 Coupés. 
Waxenberger showed he had learned 
lessons from some organisational mis-
takes in Kenya, and simply outgunned 
the other teams logistically. Two small 
airplanes guaranteed continuous radio 
contact with all cars. And assistance 
on the 5600-kilometre (3500-mile) 
event, held on open roads, was assured 
by around twenty off-road-prepared ve-
hicles (some claim the total car count 
for the Mercedes effort at the Bandama 
was closer to 46). Twelve mechanics 
took charge of the silver/black SLCs. 
Peugeot took three, new 504 Coupé s 
to the Ivory Coast and one, older car. 
They came with a five-speed, manu-
al gearbox and were lighter than the 
Mercedes; but with their 225 hp they 
lagged on the long, straight roads 
where the SLCs stretched the legs of 
their 300-hp, V8 engines.

Monte Carlo frustrations
Of course, all eyes were on the battle for 
the driver’s title, and on how Mercedes 
and Waxenberger would handle the 
intra-team rivalry between the Finn, 

Hannu Mikkola and the Swede, Björn 
Waldegaard. Both were immensely tal-
ented, and both felt screwed over in 
the Monte Carlo rally. Waldegaard met 
with his fallen rocks; Mikkola had been 
just as frustrated by a time penalty giv-
en by a local gendarme who claimed 
he had illegally overtaken another car 
on one of the liaison routes. Points 
had gone to waste, and now the two 
of them were to dice over the world 
drivers’ title on the Ivory Coast.

The four SLCs formed a very angry -
sounding brigade, looking near-iden-
tical in silver with black bonnet. Apart 
from the starting number, the only 
thing that identified them was a ref-
erence on the roof – in French – to 
the crew’s country of origin. Finlande 
for Hannu Mikkola and Arne Hertz; 
Suède for Björn Waldegaard and Hans 
Thorszelius; Ecosse for Andrew Cowan 
and Klaus Kaiser, and finally, Kenya 
for Vic Preston Jr. and Mike Doughty.

It was Cowan who led in the early stag-
es of what was the longest rally of the 
year. Starting in Abidjan, he amassed 

the fewest penalties. The Mercedes 
SLCs were heavier – at 1340 kg – and 
lower than the Peugeots, yet it was the 
French cars that ran into problems first 
– with their suspension, no less. This 
showed Waxneberger’s reinforcement 
of strategic points on the SLC worked. 
Compared to the Safari rally, the SLCs 
were running a slightly lower final gear, 
giving them better acceleration.

As Peugeot’s offensive came undone – 
only one of its four cars entered would 
finish – the Mercedes SLCs were put-
ting on a dominant display. So much 
so that on the second day, Waxenberger 
decided to let Waldegaard and Mikkola 
have their championship battle, ask-
ing Cowan to move over and let the 
Scandinavians pass. Both quickly ran 
into problems of their own, Mikkola 
first hitting a car on the course, and 
Waldegaard suffering issues with his 
brakes. Cowan might have retaken 
the lead, had his bonnet not popped 
open on a rough section, obscuring 
his view. A similar problem would later 
affect Waldegaard as well, damaging 
his windscreen.

Second is enough
In spite of these difficulties, Mercedes 
held a firm grip on the Bandama rally, 
occupying places 1 to 4. Ove Andersson 
was running fifth in the Toyota Celica, 
after Peugeot lost ever more cars. By 
the end of day three, just eleven of 57 
starters remained in the standings. 
For now-leader, Hannu Mikkola, the 
situation was clear: he might win the 
rally in Bandama, but would lose the 
world drivers’ title to Waldegaard, 
unless the latter had trouble. Second 
place here would hand the Swede the 
championship, with just a single point 
separating both men.

Ultimately, that’s how they finished, in 
a crushing display of Mercedes domi-
nance, which took first, second, third 
and fourth with the SLCs . Mikkola, 
who counted four victories in 1979 
against Waldegaard’s two, felt robbed 
by the Monte Carlo incident. He would 
make amends in 1983, becoming Audi’s 
first world champion in its Quattro. 
For Mercedes, the success with the 
SLCs in Africa ‘79, only seemed to 
whet Waxenberger’s appetite for a 

more ambitious rally programme the 
following year. In 1980, the marque 
participated in six WRC events with 
the now-rebadged 500 SLCs, winning 
the Bandama rally again, this time with 
Waldegaard. Next is one of motor rac-
ing’s big ‘what ifs’. Waxenberger read-
ied a full, Group B programme with a 
rear-wheel-drive Mercedes, even enlist-
ing the services of Walter Röhrl and Ari 
Vatanen… For whatever reason, he lost 
the confidence of the Mercedes Board 
at the eleventh hour. It was the end of 
Mercedes’ factory presence in rallying.

Just four remain
45 years on, we find ourselves in the 
company of chassis 12000836, the very 
car with which Waldegaard gained his 
first – and only – world champion’s 
crown. After three decades with the 
same owner, this SLC is ready for its 
next caretaker and will be offered for 
sale at RM Sotheby’s Monaco auction 
on May 11th. Getting your hands on 
one of the SLCs campaigned by the 
works squad in 1979 and 1980 is quite 
the feat. Five of the nine existing cars 
were unceremoniously crushed. But for 

↖	 (Far left) On long, fast roads, SLCs 
clocked close to 200 kph (125 mph).

↑	 Bandama was longest rally of the 
season, and ran on open roads.

↗	 Hannu Mikkola (right, with cap) 
surveys service work on bonnet.

→	 (Far right) Arne Hertz and Mikkola 
won the rally, but lost the world 
championship by one point. 

Photos Mercedes archives 
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chassis 836, things were about to take a 
turn for the unexpected. The last time 
the car had been used, was in the run-
up to the 1980 Codasur rally in South 
America, where it served as a practice 
car. But in 1982, Mercedes sold it to 
Belgian, Serge Beankens – in racing 
circles, better known as Serge Power. 
Under the ‘Power’ banner, this former 
Schnitzer chief mechanic had started 
to make a name for himself with the 
BMW 3.5 CSL in the mid-seventies; he 
later consolidated it with Ford Capris.

To Spa
In 1982, the Spa 24 Hours ran under 
Group A regulations for the first time, 
allowing a host of new cars to take the 
start. Tom Walkinshaw’s TWR Jaguar 
XJS coupés were the most radical, but 
further back – carrying race number 
22 – Serge Power planned to make his 
mark too. With revised suspension 
lowering its stance, the Bandama ’79 
rally car hit the track. The aluminium 
engine block was swapped for a 4.5-li-
tre steel version – thought to be the 
more reliable option – and the boot 
sprouted two, quick-fill fuel flaps for 
the 120-litre tank. The three-speed 
automatic stayed intact.

This was not the first 450 SLC to go 
circuit racing. But its predecessor – 
the famous ‘Mampe’ car – was an AMG 
initiative; the ‘Power’ SLC was a private 
entry as well. Sponsored by telecom 
company, Alcatel and the Tuborg beer 
brand, Claude Bourgoignie, Alain 
Lierneux and John Cooper drove to 
9th overall. That year’s tough condi-
tions reflected in the 450’s battered 
and bruised bodywork. Nevertheless, 
this was an encouraging result. In 1983, 
the SLC – with a new crew and livery – 
showed its true potential, again in the 
Spa 24 Hours. Michel de Deyne, assisted 
by Hervé Regout and Marc Duez, was 
running a strong fourth in a field of 
BMW 635 CSis and Jaguar XJS coupé s, 
when differential trouble forced retire-
ment at the 22nd hour. Who knows what 
result might have been possible…

Chassis 836 turned its final compe-
tition laps in the European Touring 
Car Championship (ETCC) of 1983. In 
the round at Zolder, Belgians, Albert 
Vanierschot and Bernard Carlier 
steered the Mercedes 450 SLC to 12th 
place at their home race. In 1984, Serge 
Beankens sold the car, with the alu-
minium V8 reinstated.

Low-mileage
Over the years, the car has had no 
more than four private owners. It’s 
returned to the Bandama rally livery 
of 1979 but is otherwise in circuit spec. 
Slick tyres replace the M(ud) & S(now) 
Dunlops used to speed through the 
jungle. Parts of the interior – like the 
relay switches – are modifications car-
ried out when the car was converted 
for track use, including some function 
stickers in French. It has a strangely-re-
versed rev counter – something that 
was done by the works – and keeps the 
original, aluminium Rubi roll cage. 
The odometer reads a surprisingly low 
8227 kilometres (5140 miles); sandy 
evidence of the SLC’s rally campaign. 
The dust of the African roads blew 
everywhere, even behind the dash-
board, where it largely stopped the 
Mercedes’ odometer.

 →	 Serge Power converted rally SLC 
to track spec, for Spa 24 Hours in 
1982. Despite suffering damage, 
the car came 9th overall. Photo 
Historic Racing Services Archive
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Watch the video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y

bEqyDJPHvs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YbEqyDJPHvs

