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# Bristol
Blenheim

_ Above he Blenheim was a bomber
| i}“{fﬁi;ﬂf First development of the Bristol
in thight I 1935, Type 142 (named Britain

KEY COLLECTION

First) ordered by Viscount
Rothermere, the owner of the Daily
Mail newspaper. The six-seat aircraft
first flew on April 12, 1935, and
was lent to the RAF for evaluation

at Martlesham Heath, Suffolk.

Viscount Rothermere

~ Harold Harmsworth, the 1st Viscount
Rothermere, was a highly influential
social and political high-flyer, who
& was born on April 26, 1868. In addition
@ to building up a powerful newspaper
empire, he was a leading advocate
. ¢ SR of aviation from the early days of
powered flaqht and believed that the opportunities that it
offered for travel were endless.

He became interested in the high-tech (for the time) Type
142 by chance and commissioned an example from Bristol as
his personal fast transport. History suggests he also wanted
to draw the public’s attention to the fact that the RAF's
aircraft fleet of the era was slow and had fallen behind the
times. Britain First certainly did that and paved the way for
sleek monoplanes to take over from the biplanes that were

His political interests were very wide ranging, to say the

leader a telegram of support after the nation’s invasion of
the Sudetenland. He also did everything in his power to get
UK leaders to increase funding for defence, to make sure the
UK could protect itself from overseas attack. The strong-
minded publisher died on November 26, 1940.
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prevalent in the RAF during interwar years.

least. He met Adolf Hitler and is said to have sent the German

The Britol Bleneim

Dave Willis outlines the background and career of the Blenheim

[t generated sufficient interest

for the Air Ministry to order a

light bomber version to fulfil
Specification B.28/35, which called
for an aircraft to operate from

grass airfields able to carry 1,0001lb
(454kg) of bombs.

The prototype Type 142M
Blenheim made its first flight on
June 25, 1936, although large orders
had already placed nine months
earlier for the rapidly expanding
RAF. The initial production example
rolled out in November 1936 and
a total of 1,330 Blenheim Is were
built, including 380 by Rootes
Securities and 250 by Avro.

Production switched to the
Blenheim 1V with a revised nose
in 1938 and Bristol eventually
assembled 312, Avro 750 and
Rootes Securities 2,100. A dive-
bomber and close support version
was designed as the Type 160 Bisley,
but the 942 built by Rootes entered
service as Blenheim Vs.

In Canada

The name Bolingbroke was adopted
for Blenheim IVs produced at
Longuecuil in Canada by Fairchild,
although it had previously been used
for the proposed Type 149 general
reconnaissance variant. Eighteen
Bolingbroke Is powered by Mercury
VllIs (as used by the Blenheim I)
were assembled from parts supplied
by Bristol, one of which was
modified with US equipment, and

the other with floats. They were

the sole examples of the Mk.II and
ME.III respectively.

The Bolingbroke IV had Mercury
XV or XXs and the 658 produced
were employed as coastal/general
reconnaissance aircraft or navigation
and gunnery trainers (Mk.IV-T).
The Bolingbroke IV-T was used
throughout the war by British
Commonwealth Air Training Plan
units.

The Blenheim entered service
as a day bomber in March 1937,
initially with 114 Squadron at
Wyton, but was rapidly superseded
within Bomber Command by more
advanced types. The Mk.IV had
replaced the Mk.I in all but four
Bomber Command squadrons by
the outbreak of war and an example
flown by Flt Off A McPherson of
139 Squadron became the tirst RAF
aircraft to cross the German frontier
on September 3, 1939, during a
reconnaissance of Wilhelmshaven.

The type also made the first
Bomber Command raid of the
conflict. Blenheim IVs remained in
front-line service as a light bomber
with 2 Group until August 1942 and
the type served with distinction in
the Middle East and North Africa.

After being replaced in Bomber
Command, many Blenheims were
transferred to Coastal Command to
eventually re-equip 16 squadrons,
undertaking ship escort and general
reconnaissance sorties.



SPOT FACT The name ‘Blenhelm was

selected in March 1936

the Fleet Air Arm. The Blenheim and
its derivatives also served in squadron
strength with Canada, Finland,
France, Greece, Portugal, Romania,
Turkey and Yugoslavia, while Croatia,
Germany (at least one captured
example), Hungary, Indonesia, South
Africa and the US each had between
one and four. The type was also

built under licence in Finland and
Yugoslavia in addition to Canadian
Bolingbroke production.

While Canada was the largest
operator outside the RAF, in overseas
service the Blenheim is more closely
associated with Finland, with whom
it was used against the Soviet Union
in both the Winter and Continuation
Wars as well as fighting the Germans
in the Lapland War.

Finland received 30 Ml Is
and 12 Mk.IVs, while Valdon

9 S _;_g_ i
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Lentokonetehdas at Tampere built

45 Mk.Ils and ten Mk.IVs. The last
operational examples were employed as
target tugs into 1958.

Survivors

Only one complete European-built
Blenheim survives today, the Finnish
assembled BL-200 at Luonetjarvi.
From May 1993 until August 2003,
Bolingbroke IV-T G-BPIV graced the
skies as the sole airworthy example of
the Blenheim family.

The Aircraft Restoration Company is
currently restoring it to fly again after a
forced landing. Its original ‘long nose’
is due to be replaced with that of Battle
of Britain veteran Mk.I L6739. Many
other Bolingbroke IV are still extant
today, with examples on display in
museums in Belgium, Canada, the US

and UK. @

Below left
Blenheim Is in production
at Fifton in 1938. BRISTOL

Botiom

A flight of Bristol Mercury
XV-powered Blenheim
IVFs. BRISTOL

“..an example flown b
Flt Off A McPherson o
139 Squadron became the
first RAF aircraft to cross
the German frontier on
September 3, 1939, during
a reconnaissance of
Wilhelmshaven.”
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In addition, around 200 bombers
were converted as Blenheim 1F night-
fighters and long-range escort fighters
using kits supplied by Southern
Railway’s Ashford factory. The
enhancements included a gun-pack
containing four Browning machine-
guns mounted under the fuselage.

No.25 Squadron based at Hawkinge
in Kent was the first unit to re-equip
with the night-fighting Blenheim.
Although it only served briefly, the
ME.IF played an important role
as a night-fighter within Fighter
Command and was used by the
Fighter Interception Unit to pioneer
airborne radar.

Blenheims also served with
army co-operation, anti-aircraft
co-operation, calibration and
meteorological reconnaissance
squadrons, as well as with large
numbers of training and second-line
units. At the end of the conflict, the
aircraft was quickly withdrawn from
service.

In addition to the RAE around 90
were flown in second-line units by
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s Europe tumbled
towards war in the
1930s, the race was on to
. e design and build a new
generation of fighting aircraft. The
UK and Germany led the pack, with
both nations producing credible
machines in all roles.

Of Britain’s medium bombers,
it’s interesting to note that the
first Blenheim flew just four days
after the Handley Page Hampden
prototype, while in Germany,
arguably one of the most successtul
Luftwaffe machines of the decade
— the Junkers Ju 88 —was also only
weeks away from flight. This trio
went on to play important parts in
World War Two, with the German

machine Claimiﬂg the honours of

the opposition

How did the Mk.I version shape up

most produced and time spent in
combat with frontline units.

Curi(::usl}r, few land-based light
strike types were emerging from the
US at this point. In fact, it wasn’t
until very late in the decade that the
American ‘mediums’ really started to
take off, with the NA B-25 Mitchell
and Douglas Boston being two of
the more obvious.

[n Italy, Fiat had some production
success with its BR.20 Cigona twin,
which first flew in February 19306.
Just over 600 were built and it served
(briefly) in the Battle of Britain, and
was flown against the USSR and
France, in addition to extensive use in
the Mediterranean theatre. Although
the Cigona had advance features,
such as retractable undercarriage and

against other fast or medium bombers that also first flew 1n 19367

stressed skin, it proved to be very
vulnerable to fighters, and losses
were heavy whenever opposition was
encountered.

The Soviet Union’s aircraft
industry debuted a new medium
bomber in 1936, and it wenrt on to
be highly successful. The Ilyushin
DB-3, which was later renamed
the I1-4, went into full production
and around 6,800 of these versatile
machines were built, serving with
distinction until the end of the war.
One of its many claims to fame
is that the 11-4 was the first Soviet
aircraft type to strike Berlin in
World War Two. The Ilyushin was
slightly larger than the Blenheim
and could carry a maximum payload

akin to the Ju 88A-1.

Above right

Blenheim | L1131 of 62 Squadron. This machine ditched west of Penang
in the Far East on April 4, 1940, after experiencing engine trouble on
a reconnaissance sortie. PETE WEST 2010
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Construction;

per minute. Range 920 miles. Endurance 5 hours 40 min. Service ceiling

First Flight:

Powerplants:  Two 840hp (627kN) Bristol Mercury Vllis.

Dimension:
(43.57Tm?).

Weight: Empty 8,8391b (4,009kg). Loaded 12,5001b.

Performance;  Max speed 260mph (418km/h). Cruising 200mph. Initial climb 1,540ft
25,5001t (7,772m).

Armament:
bombs.

Crew:

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and configuration. Construction
details from The Bristol Blenheim - A Complete History, by Graham Warner.

Built by Bristol at Filton; Avro at Chadderton, Lancs; Rootes at Speke,
Merseyside and at Blyth Bridge, Staffs; Fairchild Aircraft in Longueuil,
Quebec, Canada; Valtion Lentokonetehdas in Tampere, Finland, and by
lkarus at Zemun, Belgrade, Yugoslavia. Amount built: in the region of 6,200.
June 25,1936 from Filton by prototype K7033, with Cyril Uwins at the controls.

Span 56ft 4in (17.19m). Length 391t 9in. Height 9ft 10in. Wing area 469ft’

One fixed Browning and one Vickers ‘K’ gun in the dorsal turret. 1,0001b of

Three - pilot, navigator/bomb aimer and wireless operator/qunner.
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'SPOT First Blenheim night-fighter (@@ =0 Contemporaries
was recieved by 25 Sqn, July 31,1939 . . ~ compared

Handley Page Hampden I

i

Construction:  Built by Handley Page at Cricklewood, London; English Electric at Preston,

Above right Lancs and Canadian Associated Aircraft consortium in Ontario and

Hampden | X2966 of 44 Squadron. This machine was lost on the night Quebec, Canada. Amount built: 1,432, including prototypes, plus 20 or so
of November 28, 1940, running out of fuel and ditching in Lincolnshire. conversions from the similar HP Hereford.
RRIRIE First Flight:  June 21,1936 by prototype K4240 from Radlett, Hertfordshire,
AT_ A ._G.LANCE_: BOMB LOAD (lbs) with Maj J Cordes in the pilot's seat.
n— — — Powerplants:  Two 1,000hp (746kN) Bristol Pegasus XVIIIs.
‘ F _ Dimension: Span 69ft 2in (21.09m). Length 53ft Tin. Height 14ft 11in. Wing area 668ft?
(62.06m?).
Weight: Empty 11,7801b (5,343kg). Loaded 18,7561b.

Performance: ~ Max speed 254mph (408km/h). Cruising 167mph. Initial climb 980ft per
minute. Range 1,885 miles with 2,0001b of weapons, 1,200 miles with
4,000Ib warload. Service ceiling 19,000ft (5,791m).

Armament: One fixed and one Browning gun forward and twin Brownings in the rear
ventral and dorsal stations. Max payload: 4,0001bs of bombs.
Crew: Four - pilot, navigator/bomb aimer, wireless operator/upper rear gunner

and lower rear qunner.

Above right Construction:  Built by Junkers and sub-contractors at various locations.
A Amount built: 14,980 of all models, including 7,000-plus ‘A variants.
First Flight: December 21,1936, by prototype D-AQEN with Capt Kindermann at

CEILING (ft} the controls.
Powerplants:  Two 1,200hp (895kN) Junkers Jumo 211B or 'Gs.

Dimension: Span 59ft Tin (18.26m). Length 471t 2in. Height 15ft Tlin. Wing area
565.1ft* (52.5m°).

Weight: Empty 16,9751b (7,700kg). Max loaded 271161b.

Performance:  Max speed 280mph (450km/h) at 18,050ft. Cruising 230mph.
Range 2,285 miles with 1,1021b of bombs, 782 miles with 5,291Ib warload.
Service ceiling 32,150t (9,799m).

10,000 20,000

Armament: One 7.9mm machine-gun in the nose, one machine-gun in the rear
cockpit and one gun in the rear ventral. Max payload around 5,291lb ;
of bombs.
Crew: Four - pilot, navigator/bomb aimer, radio operator/ gunner and rear

qunner.




Tale of two alrmen

Air Cdre Graham Pitchfork profiles a pair of airmen that represent the many

who flew the Bristol twin in combat

Above ondon-born ‘Dickie’ exchanged its delightful, but
No.107 Squadron Gunning trained as a pilot out-dated, Hawker Hinds for
Henoein in 1936 and in March the Blenheims. Initially, the unit was
following year he joined equipped with Mk.Is but, with a
107 Squadron, based at Harwell, move to Wartisham, Suffolk, in
Berkshire. With the gathering July 1939, they were replaced by
of war clouds, 107 Mk.IVs.
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As tension increased at the end
of August, there was apprehension
among the aircrew, together with the
realisation that the performance of
their ‘wonder bomber’, advertised
as ‘faster than the fighter’, left
something to be desired.




' [SPOTEZX&® Blenheim Vs entered
service in the summer of 1942 .

Five 107 Squadron Blenheims took
part in the first RAF bombing sortie
of the war on September 4, 1939,
an attack on enemy Shippiﬂg in
the Schillig Roads, GGermany. Four
failed to return — a stark indication
of the dangers that lay ahead for the
2 Group low-level strike crews. If
morale had suffered a setback, it was
soon restored by the arrival of 107’
new, dynamic, leader Wg Cdr Basil
Embry DSO.

After the inicial raids, there was
little activity during the ‘Phoney
War and Dickie had to wait until
New Year’s Day 1940 before flying
his first combart sortie, an uneventful
armed sweep over the North Sea.

Operations increased significantly
in March and on the 4th, Sgt
Gunning and his crew were on
standby. Theirs was one of two
aircraft ordered to take-off at 13:00
to search for flak ships oft Schillig
Roads. Shortly afterwards, leaving a
bank of cloud at 2,500fc (762m), a
U-boat was sighted on the surface.

Dickie immediately set up an atrack
from directly astern and dived to
1,400ft before dropping four 250lb
(113kg) bombs. The air gunner
observed the last hit the submarine
between the stern and the conning
tower and, as the Blenheim turned,
the crew saw an explosion and a

“mass of seething foam” around the
conning tower as the submarine crash
dived. Later a reconnaissance sortie
confirmed that the Germans had
placed four wreck marker buoys at
the estimated position.

Basil Embry commented on the
valuable effect this attack had on
the morale of the squadron and,
within a few days, ACM Sir Edward
Ludlow-Hewitt, the Commander-
in-Chief of Bomber Command,
approved the immediate award of
the DFM to Sgt Gunning. Post-
war analysis shows that Sqn Ldr M
V Delap of 82 Squadron sank the
same submarine on March 11, the
day after the wreck markers had
been seen. It is possible that the
U-boar had been salvaged or was
badly damaged and was on its way
back to Wilhelmshaven. A DEC was
gazetted for Delap on the same day
that Dickie’s award was announced.

Norway

By mid-April, 107 Squadron
had deployed to
Lossiemouth in

Scotland to
support the
militar}f
operations
in Norway

and &

4 MR.1Vs flew in the RAF’s first 1,000 bomber rai

"...the performance ot
their ‘wonder bomber’,
advertised as ‘faster
than the fighter’, left
something to be desired”

Above
‘Dickie” Gunning as a
squadron leader.

Left
Blenheim V DJ702.

d
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SPOT §7:;\&y The Blenheim made the first attack on mainland Germany

of World War Two, 28th November, 1939

Below

WAAF servicing a
Blenheim IV in the
field. COURTESY OF
THE CANADIAN AVIATION
HERITAGE CENTRE

mounted daily attacks against
Stavangar, the major airfield in
southern Norway. These were usually
led by the squadron commander.

On April 17, all 12 aircraft took
off, Sgt Gunning and his crew flying
P4925 in the second section led
by Sqn Ldr “Tubby’ Clayton. Basil,
who studied rtactics in great detail,
decided to mount a co-ordinated
attack with his formation bombing
from 18,000ft, while Tubby led his
flight in from 200ft.

Just short of the targer,
Messerschmitt Bf 110 fighters were
observed climbing to engage the
high formation, but the bombing
run was completed before they could
intercept. As the explosives hit the

runways, Dickie
and his i colleagues
dived to T low-level
to SRR release
~ their
weapons.
The low-
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strike group broke up after their
attack and headed for cloud —
three aircraft were engaged but

all returned to base. The higher
flight fared less well and two of its
Blenheims failed to return, a third
being badly damaged.

Lack of cloud cover on the 19th
and severe icing on the 27th
thwarted Dickie’s next two attempts
to hit Stavangar, but on May 1,
he made a successful atrack. Six
aircraft took off at 14:10 hours, but
two turned back. The remainder
departed in formation at 16,0001t
and each dropped 2 x 250 and
12 x 40lb General Purpose (GP)
bombs, which were observed to fall
on the runways. The
Blenheims departed,
leaving a pall of black
smolke.

The following day,

Sgt Gunning and his
crew made another raid
against the airfield but it

el

was to be the last over Norway by
107 Squadron before it returned
to Wattisham to help counter the
increasing German threat to the

Netherlands.
Ride the lightning

At dawn on May 10, the Germans
launched their Blitzkreig in the
west and the following day, Dickie
carried out reconnaissance of the
Dutch airfields. As the Axis advance
gathered momentum, the bridges
over the River Meuse were attacked
and Sgt Gunning was piloting

one of the dozen 107 Squadron
Blenheims to hit the bridgehead at
Sedan, where anti-aircraft fire was
met. Losses were heavy and after the
attack, the unit had no serviceable
aircraft.

Within a week, the military
situation on the gmund had become
critical and 107 spent the next ten
days striking the roads being used by

the enemy. Troop concentrations,

















































