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Bristol Fighter History  

 

The history of the Bristol F.2b can be traced to the 

development of Geoffrey de Havillandôs immensely 

successful series of B.E.2 reconnaissance machines, 

produced by the Royal Aircraft Establishment (later 

Royal Aircraft Factory) at Farnborough. At the time, the 

most important quality in an observation ship was 

thought to be stability, which allowed the pilots and 

observers of early reconnaissance missions to fly ñhands 

offò while manually sketching enemy positions and 

emplacements.  

 

The frail and slow B.E.2 was indeed stable, but proved 

to be easy prey for the Imperial German Air Service. As 

losses mounted it became clear that a faster, better 

armed aircraft was needed. 

 

In the autumn of 1915, RFC Headquarters in France 

devised specifications for a future reconnaissance and 

artillery spotting aircraft which would be better capable 

of defending itself. In response, the Royal Aircraft 

Establishment developed the R.E.8 in early 1916, and 

began initial production by September of that year.

 

The R.E.8ôs early career was plagued by heavy losses, 

many of which resulted from severe design flaws, 

including visibility and stalling issues, maneuverability 

problems related to the rudder, and an undercarriage that 

was set too far back with relation to the machineôs center 

of gravity, which contributed to ñnose-inò landings that 

pushed the engine into the fuel tanks - spilling gas and 

almost always causing fires.  

 

The R.E.8 fared no better in combat, as exemplified by 

an altercation between No.59 Squadron and Jasta 11 on 

April  13, 1917. Six R.E.8 machines were sent up at 8:15 

a.m. to perform reconnaissance work over the Drocourt-

Quéant switch line but were intercepted between Quiéry-

en-Motte and Etains. In a matter of minutes, all six 

R.E.8s were dispatched, resulting in the deaths of 10 

pilots and observers.  

 

All of these shortcomings made the R.E.8 very 

unpopular with its crews, who called it a ñdeath trapò 

and a ñpilot incineratorò.  

 

Although the R.E.8 offered more power and better 

protection than the B.E.2, the search continued for a 

replacement for both machines. 

 

 
 

An R.E.8 serving with No.24 Squadron in Vavincourt , France, 1918.                                                           Photo: WW1 Aero Archives 



 
 

The R.E.8 was susceptible to ñnose-inò landings due to the position of the undercarriage, as well as stalling characteristics  which 

caused the aircraft to rapidly and unexp ectedly lose airspeed when gliding at or below 65 mph , resulting in an uncontrollable tendency 

to dive . Pilots were warned to be careful while turning toward the airfield to make an approach, as ñextra resistance caused by the 

rudder is sufficient to bring  down the paceò. Observers were also warned against standing up while on approach, as the extra resistance 

could cause the R .E.8 to drop b elow its critical gliding speed .                                        Photo: WW1 Aero Archives 

 

The Birth of The Bristol F.2b 
 

In 1915, the Chief Engineer of the Bristol Aeroplane 

Company, Captain Frank Sowter Barnwell, set about 

designing a much needed replacement for the aging 

B.E.2 and R.E.8. The new design would meet the 

requirement for a two-seat reconnaissance machine that 

would be fast, maneuverable and capable of defending 

itself. Further, the resulting machine was to employ an 

engine substantially more powerful than any used to 

date.  

 

Barnwellôs first design, the R.2A, was a two-bay biplane 

with equal span wings of 40 ft 8 in. The fuselage was 

uniquely positioned mid-gap between the upper and 

lower wings, providing the pilot and observer with a 

clear view of the ground directly below. The pilot was 

equipped with a forward firing Lewis machine gun 

offset to the right under the cockpit cowling, while the 

observer was armed with an additional Lewis gun firing 

from a rotating mount. The design also incorporated a 

downward curve of the rear longerons which increased 

the field of fire from the observerôs cockpit.  

 

Just weeks before the R.2A drawings were to be 

delivered, the 150 hp Hispano-Suiza became available 

and the drawings were revised to use this new, more 

powerful engine. The redesigned aircraft, designated 

ñR.2Bò, adopted a sesquiplane configuration (Upper 

wing larger in span and chord from the lower) with lift 

struts supporting the upper wing extensions. A pylon 

type of tail skid was also employed, which required a 

redesigned fin and rudder.  

 

In July of 1916, the new 190 hp Rolls-Royce Mark I 

engine became available, and the design was revised yet 

again. The revision included reverting back to the two-

bay, equal span wing configuration of the R.2A and 

changing the designation from ñRò for ñreconnaissanceò 

to ñFò for ñfightingò or ñfighter-reconnaissanceò. With 

this, the F.2A was born.  

 

The pilotôs armament was changed to a Vickers gun that 

was now centrally mounted to fire through a tube above 

the engine and radiator. The fin and rudder were also 

changed, incorporating a tailskid into the rudder which 

was devised as an alternative to the pylon type of skid. 

 

The first prototype aircraft, A3303, was delivered and 

test flown on September 9, 1916, with modified B.E.2 

wing components. This was done so the aircraft could be 

delivered more quickly for trials. 



 
 

Bristol F.2A prototype A3303  at the Central Flying School in Upavon , September  1916. The machine is seen here in its earliest 
configuration, which included large radiators mounted o n the sides of the fuselage, as well as end plates fitted to the roots of the lower 
wing, surrounding what was , at that time , an uncovered center section.  These end plates were soon removed, and the machine was 
further modified with cockpit combing,  a Scarff ring for the rear cockpit and  a single frontal radiator to improve the pilotôs visibility. 

 
An additional Hispano-Suiza powered F.2A prototype, 

A3304, was also ordered, along with 50 production 

aircraft powered with 190 hp Rolls-Royce Falcon I 

engines. The production machines (A3305-A3354) were 

delivered to No.48 Squadron in December 1916, and 

first saw combat against Manfred von Richthofenôs 

Jasta 11 in April  1917. During this dogfight the flight of 

six Bristols were almost completely decimated by 

Albatros D.III fighters, and only two returned home.  

 

Although an inauspicious start, the aircraft was not at 

fault. The F.2A was a good fighter.  She was 

maneuverable, sturdy and well armed. Instead, it was the 

standard British tactics that were to blame. Once pilots 

caught on to the fact that they should employ the 

machine as a fighter, the "Brisfit" became a potent 

offensive weapon. 

Two hundred additional Bristols were ordered. This new 

production line (A7101-A7300) saw additional 

modifications, including a covered lower wing center 

section, modified tail surfaces, and reshaped upper 

longerons which helped improve visibility.  In addition, 

A7251-A7300 were upgraded to the 220 hp Rolls-Royce 

Falcon II, and radiator shutters became standard on all 

Falcon powered machines. These production aircraft 

were re-designated the F.2b, the machine that would 

become the legendary Bristol Fighter.  

 

The F.2b was to become one of the RFC's pre-eminent 

aircraft. A total of 5,329 aircraft were eventually built. 

The Bristol Fighter remained in operational service at 

home and abroad until finally being retired in 1932. The 

designôs longevity is a testament to the versatility of this 

great machine. 

 

 
 
 
 

Although  the F.2b eventually 
graduated to the 275 hp Falcon III, 
Rolls -Royce was unable to keep 
pace with the demand  for  engines . 
Because of this, various Bristol 
Fighters were fitted with alternate 
engines, including the Hispano -
Suiza,  Siddeley Puma and the  
Sunbeam Arab, which is installed 
in the machine shown here.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Above and Below: Bristol Fighters under construction at the Curtiss plant. In September 1917, a contract was authorized with Fisher 
Body Corporation for the construction of 1,000 Bristol Fighters in the United States.  Using a sample F.2b that was shipped from England, 
Col. V.E. Johns and a team of engineers and draftsman set about redesigning the aeroplane to accommodate the  400 hp Liberty engine. 
By January 1918 , the contract had  passed t o Curtiss Aeroplane & Motor Company, where the order number ballooned to 2,000 machines.  
 

                  Photos: WW1 Aero Archives   
 

 



 
 
Above and Below: Three -quarter views of American -built Bristol Fighters. Although Curtiss finished their first Bristol on January 25, 
1918, the machine wasnôt flown until March 6, when it experienced engine trouble. The first two production aircraft arrive d at Wilbur 
Wright field on May 5 ,  and testing soon resumed. On May 7, the first accident occurred when fabric came of f the machineôs wings - the 
pilot saved himself and the observer by ñgoing into a bank of telegraph wiresò. This same malfunction occurred again on June 10, 
resulting in the deaths of the pilot and observer. On July 16, another crew was killed when the pilot lost control of a Bristol while coming 
out of a barrel roll, falling 500 feet.  
 
On July 18 a conference was held w here it was decided to halt production of the Bristol, which occurred two days later. A total of 27 
machines had been produced. The Bristol Fighter had a bad reputation in the United States  after this , despite the fact that many of the 
problems these planes  encountered were due to faulty workmanship and the addition of the Liberty engine, which was deemed entirely 
unsuitable for the machine.                                Photos: WW1 Aero Archives   

 


