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French Voisin III 

  

pusher biplane bomber of World War One 
By Stephen Sherman, Mar. 2007. Updated April 16, 2012. 

On the morning of October, 5, 1914, French Sergeant pilot Joseph Frantz 
and  mechanic Corporal Quenault in their Voisin biplane spotted a German Aviatik flying 
at about 3500 ft. He closed on until Quenault found the range and opened fire with a 
light machine gun. The Aviatik dove away, but Frantz followed, Quenault firing 
intermittently. The Voisin overshot the quarry; the Aviatik pilot banked and tried to run; 
Franz reversed and  got behind him.  

As he tried to climb away, Quenault poured rounds into the German. The Aviatik, riddled 
with bullets, fell into a dive.  Plunging into a copse of trees, it exploded. Thus ended 
history's first recorded air duel. The unlikely-looking Voisin had prevailed. 
 
Somewhat resembling a baby stroller with gigantic wings, the Voisin bomber was the 
standard French bomber  in World War One. Developed incrementally during the war, its 
variants (identified by numbers, e.g. 1, 3, 8) outwardly resembled each other; mainly 
differing in the engine used.  The Voisin 1, a pre-war design, was powered by an 80-
horsepower Le Rhône 9C. The Voisin 10, introduced in 1918, had a 280-horsepower 
Renault 12Fe, with commensurate increases in speed, range, and payload. 

Development 
Gabriel and Charles Voisin were two of Europe's pioneering aviators. Gabriel  formed the 
first commercial aircraft manufacturing company in Europe with Louis Blériot in 1905, 
buying out Blériot the next year. Re-formed with his brother Charles, the new company, 
Appareils d'Aviation Les Frères Voisin, delivered its first airplane in 1907, the distinctive 
Voisin pusher biplane. Flown by many of Europe's leading aviators, on January 13, 
1908, Henri Farman made the first one-kilometer circuit in Europe in a Voisin. By 1912, 
Les Frères Voisin had scores of airplanes based on their 1907 design. 

Page #1 of 4 

http://acepilots.com/authors/stephen-sherman.html


Page #2 of 4 

 
In 1912, they developed a military version, and subsequently focused on military 
contracts. The Voisin 1, also known as the Voisin 1912 Type, was the model for all 
Voisin aircraft developed during WWI. It was an equal-span biplane with no dihedral, a 
short nacelle for a crew of two in front, and an 80-horsepower Le Rhône 9C engine at 
the rear. A four-wheeled landing gave it the "baby-carriage" look. 
 
Even though obsolete by August 1914, the reliable Voisin aircraft enabled them to form 
the backbone of the French night bomber force for most of the war. 
 
Voisin was conservative in its design philosophy, only making incremental design 
changes. The successive types were marked by progressively more powerful engines 
and consequently longer wings. The first wartime version, the Voisin 3, powered by a 
120-horsepower Salmson M9 engine, had a range of 200 km (125 mi), carrying a bomb 
load of 150 kg (330 lb). The 1918 Voisin 10 by comparison, which in outward 
appearance looked much like the Voisin 3, had a range of 350 km (220 mi) with a bomb 
load of 300 kg (660). The 280-horsepower Renault 12Fe engine of the Voisin 10 gave it 
a maximum speed of 135 kph (84 mph) at 2,000 m (6,562 ft) altitude, 37 kph (23 mph) 
faster than the Voisin 3 at the same altitude.  
 
Typical armament included a Hotchkiss M1914 machine gun up front for the observer; 
later models had 37mm or 47mm guns for ground attack.  

Voisin 3 Operations 
The Voisin pushers performed a variety of missions in the war: reconnaissance, artillery 
spotting, training, day and night bombing, and ground attack. They were slow and with 
their pusher configuration, defenseless from the rear. Nonetheless, these rugged and 
reliable aircraft played a role throughout the war, used as trainers and for night 
missions after they became obsolete for front-line, daytime missions. Voisins were 
supplied to, or built under license by, twelve countries, including Britain, Russia, Italy, 
and the United States. 
 
The world's first dedicated bomber group, GB1, was organized in September, 1914, 
comprising three Escadrilles of Voisin III airplanes. Commandant Goÿs, GB1's leader, 
developed the theory and practice of long range bombing sorties.  Bomb aiming 
techniques progressed from three nails in the cockpit floor, to glass panes, and then to 
bombsights. GB1 prepared target dossiers which were used for theire bombing raids.  In 
early 1915, Goÿs led his Voisin III bombers almost without opposition, on May 26, 
bombing a poison gas factory,   Badische Anilin Gesellschaft at Ludwigshafen.   Of the 
18 machines taking part, only Goÿs himself failed to return. 
 
Following the success of GB1 other bomber groups were formed.  The French continued 
to make large daylight bombing raids - with as many as 62 aircraft - throughout 1915, 
but they began to suffer losses as the Germans gained control of the air during Boelcke 
and Immelmann's "Fokker Scourge". When accompanied by Nieuport Bebe fighters the 
Voisins were safer, but this limited their range. 
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Later Development 
By 1916 advances in design rendered  the Voisin III increasingly vulnerable to 
new  German fighters; it was withdrawn from day operations, and replaced by the Voisin 
V (Voisin 5). The Voisin Type 4 was similar to the Type 3, but was fitted with a 47 mm 
cannon and used primarily for ground strafing. The Types 5 and 6 were virtually the 
same as the Type 3, except that they had more powerful Salmson engines. The Type 7 
was a transitional model of which only about a hundred were built.  The Voisin Type 8 
entered service with French night bombing squadrons in November 1916.  

Specs Voisin 3 Voisin 8  Voisin 10 

Number 
built 

1350+ 1100  

Engine 120-horsepower Salmson 
M9 engine, 
later the 150hp P9 and R9 

220-horsepower Peugeot 
8 Aa inline 

280-horsepower 
Renault 12Fe 

Max. 
speed 

105–113km/h  135 kph 

Range 200 km  350 km 

Ceiling 3350m–6000m (sources 
vary) 

  

Bomb load 350 kg (330 lb) 180 kg (396 lb) 300 kg (660 lb) 

Voisin 8 
The Voisin bomber flew in diverse environments, from the freezing Russian steppes 
to  Mesopotamia. The Imperial Russian Air Service substituted skis for rubber wheels. 
Equally adaptable to desert conditions, the sturdy Voisin VIII was used by the British 
Royal Flying Corps in the Middle East. The Smithsonian's National Air and Space 
Museum has a beautifully restored example of a Voisin VIII on display. Acquired in 
1918, it languished for over 60 years before being put on exhibit. 

The Voisin 8 in the NASM collection was purchased by the United States Government in 
1917. It was acquired, along with a Caudron G.4 and a Farman aircraft, for technical 
evaluation. However, by the time the aircraft were transported and prepared for testing, 
they were already outmoded. In 1918, Lt. Col. L.S. Horner offered to Smithsonian 
Institution Secretary, Charles Walcott,  "obsolete airplanes for exhibition purposes:" the 
Voisin, the Caudron, and the Farman. When the three airplanes were delivered to the 
museum, the Farman was deemed unacceptable for exhibition and later returned to the 
War Department.  Like the Caudron, the Voisin arrived at the Smithsonian without an 
engine. It was displayed in the Smithsonian's Arts and Industries building until 1928 
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when it was removed and placed in storage. It was restored in 1989-1991 for display in 
the museum's First World War exhibition.  

NASM's Voisin Type 8, serial number 4640, is the oldest surviving aircraft that was 
specifically designed as a bomber. When manufactured in February 1916, it was 
equipped as a night bomber, with internal bomb racks, cockpit lights, and provision for 
landing lights. Painted in the markings of French bombing squadron VB 109, it is the 
sole survivor of the 1,100 Type 8s produced.  
 
 

Sources: 

• National Air and Space Museum 

• NASM - longer article 

• The Aerodrome 

 

http://www.nasm.si.edu/exhibitions/gal206/index.cfm#VOISIN
http://www.bloglines.com/sub/http:/www.nasm.si.edu/research/aero/aircraft/voisin.htm
http://www.theaerodrome.com/
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