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W.O. Bentley in the New Street Mews workshop, c.1912.












A FAST CAR, A GOOD CAR


One of Walter Owen Bentley’s defining eccentricities was his abject dislike of his given names.


Nicknamed ‘The Bun’ at school on account of his round face and the raisin-like quality of his dark eyes, Bentley was by all accounts a shy young man who preferred the company of his train set. Like his Italian contemporaries, the Maserati brothers, he was consumed in his early years by a passion for trains and the workings of steam engines.


The Bentley family were a Victorian success story. Born on 16 September 1888, Walter was the youngest of nine surviving children; a sister, Emily, had died during infancy. Walter’s grandfather was a Yorkshireman who acquired his wealth dealing in textiles earlier in the nineteenth century. Father Alfred was 46 and had already retired from the family business. His mother, Emily, was the daughter of another Yorkshireman, Thomas Waterhouse, who had emigrated to Australia and made his fortune in mining.


The family home was in the north London suburb of Hampstead, a suitably genteel environment for a family whose relatively recent arrival into wealth would have made for some awkwardness in the likes of Belgravia. As a child Walter liked to be taken to Loudoun Road Station (now South Hampstead) to watch the trains running in and out of Euston, and a passion for engineering was born.


In common with many of his contemporaries, Walter was sent away to a boarding school, Lambrook in Berkshire. From there he moved still further away, to Clifton College in Bristol, where he shed his given names and assumed his preferred mantle of W.O.


Other formative experiences included developing interests in photography and cricket, though most sources agree he was perhaps not the finest exponent of the bat, in one match remaining at the crease for an hour while scoring just one run. A gift for science subjects cleaved to his interests in engineering and his next destination, at the age of 16, was King’s College in London, where he gained the qualifications to sign up to a five-year premium apprenticeship (costing the family £7, or £7,900 at today’s rates) at the Great Northern Railway’s Doncaster works.


It was a tough existence of 6 a.m. starts and a 60-hour working week, but it gave a ground-up education in the art of building huge steam-powered vehicles: early tasks included casting engine components in the foundry, then hand-finishing them. Only after apprentices had cultivated an understanding of this were they set loose on assembly and maintenance.


As the end of his tenure approached, Bentley realized his childhood dreams by working the footplate of locomotives – goods trains at first, then passenger services, until he was eventually entrusted with main-line expresses. The job of a railway fireman was tough, as Bentley recalled in his autobiography My Life And My Cars. “My longest day was London to Leeds and back, on the return journey doing Wakefield to King’s Cross non-stop for 175 miles [280km]. This was a total day’s run of 400 miles [645km], entailing a consumption of about seven tons of coal, every pound of it to be shovelled.”
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When W.O. Bentley was an apprentice, the Great Northern Railway’s Doncaster works employed more than 4,000 people on a 200-acre site.










[image: A busy street scene featuring a car, with a boxy design, a prominent front grille and large wheels.]




Unic taxis were a common sight on the streets of London early in the 20th century.








Bentley also became the first member of the family to own a powered vehicle, acquiring a second-hand motorcycle built in Birmingham by the short-lived Quadrant marque. Its single-cylinder engine made just 3hp, but W.O. not only commuted to work on it, he would occasionally ride home to London via the Great North Road (now the A1). His brothers took an interest and one, Arthur, bought a motorcycle of his own and began to compete. In 1907 W.O. and Arthur entered the London to Edinburgh Trial, and this was to be their gateway drug to motor sport.


Within two years W.O. had gone through two more motorcycles in his quest for more power and less weight, contested races at the new Brooklands banked oval near Weybridge, and entered the 1909 Isle of Man TT – for which W.O. modified the oil system of his Rex Speed King’s engine himself, to prevent it seizing. Sadly he crashed twice, in practice and then on the first lap. Underwhelmed by the Rex’s performance, he bought an even more potent machine – from America this time, an Indian – but a tyre blowout eliminated him from the TT the following year.


Five years into his apprenticeship, it was beginning to become clear to W.O. that a career in locomotive engineering was going to involve a great deal more drudgery as he worked his way up the ladder. At the end of 1910, aged 22, he gave it up and found work with the National Motor Cab Company in Hammersmith, which had a substantial fleet of French-built Unic twin-cylinder motor taxis. By the close of Bentley’s tenure as chief engineer in 1912, the fleet had doubled in size to 500 cars – and, on top of maintenance, Bentley’s responsibilities extended to modifying the meters so the drivers couldn’t interfere with them and pocket the fares.
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Motorcycle as well as car racers braved the bumpy concrete banking at Brooklands.








The catalyst for Bentley’s departure from the world of taxis was a business opportunity. Lecoq and Fernie, the UK concessionaires for the French carmaker DFP (Doriot, Flandrin & Parant), were advertising for new investors and Bentley’s brother Horace, an accountant, was interested. However, when performing his due diligence he concluded that the existing partners knew little about cars and were barely marketing them. W.O. raised the necessary investment of £2,000 (£200,000 today) via an advance from his trust fund.


Within months it became obvious the arrangement was not going to work, and Horace invested a further £2,000 to buy the partners out and market the DFPs under a new name, Bentley & Bentley, from the existing premises in Hanover Court, Mayfair. W.O. rented a workshop just up the road in New Street Mews, near Marylebone, to attend to servicing.
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W.O. Bentley’s push for aluminium pistons led to the creation of the DFP 12/40 TT model, which Bentley raced in the Isle of Man TT.
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W.O. Bentley crests the bridge at Quarterbridge, on his way to sixth place in the 1914 Isle of Man TT in his DFP 12/40 TT.








As well as investing in better sales brochures and advertising, W.O. turned to motor racing to boost awareness of the marque. This was an era before the purpose-built racetracks and wheel-to-wheel combat with which modern readers will be familiar – only two tracks existed, Brooklands in Surrey and the Indianapolis Motor Speedway in the USA. Races usually took the form of speed or time trials on public roads, with competitors going off one at a time.


W.O. was well used to this format on two wheels and entered a race-prepared 2-litre DFP in the Aston Hill Climb – where Aston Martin co-founder Lionel Martin was also a regular competitor – in June 1912. He broke the course record for the 2-litre class and made this achievement the centrepiece of the company’s marketing, augmented by having the winning car on display in the showroom. Later he had another 2-litre DFP chassis built up with streamlined single-seater bodywork to race at Brooklands – but there, despite some early successes, he found himself outgunned by the similarly streamlined 14hp ‘Golden Bug’ of the Humber test driver W.G. Tuck in the 1913 Whitsun Speed Handicap.


His next move was a trip to France to meet DFP’s co-founder Auguste Doriot and persuade him to consider various means of improving performance. W.O. felt that optimizing the air intake routing and raising the compression ratio was the simplest solution, but in his experience the DFP’s cast-iron pistons tended to crack because of the thermal stresses of hard use. Serendipitously, Doriot had a paperweight on his desk in the shape of a piston, but made from aluminium alloy – a gift from one of DFP’s suppliers. W.O. suggested aluminium’s better conductivity properties would eliminate the cracking problem and be lighter, potentially allowing the engine to reach a higher rev ceiling. All of this would mean more power. Doriot, initially unconvinced, put W.O. in touch with the foundry that made the piston and found it was already casting aluminium pistons for other marques. Bentley ordered a batch to his specifications and had them delivered to the Marylebone workshop.
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W.O. fitted special streamlined bodywork and solid wheels to his DFP 12/40 TT to break several speed records at Brooklands in 1914.








After a few teething issues with cylinder clearances were resolved, W.O. returned to Brooklands and set new records in the autumn trials for 10 laps, 30 miles (50km) and 50 miles (80km), defeating Tuck’s Humber in the latter. DFP drew up plans to introduce the aluminium piston into its production cars.


The onset of the First World War in 1914 put the Bentley brothers’ business activities on hold. Horace enlisted, while W.O. determined to put his knowledge of engines to use in the war effort. After being sent around the proverbial houses he managed to secure an introduction to Commander Wilfred Briggs at the Admiralty, who had been tasked with expanding the capacity of the Royal Naval Air Service, a forerunner of the RAF. The meeting took place in Briggs’s office, a temporary hut perched atop Admiralty Arch on the edge of Trafalgar Square.
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Bentley’s Rotary 1 aero engine powered most of the Sopwith Camel biplane fighters that served in the First World War.








Enthused by the potential of Bentley’s ideas to improve Britain’s command of the air, Briggs commissioned him into the Royal Navy Reserve as a lieutenant and dispatched him to share his expertise with the likes of Rolls-Royce and Sunbeam, which at that time were making their first aero engines. From there Bentley was assigned to Gwynnes in Chiswick, which built French Clerget rotary aero engines under licence. While powerful enough, the Clergets had a tendency to suffer piston-ring failures caused by suboptimal materials and uneven cooling.
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Bentley’s Rotary 1 aero engine effectively replaced the Clerget 9B that had been built under licence in the UK, but which was unreliable.








Gwynnes declined to put resource in development, so the next stop for the somewhat frustrated Bentley was Coventry, where Humber – his rival on the track – was prepared to facilitate him with all he needed to design his own aero engine. The resulting Bentley Rotary 1 carried over the concept of the valve gear from the Clerget to expedite development but was different in all other respects, including the aluminium pistons, and had a slightly larger swept capacity (17.3 litres rather than 16.3). It was only 4.4lb (2kg) heavier than the Clerget, but more powerful and reliable – and went on to be installed in the majority of the Sopwith Camel biplanes which came into service from 1917 onwards.


W.O.’s contribution to the war effort netted him an MBE, £8,000 (almost £400,000 today) from the Commission of Awards to Inventors, and contacts which would serve him well as a concept for a new car engine took shape in his mind. Although Bentley & Bentley returned to business in peacetime, primarily dealing in second-hand cars, W.O. aspired to become a carmaker in his own right. By January 1919 he had rented a top-floor office near the Bentley & Bentley showroom and lured eminent designer Fred Burgess from Humber, along with Vauxhall draftsman Harry Varley. That summer he registered a new company, Bentley Motors Ltd, at the Conduit Street address.


In W.O.’s autobiography he describes the design process of what would become the seminal 3-litre engine as nine months of virtually uninterrupted work, soundtracked by the noisy plumbing of the toilets in the office downstairs and the frequent bickering of Burgess and Varley, whose differing approaches meant they were never destined to get on. Nevertheless they were united behind Bentley’s vision to build “a good car, a fast car, the best in class”.
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The 3 Litre was the first production car to carry the Bentley badge.








The four-cylinder 3-litre engine adapted several ideas from pre-war Mercedes and Peugeot Grand Prix cars, including hemispherical combustion chambers and four valves per cylinder rather than two, actuated by a single-overhead camshaft instead of the conventional (at the time) pushrods. The cylinder blocks and heads were a single casting, which Varley disliked owing to the difficulty in producing them, but Bentley’s view was that the usual practice of casting them separately introduced problems with keeping the join sealed.


As was the practice at the time, Bentley planned to build only the engine, running gear and rolling chassis, directing customers to specialist coachbuilders for finishing the bodies. So when the first rolling chassis was ready in October 1919, engineer Clive Gallop performed the first test drive sitting on a cushion. By the following January it had received bodywork and upholstery and was evaluated by The Autocar magazine’s sports editor Sydney ‘Sammy’ Davies, a chum of Bentley’s from before the war. “For the man who wants a true sporting type of light-bodied car for use on a Continental tour,” he gushed, “the 3.0-litre Bentley is undoubtedly the car par excellence.”


It was clear the New Street Mews workshop was inadequate to the task of series production, so Bentley looked elsewhere, alighting on a new site on Oxgate Lane in the north London suburb of Cricklewood. The first chassis, referred to as EXP1 (EXPerimental No1), was disassembled and a new EXP2 built up with many refinements to the chassis and engine, and put on display with functional rather than attractive bodywork at the 1920 Olympia Motor Show. Rebodied by J.H. Easter, it made its racing debut in May 1921 in the Whitsun meeting at Brooklands, where works test driver Frank Clement won the junior sprint handicap race. The following year W.O. ran it in practice for the TT. Subsequently sold to lorry magnate J.E. Foden, EXP2 remained well cared for and is today the oldest Bentley in existence.
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EXP 2, the second prototype built, is the world’s oldest surviving Bentley.








A third prototype, EXP3, became W.O.’s daily driver. At his insistence, the lever which operated the brakes was designed to resemble the reversing lever of a Great Northern Railway locomotive, a feature that was adopted on production 3-litre models.


Early customers were often keen racers. In 1922 W. Douglas Hawkes took a 3 Litre to Indianapolis to contest the Indy 500 race, where he was the last classified finisher – 13th – at an average speed of 81.9mph (131.8km/h). As a production car rather than one tuned for racing, it was slow compared with those who qualified ahead of it, but it outlasted many of them.
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The 1922 Indy 500 grid, featuring W. Douglas Hawkes in a Bentley on the seventh row.
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Retired army officer Granville George Egerton, pictured here in a 3 Litre in 1922, was a typical post-war racer and Bentley customer.








Another customer, John Duff, came to Bentley with an interesting proposition. A fascinating character, born in China to Canadian parents, Duff had been wounded in the Battle of Passchendaele. Struggling to adapt to peacetime – like many who had served – Duff turned to motor racing to feed his need for excitement and stimulation. As well as opening a car dealership which would become Bentley’s principal London outlet, he raced at Brooklands in a 10-litre, chain-driven Fiat S.61 and later acquired the infamous 18-litre Fiat Mephistopheles. To boost publicity for Bentley he felt the new brand should demonstrate performance and endurance in the heat of competition, duly setting a new average speed record of 86.52mph (139.24km/h) in the Brooklands ‘Double 12’, a 24-hour event split into two sessions to avoid causing ructions with the venue’s neighbours.


But Duff couldn’t stop there. In early 1923, hearing of plans to stage a new 24-hour race at Le Mans in France, scene of the first Grand Prix in 1906, he approached Bentley to prepare a car. W.O. was a keen racer himself and had supported Duff’s activities thus far, but he thought the concept of a continuous 24-hour race ridiculous. It required the finest sales tactics Duff could muster to persuade him otherwise, and even then the support from the factory would be tacit: Frank Clement as co-driver, along with two mechanics.
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