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ALTHOUGH THERE WERE ONLY A DOZEN, AND
THE LAST WAS RUN IN 1931, THE SCHNEIDER
TROPHY COMPETITIONS ARE REMEMBERED
AS THE MOST OUTSTANDING AND LONG-LIVED OF

THE SEVERAL PRESTIGIOUS INTERNATIONAL AIR
RACES. CONCEIVED AS A SPORTING EVENT

WITH A VIEW TO ADVANCING THE
COMMERCIAL POTENTIAL OF SEAPLANES,

THE SERIES EVOLVED INTO A BIG
BANKROLL FIGHT FOR NATIONAL

PRESTIGE AND RECORD
PERFORMANCE

THAT ONLY GOVERNMENTS
COULD ADVANCE. THE LATE

PETER M. BOWERS WAS A
STUDENT OF THE

SCHNEIDERS AND
PRESENTS A REALISTIC

LOOK ON HOW
AVIATION SPEEDS

ADVANCED BECAUSE
OF THE EVENT

throttles — one for air, the other for fuel. They
were foul smelling and running on castor oil,
which can also be ingested through the skin as
readily as by mouth. Lubrication of the engine
was marginal, the rotary requiring far more of it
than the block variety. Rotary-powered aircraft
were also more difficult to fly, due to the power-
ful gyroscopic forces set up by the spinning
cylinders. And in an era where dynamic and tor-
sional stresses on aircraft were not fully appreci-
ated, and even the slightest abrupt turning
moment could immediately destabilize an air-
craft, even at moderate speeds, such forces as
beam-column failure on a wing spar could and
did contribute to mid-air breakup, resulting in
fatal crashes. Another drawback of the rotary
was its low RPM potential and the fact that it
produced less horsepower for a given weight.
Prone to overheating, the rotary also suffered
from lack of durability.

Early propellers were also limited. Built of
wood, the blades had to be built thicker than
later metal propellers to insure strength. High
revolutions caused the blade tips to encounter
enormous drag, since the pitch was fixed for
one flight condition — and that was usually a
blunt one to enable the aircraft to literally
screw its way into the air. If the blades were
slanted more steeply, speed would be enhanced,
but takeoff power would suffer dramatically.
Given the dilemma of the fixed-pitch prop, less
than 65% efficiency was achieved by the power
transfer of the propeller.

Engine heat was also a problem for early
aviators, since the only coolant available until
the mid-1920s was water, which boils at 212-
degrees. To insure water-tight integrity, the
early aircraft were forced to incorporate heavy,

PART
ONE

This three-part series will cover the
twelve Schneider competitions (they
were more than just air races) in
chronological groups of four, with atten-

tion also paid to the non-starters and also-rans
that were significant designs in their own right.

On the eve of the First World War, when
the Schneider Cup races began, flying
machines were in their infancy, but the
engines that powered them were much more
sophisticated than one might think. With the
introduction of automobiles some 20-years
before, internal combustion engines were
already exhibiting the following features:
Double overhead camshafts, mechanical fuel
injection, and domed hemispherical combus-
tion chambers, but the powerplants them-
selves were much too heavy for the extreme
weight-proscribed aircraft of the period.

Almost all engine blocks were fashioned
from cast iron, with steel cylinders bolted
individually onto the heavy crankcase, each
with its own jacket, around which cooling
water circulated.

By 1912, Marc Birkigt, founder of Hispano-
Suiza, was boring out the cylinder walls in the
block. By 1914, he was fashioning the block itself

out of cast aluminum, boring the cylin-
ders out and lining the holes

with thin steel barrels
threaded along

t h e i r

entire length. Cooling was by means of water
flowing through ports in the block, the water
never actually touching the cylinder liners.

With two such four-cylinder blocks mount-
ed at right angles, the V-8 engine was formed.
A lightweight crankcase was suspended under-
neath the two blocks. The camshaft and valves
were placed overhead, within oil-tight covers,
and the engine, which is pretty much similar to
what we have in automobiles today, was born.
It had half the parts of its forerunners, weighed
less, and was easier to produce, since casting is
quicker and easier than welding.

Later improvements reduced the size of the
aluminum blocks, configuring them so that
only the tops of the steel cylinders came into
contact with the block. The crankcase and the
channels for the cooling water were then incor-
porated into a single cast aluminum housing
that allowed for lighter weight and better, more
complete cooling along almost the entire
length of the steel cylinder liners. Nevertheless,
early water-cooled engines were heavier that
their air-cooled counterparts, simply because of
the need to carry radiators, coolant and the
associated plumbing.

The first air-cooled engines were of the
rotary variety. They faced into the wind, their
cylinders hung on a central shaft, rotating with
it. Their positioning and rotation cooled the
engine, but the drawback of the rotary was that
as it increased in power, its size grew out of pro-
portion, rows of cylinders were added, not only

piling on more weight, but increasing the
installation’s frontage and diameter,

thus obstructing efforts at
streamlining.

Rotary engines required two
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Oddly, the French and the rest of the Europeans viewed the little Sopwith Tabloid as a “dark horse” entrant in the
1915 Schneider. Yet, it was a simple and rugged aircraft and it should have been obvious to the French that it was a
top contender.

The
Schneiders


