
The Car 

1937 Mercedes-Benz 
Type W125 

equipped, Hermann Lang drove aW125 to 
an average of 162.61 mph in a race at A vus 
in 1937- a speed that would not be 
surpassed in qualifying at Indianapolis 
until 1966. For Grand Prix events, the 
W125 raced with Mercedes' traditional 
triple-grille, open-wheel bodywork. The technological peak of malignant nationalism 

by Randy Barnett 
The 1937 Mercedes-Benz driving team 

consisted of Germans Lang, Rudolf Carac
ciola and Manfred von Brauchitsch, Eng

land's Richard Seaman and Switzerland's Christian Kautz. Nazi 

S
ixty years ago, Adolph Hitler was plotting the mnexation of 
Austria and Czechoslovakia and getting his Third Reich 
ready for war. His Nazi party was dipping its fingers in virtu
ally every aspect of German life, and German cars ruled the 

racing world. 
In 1937, the Type W125 Mercedes-Benz ruled all racing cars. Its 

supercharged, 5.6-liter inline eight-cylinder engine was so powerful 
that it would be nearly 20 years before circuit racing cars matched 
its output. One of the mighty W125's few 
problems \\las its tendency to shred rear 
tires. Built for just one racing season, the 
W125 has been called the ne plus ultra of 
race cars of its era. But it was more than that. 

Korps-Fuhrer Konrad Huhnlein was the political propagandist for 
the racing programs at both Mercedes and Auto Union, but the real 
power at the Mercedes team fell to manager Alfred Neubauer, who 
was known for his mocking imitations of Hitler at team dinners. 

The only real opposition that year came from Auto Union--or 
rather Rosemeyer, whose extraordinary talent was good for four 
victories, including the resurrected Vanderbilt Cup in New York, 

The year 1936 had been a troubled one 
for Daimler-Benz. In January, the company 
barely survived a government attempt to 
take over its management. Two "managers 
of Reich business" ex;arnined the b,ooks and 
claimed that Daimler-Benz was misman
aged, but the company's rebuttal suggested 
the allegations were so far-fetched that the 
government backed off. In any case, 
swastikas began to appear more prominent
lyon Mercedes race cars after that. 

Prewar hotshoe Hermann Lang in the 646-hp 1937 Mercedes-Benz W12S. 

The 1936 racing season hadn't gone well, either. Mercedes' 
W25, a championship winner the previous year, was thoroughly 
trounced by Ferdinand Porsche's rear-engined Auto Union racer, 
driven by a young phenom named Bernd Rosemeyer. (It's been 
said that Rosemeyer, whose only previous racing was on motorcy
cles, had no clue how beastly the Auto Unions really were.) A 750-
kilogram (1653-pound) formula had been decreed for Grand Prix 
racing for 1934 through 1936, and was extended through 1937 
when competitors couldn't agree on a new fOlIDula. No other com
pany could even think of affording a brand new car for one season. 
But after 1936, Daimler-Benz had little choice. 

There were benefits to Nazi meddling in business affairs, at least 
in Germany's racing world. Hitler wasn't satisfied with German 
cars winning races. He wanted them to dominate, and his govern
ment funneled money into race programs at both Mercedes and 
Auto Union. In 1937, Mercedes created a separate Rennabteilung 
(racing department) for the [lIst time, and chose a previously 
obscure eng~neer named Rudolf Uhlenhaut to manage it. Uhlen
haut proved to be nearly as fast on a racetrack as Mercedes' profes
sional drivers; henceforth, the hired guns would be reluctant to 
complain about the cars, afraid that Uhlenhaut might go out and 
prove the problem was in the cockpit, and not with the machinery. 

The W 125' s engine made 646 horsepower on the bench. Its 
chassis was built of special hardened materials, and it featured 
quick-change gears and a quick-release steering wheel. On some 
circuits the car ran with a fully enclosed, streamlined body. So 
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which Mercedes entered for the [lIst time. About 75,000 witnessed 
that race, while 260,000 watched Caracciola win the German 
Grand Prix at the Nurburgring. In all, Mercedes won seven races to 
Auto Union' s five; Caracciola claimed five victories, and won the 
era's equivalent of the world championship. 

When the season ended in the fall, the Nazi government declared 
German Record Week for late October. On a closed stretch of the 
Frankfurt-Darmstadt autobahn, Rosemeyer set a flying-mile record 
of 252 mph in a reworked Auto Union; the best Caracciola could 
manage in the W125 was 248. So Mercedes fitted its race car with 
a new 12-cylinder engine and persuaded the government to hold 
more speed trials in January 1938. This time, Caracciola upped the 
flying-mile record to 268.633 mph. 

When he congratulated Caracciola after his record, Rosemeyer 
reportedly said "My turn now." Aware of an increasing cross
wind, Caracciola advised his rival to wait until the next day. Rose
meyer proceeded, did a practice run at nearly 268 mph, then lined 
up for his record attempt. A crosswind in fact caught the Auto 
Union, which crashed heavily and killed Rosemeyer. 

A new 850-kilo (1873-pound) formula was created for 1938. 
The W125s were retired, replaced by the W154 for '38 and then 
the W165. These two cars dominated Grand Prix racing until the 
beginning of armed hostilities in September 1939. A dramatic peri
od of rapid race car development ended. 

Today both an open-wheel W125 and a speed-record car can be 
seen at the Mercedes museum in Stuttgart-Unterturkheim .• 
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