












THE SOPWITH “GORDON BENNETT” RACER 
 

When Harry Hawker got back from his Australian adventure in early 1914 he had three months of flying experience 

in the Tabloid followed by a long sea voyage back to England.  Impatient to put his experience to good use, he went 

straight to the works and persuaded Tom Sopwith to make 2 racers for the Gordon Bennett trophy to be held later 

that year in America.   

 

This one-off aircraft was built at Harry Hawker’s request, to win the 1914 Gordon Bennett Trophy and it was 

supposedly based on the Tabloid that Hawker had taken to Australia at the end of the previous year.  However, it 

was in effect a completely new type that resembled the design of the SE2 and SE4 from the Royal Aircraft Factory, 

rather than anything from the Sopwith Works at Kingston.  A second racer based much more closely on the 

production Tabloid was also built, but the declaration of war prevented either being used for the competition.  In late 

1914 they were impressed by the Admiralty for service with the RNAS and Hawker delivered the Gordon Bennett 

machine, now Serial 1215, to Hendon, with the conventional racer as Serial 1214.  Together with 1213 (a Tabloid 

made for an Italian firm, but taken by the RNAS) they formed the “Fast Flight”. 

 

The sources for the drawing are photographic side and frontal views published in “Sopwith, the Man and His 

Aircraft” in 1970.  The RAeS also holds a photograph in its archive and “Great Sopwith Cookup” website has 

details of a scratch-built plastic model and a rather dated 3-view. 

 

THE WINGS 

 

It seems likely that the wings are of production Tabloid plan form, but the struts (which are oval-section steel) are 

spaced much more closely together than normal and there is only a very small amount of stagger.  The wings are 

further apart than the Tabloid but dihedral is evident and lateral control is by warping: the warp pulley can be seen 

above the wing in the side view.  Most unusually, there is an obvious fairing between the fuselage and the top of the 

lower wing.  In the front view it appears that the lower centre section leading edge curves up to meet the fuselage, 

but this may be a trick of the light. The trailing edge is definitely not a straight line, but it is just possible that there is 

a cut-out similar to the upper centre section, rather than a curved edge.  There is an obvious gap between the end ribs 

on the centre sections and the outer wings, where they are joined together. 

 

THE FUSELAGE 

 

If the wing is ordinary, the Fuselage is utterly extraordinary.  Nothing like it comes out of the Works until the Snipe 

and the Dragon, 4 years later, and they are ugly in comparison.  There is a large radial cowl, tapering down to a slim 

and elegant tail and rudder.  The cowl must be the same diameter as the Tabloid’s, because the same 75 hp le Rhone 

engine is used, but the side taper is straight from cowl to fin.  The top longeron is level with the centre line as far 

back as the front of the cockpit, but then top and bottom longerons taper equally.  The top fairing rises slightly to the 

cockpit opening and the generous windscreen.  The steerable tailskid is a complicated affair with an inverted 

pyramid supporting both the skid and its bungee.  A similar device is found on the SS3 Tabloid as well as earlier 

Sopwiths.  The undercarriage is more upright than normal and the wheels have larger fairings.   

 

THE TAIL 

 

The tiny fins and rudder come straight off the photograph, but, although hard to make out, it seems that the tailplane 

was slightly larger than the semi-circular one fitted to the Tabloid.  Sopwith’s 2-seater scout had a similar layout and 

may have been used as a pattern.  Hawker clearly believed that a small fin and rudder was adequate: the other Racer 

also had a much smaller rudder and fin than the standard Tabloid, though of a very similar shape. 

 

MARKINGS 

 

I suspect that Hawker and Sopwith planned to make the Gordon Bennett as distinctive as the Schneider Trophy 

winner.  The cowl would have been polished alloy, the front panels red and the rear of the fuselage blue, with a 

white cheat line between the two.  His sign writer would then have added the magic word “SOPWITH” to the sides.  

But as photographed and sold to the Admiralty, it seems that only the cheat line remains.  It is possible that the 



forward fuselage is red or very dark stained and varnished ply.  The serial on the fin (in the distinctive typeface of all 

the 1201 – 1215 Tabloids) and the trademark below it must be in black.  The trademark is slightly different from 

usual, more extended, with the letters more widely spaced.  The front view shows that under the lower wings, Union 

Jacks had been painted to provide a recognition feature.  Otherwise the aircraft seems to have been covered in plain 

varnished fabric, through which every detail of the fuselage structure is clearly visible.  The rib tapes are also very 

obvious. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

I doubt very much whether the Works realised the extent of Hawker’s vision in this aircraft, since it is so unlike 

anything that had gone before and is not really reflected in later Sopwiths.  It was a pure racer.  Had the Schneider’s 

100 hp engine been installed (it was lost when Hawker crashed the landplane conversion at Weybridge) might have 

been a winner, but was eventually written off in 1915 after some months of Home Defence scouting.  So very nearly 

a famous aircraft! 

 
 




