
 43  42 

Eye Witness
Tim Beavis watched Mercedes win the 1989 24 Hours of Le Mans 

Gianfranco Brancatelli leads the two Brun Motorsport 962 Cs through the Mulsanne Corner.

Mercedes brought back its famous Silver Arrows to international motorsport in 
1989, immediately tasting victory in the most important sportscar race of the 
year, the Le Mans 24 Hours. The beautiful C9 was easily the best car that season 

and the first winning Silver Arrow since 1955. Jean-Louis Schlesser became driver world 
champion following seven victories in eight races with Jochen Mass runner-up. For Le 
Mans though that situation was reversed. While Schlesser sat on pole position in car 
#61 and looked certain to add to his impressive string of victories it would be the Mass, 
Reuter, Dickens #63 entry which would emerge victorious from an unlikely 11th place on 
the grid. They would be followed home by the Baldi, Brancatelli, Acheson #62 Mercedes. 

"June 1989 and a young chap from Dorset decided to make his first venture to the 
home of endurance racing and head to Le Mans in his Triumph TR6. Armed with a 
ridge tent, sleeping bag, a parking pass for Maison Blanche and a general entry ticket I 
had no real idea of how close I could get to the cars. I took with me my trusty Pentax 
ME Super and a Tamron 300mm lens in the hope of getting some good shots for per-
sonal use and to bore my family and friends with when I got home.

Once at the circuit it was clear to me this was going to be no ordinary weekend trip. 
The different areas in which to take photographs, the iconic structures such as the 
Dunlop bridge and the pit grandstand with the ability perch above the pit garages and 
look down on driver swaps, wheel changes and all types of mechanical intervention 
was unique. Of course the balcony above the pits is now long lamented, and those 
of us who have sat there are among the lucky ones that now tell tales of “those days”.

I took a number of rolls of 400ASA Fuji film as at the time I rather liked the colour re-
sults they gave and had some success at the British and European Grands Prix, Brands 
Hatch 1000km and also at Wimbledon for the All England Tennis Club Champi-
onships. I had researched what to do in poor light, effectively changing the speed on 
the camera settings, this gave a “grainy” result which looking at them now gives great 
character and depth to the images for me.

Being young and wanting to explore the circuit I did my best to go to as many differ-
ent places as possible to shoot. Many said they had tried to enter the woods alongside 
the Mulsanne straight, but had failed and been ejected by the Gendarmes patrolling 
the area.That was challenge number one, the other was to reach the Mulsanne corner 
signalling pit. As you can see I succeeded in both, quite how I am unsure, but the 
memories of the differing speeds and the noise will live with me forever.

Mercedes was the big challenger that year, with its Sauber C9, and had assembled quite 
a team of drivers ranging from the experienced Le Mans regulars to “hot shot” F1 
drivers. They were taking the race to the TWR Jaguars who had won the previous year.  
Personally my allegiance was with the Richard Lloyd Racing Porsche of Bell, Weaver 
and Needell. I spent a good few hours sat above their pit box. Sadly they retired on 
lap 339.

At the end of the race I packed up, stored my used cans of film safely and headed for 
the ferry not really knowing what I had managed to record. As some will remember, 
pre-digital you had to wait to see and either be elated or disappointed with your work 
once developed. Safe to say I wasn’t disappointed and the longer the gap between the 
race and looking at the results of my trip on film, the happier I am with them. I feel 
they portray an era not just of wonderful Group C cars but a sport that was, com-
pared to nowadays, simpler and more accessible, Areas that were “off limits” still gave 
a chance to enter and for the last time the Mulsanne straight was indeed straight, and 
long, very long.
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Above, pole sitter Jean-Louis Schlesser blasts through the forest down the 
Mulsanne Straight, the last year that cars would run uninterrupted and 
at full speed for the whole 6 km length of this historic stretch of track.  
The following year would see the introduction of two chicanes designed 
to reduce speeds which by that point were approaching 400 kph (250 
mph). The speeds on the Mulsanne, known in French as the Ligne Droite 
des Hunaudières, were becoming so high that many of the drivers were 
concerned about their cars staying on the ground over the humps and 
bumps of what, for the rest of the year, is a part of the French national 
road system. The FIA did not want repeats of the accidents that claimed 
the lives of Jean-Louis Lafosse in 1981 and Jo Gartner in 1986 and decided 
that enough was enough.

Opposite, Jochen Mass on his way to victory.


