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JACK OF ALL TRADES
THE BE12 IN MACEDONIA – PART 1

by Mike Kelsey

I n july 1915 the royal aircraft factory created the 
BE12 by marrying a 140-hp RAF4 engine to a modifi ed 
BE2c airframe. Th e main fuel tank was in the position 

formerly occupied by the front cockpit, and the aircraft  
thus became a single-seater. Although the new engine 
gave the aircraft  a better performance, the BE12 could not 
be a replacement for the BE2c in its primary role as an 
observation aircraft  because there was no provision for an 
observer. Despite this, the BE12 was ordered into quantity 
production at the end of September 1915. Th is was before the 
RFC had worked out what it wanted the BE12 for, and also 
even before the prototype had been armed in any way. Th is 
is important to note, bearing in mind that one of the roles 
the BE12 was later called upon to fulfi l was that of a scout 
(i.e. fi ghter) aircraft .

Production aircraft  had the RAF4a engine, in which the 
cylinders were of increased stroke. From a relatively early 
stage an enlarged fi n was introduced, and the aircraft  was 
armed with a forward-fi ring Vickers gun, synchronised 
by the Vickers-Challenger gear. Somewhat later a smaller 
(BE2e) tailplane was fi tted, which made the aircraft  more 
controllable. Also, the engine was improved by fi tting a 
double oil pump.

As is well known, the BE12 was a lamentable failure on 
the Western Front. It fi rst fl ew in anger on 25 June 1916, 
although it was not available in any numbers until the end of 
July. Less than two months later, Major General Trenchard, 
commanding the RFC in France, concluded that the BE12 
was inadequate as a fi ghting machine, and asked for it to be 
replaced. Th is took some time but, with the exception of a 
few aircraft  used for special duties, the BE12 had disappeared 
from France by the end of February 1917.

THE BALKAN FRONT
Meanwhile, in July 1916 an allied army encamped at 
Salonika in Greece had advanced to engage enemy forces, 
which were predominantly Bulgarian, in Northern Greece. 
Th e Bulgarians had driven an allied expeditionary force 
out of Serbia in the winter of 1915, but at that time had not 

advanced beyond the Greek border. Th e reactivation of this 
front created a need for RFC support, and 17 Squadron was 
dispatched from Egypt for that purpose. With 47 Squadron 
and 17 Balloon Section shortly to follow, the 16th Wing was 
set up to control these units with Lt Colonel G.W.P. Dawes 
in command. Th e Wing only formally came into being on 
20 September, but Colonel Dawes himself arrived in Greece 
from Egypt on 19 August. 

Th e 16th Wing formed part of the RFC’s Middle East Brigade, 
commanded from Cairo by Lt General W.G.H. Salmond. 
Having reviewed the prospective area of operations for his 
Wing, and assessed the state of 17 Squadron’s equipment, Lt 
Colonel Dawes decided that a machine suitable for escort 
duties was required to support the BE2cs of 17 Squadron and 
the Armstrong Whitworth FK3s of 47 Squadron, once the 
latter had arrived. At this time 17 Squadron did have three 
Bristol Scouts, but two of these had Italian Gnome engines 
and were deemed unsuitable for escort duties because of their 
recent bad performances.1 Th e other Bristol had a Le Rhone 
engine borrowed from the French and only one propeller was 
available for it. 

Early in August it had been proposed that a fl ight of 
Nieuports should be obtained for 17 Squadron.2 However, by 
the end of that month Lt Colonel Dawes had a diff erent aircraft  
in mind. He wrote that: We require here……..a machine which

Two images that summarise the lot of the BE12 during operational service 
in France.                      :CCI Archive

A typical early production BE12, fi tted with BE2c tail surfaces and lacking 
any armament.                    :CCI Archive
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