
  
 

To learn more about the SR-71 Blackbird, visit Lockheed Martin’s website - 
https://www.lockheedmartin.com/en-us/news/features/history/blackbird.html 

To learn more about the SR-71 Blackbird, visit NASA’s website - 
https://www.nasa.gov/centers/armstrong/news/FactSheets/FS-030-DFRC.html 

Balloon Speed Plane 
Here you’ll learn about the SR-71 Blackbird and learn how to build your own Balloon Speed Plane! 

 
 
The SR-71 Blackbird 
 
The SR-71 Blackbird is the world’s fastest and highest-flying manned, jet-propelled aircraft. The aircraft 
was secretly designed by engineers from Lockheed Martin’s Skunk Works division back in the 1950s. 
These aircraft were developed in response to war time needs for stealthy operations. A new kind of 
aircraft was needed, one that could fly at high speeds and altitudes, perform reconnaissance missions, 
and be able to avoid interceptors and missiles while in the air. The Blackbird was designed to reach 
Mach 3.2, which is about 3 times over the speed of sound, or more than 2,200 miles per hour, and fly at 
altitudes of up to 85,000 feet.  
 
The original Blackbird was named the A-12 and completed its first 
flight on April 30, 1962. Soon, the single-seat A-12 was transformed 
into a larger version called the SR-71 Blackbird. This expansion 
added room for a seat for the Reconnaissance Systems Officer (RSO) 
and carried more fuel than the original A-12. The SR-71 Blackbird’s 
first flight was on December 22, 1964. 
 
The RSO would control the monitoring and defense systems on the 
aircraft. This equipment included systems that could jam most 
radar, and advanced, high-resolution cameras for reconnaissance 
missions.  
 
The SR-71 Blackbird could reach new flying speeds. The Blackbird was breaking records nearly every 
time it flew. On July 20, 1963, the Blackbird reached Mach 3 at an altitude of 78,000 feet. This new 
aircraft could fly through the sky at 3,000 feet per second! Pilots were required to wear pressure suits 
similar to those worn by astronauts to protect them if there was a 
sudden loss of cabin pressure while flying at high altitudes.  
 
While the aircraft was flying, it would be sounded by temperatures 
as low as -60 degrees Fahrenheit. Skunk Works engineers painted 
the aircraft black because black paint both emits and absorbs heat. 
The paint was also used to help camouflage the aircraft as it flew 
through dark skies during reconnaissance missions. This black paint 
is what earned the aircraft its nickname, the “Blackbird”. 
 
The SR-71 Blackbird was a successful stealth aircraft that served the 
United States military for more than two decades. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.lockheedmartin.com/en-us/news/features/history/blackbird.html
https://www.nasa.gov/centers/armstrong/news/FactSheets/FS-030-DFRC.html


  
 

To learn more about the SR-71 Blackbird, watch this video by the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum!  
The SR-71 Blackbird – STEM in 30: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aFj5a8G_iGk&feature=youtu.be 
 

For extra fun, see if you can race your Balloon Speed Plane with 
a friend or family member! 

 

To learn more about spy planes, watch this video by the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum!  
Spy Planes: Eyes in the Sky - STEM in 30: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bmDwjmGcocQ&feature=youtu.be 
 

Build a Balloon Speed Plane! 
 
Materials  

• Balloon 
• Straw  
• Tape 
• About 20 feet of string 
• Pencil 
• Timer 

Time: 45 minutes 

Instructions 

1. Take about 20 feet of string. Attach the string to stationary/heavy objects 
(chair, table leg) in your house or outside that will keep the balloon from 
hitting the floor as it flies down the String Runway. Make sure the String 
Runway goes in a straight line 

2. Blow up your balloon. DO NOT tie the end. So, don’t let go! 
3. Next, use tape to attach a straw to the side of the balloon 
4. Use a timer to record how fast your Balloon Speed Aircraft flies down the 

String Runway in the Balloon Speed Plane Trials 
 

Balloon Speed Plane Trials 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trial Time 
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