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It’s October 1943, and in Seattle, Washington, a small business 
is in trouble. For eight years, U-Bild Model Kits has designed 
and made kits from which model aeroplanes could be made, 
selling these through toy stores and by mail order. Many young 
people in the northwestern US have tried one of their model 
kits, bought for less than a dollar.

Interest in flying is at an all-time high: the war that had begun 
in Europe in 1939 depended upon air power a great deal, and 
dramatic newsreels had shown the Battle of Britain, the Blitz 
and the German invasion of Russia. In December 1941, the war 
spread to include the United States when Japanese aircraft 
attacked the American naval base at Pearl Harbour, Hawaii.

Few American civilians are directly affected by the war. North 
America has plenty of food and fuel, but there are still 
disruptions in the supply of many materials – or more 
important new uses for them. Thus U-Bild find themselves in a 
paradoxical situation where many of the Americans who are 
not yet old enough to serve their country want to own toys that 
are ‘patriotic’ in nature… just as it has become difficult to meet 
that need due to constraints in the supply of materials.
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Materials Shortages
In war-torn Great Britain, balsa wood is a vital war material, 
used in the manufacture of the de Havilland Mosquito: a high-
speed combat aircraft used in a wide range of roles. Nicknamed 
the “Wooden Wonder”, parts for the Mosquito can be made in 
furniture factories not otherwise taking part in the war effort.

In the United States, balsa wood has ceased to be available. It 
grows in Brazil and Bolivia but shipping is only used to carry 
essential supplies, due to the dangers from enemy submarines, 
and the need to move personnel and vital war supplies. When 
supplies of balsa wood ran out, U-Bild changed to supply kits 
containing parts made from pine, but this is a heavier wood, 
less suited to flying models.

U-Bild had previously sold a specially-formulated glue (“balsa 
cement”) for use with their kits, but the war has left the 
ingredients in short supply. U-Bild can only advise their 
customers to buy acetone (a solvent easily obtained in a drug 
store) and use it to dissolve surplus celluloid to create a glue of 
their own. The results are unsatisfactory, producing brittle 
models that break on all but the most gentle landings.

Even rubber bands are in short supply. A twisted rubber band is 
at the heart of virtually all model aeroplanes, providing the 
power that turns the propellor, but by 1943 they are becoming 
hard to obtain. The Japanese military victories in the Pacific in 
1942 had halted the importation of natural rubber from Malaya 
and the Dutch East Indies – the only sources.
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Each kit contains sheet and stripwood, 
printed instructions (shown) and 
accessories such as tissue paper for 
covering. 
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The B.F. Goodrich Company has developed an affordable form 
of synthetic rubber, Ameripol, and this is providing the nation 
with tyres and similar vital war materials, but it is less elastic: it 
doesn’t make good rubber bands. 

U-Bild can no longer supply rubber bands as part of each kit, 
and can only include a note recommending that the builder 
should find one and install it.

The combination of fragile models that fly poorly has caused a 
sharp fall in the level of interest in the modelling hobby. It has 
been found that many former customers now concentrate on 
carving static wooden models  instead of building flying ones. 1

That seems reasonable, given the difficulties in supplying good 
flying model kits… but where does this leave U-Bild?

Looking for a Role
In October 1943, Robert Harding, the owner of U-Bild calls a 
meeting to discuss what they might do to address the problems 
that they face. October is a good time to think about what they 
might offer for sale in the Christmas period.

At this time, things are looking somewhat better for the Allies, 
but the end of the war is nowhere in sight. The Japanese threat 
has diminished following their defeat in the Battle of Midway 
in June 1942, and the situation in Europe is looking a little 
better following the invasion of Italy, but much fighting still 
remains and future reverses are still possible. It would be 
premature for U-Bild to assume that the material supply 
situation will return to its prewar state any time soon.

Significantly, U-Bild has not been approached to do any war 
work: it seems there is no requirement for small wooden 
components of the kind that might be supplied by U-Bild. 
Their commercial future lies in the civilian economy, and not in 
war production.

But… what should they do? 

 Injection-moulding was in its infancy, and plastic models of the kind 1

pioneered by Airfix wouldn’t appear until 1954. At this time, virtually all 
model aeroplanes are wooden.

�3

Rubber motors were found in models 
long before any real aeroplane had 
flown – and they are still used today. 
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