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Career: 
 • After teaching himself to build flying model airplanes, set up an assembly line in his 

basement to teach others how to build them when he was 12 or 13 
 • As a young teenager began producing and selling ready-to-fly rubber-powered model 

airplanes in his basement with the help of friends; the enterprise successfully 
continued until they all graduated from high school in 1923 

 • Worked as a junior draftsman at Boeing in the engineering department for a short time  
 • Within a few years after high school graduation, he again started producing model  

airplanes in the family basement, this time running it like a full-fledged business 
 • The business took off with the help of his brother and partner, Bill, and they called it the 

Junior American Model Company 
 • In 1929 they changed the name to American Junior Aircraft Company and moved to 

larger quarters; by 1935 the Walker brothers were able to buy their company from 
the original investors 

 • Starting in 1935, Jim served as the company president, Bill as the vice president and 
Jim’s wife, Dora, as the secretary/treasurer 

 • Constantly experimented with and improved upon the design of his models 
 • Frequently demonstrated his models, especially the Fireball, to crowds; sometimes 

interrupting traffic in large cities and frequently giving out free models 
 • His Fireball became the most popular controlled-flight model in America when it came 

out 
 • During World War II, the government used some of American Juniors folding wing 

gliders and Radio Controlled (RC) models for training purposes 
 • Invented a sound-control glider 
 • Was an avid supporter of model competition; supplied funds to send the 1951 U.S. 

Wakefield team to Europe 
 • Invented the first RC lawnmower 
 • American Junior Aircraft Company turned out 232 million models over the years 
 • Invented the two wire U-Control lines, the first throttle-control engines, the sonic glider, 

the American Junior Folding Wing Interceptor and the reel control 
Honors: 
 • 1965 – AMA Fellow 
 • 1969 – AMA Hall of Fame 
 • 1992 – Precision Aerobatics Model Pilots’ Association Hall of Fame 
 
The following information came from the American Junior Web site.  American Junior is the company who produces 
Jim Walker kits.  The site as of April 12, 2002 was http://www.americanjunior.com/index.asp?team=museum.  
Frank Macy is credited as having contributed most of the information and working to keep Jim Walker’s memory 
alive.  For an original print out from the Web site, please see Jim’s file in the National Model Aviation Museum 
Archives.  See the AMA librarian for assistance.  NOTE: Some of the information in this was taken verbatim from 
other articles, such as a section from an article in the July 1971 issue of American Aircraft Modeler magazine. 
Unfortunately the Web site gave none of these sources credit, so there is no way to know where everything came 
from. 
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A Pioneer is Born 
 
Jim Walker was born in California on April 29, 1904.  Five years later his family moved to 
Portland [Oregon] to a comfortable, but modest home overlooking a meadow that sloped gently 
down to the banks of the Willamette River.  
 
When Jim was seven he had a paper route, and from articles in the paper he learned about things 
called flying machines.  He was soon searching for any information he could find on the new 
science of flight. 
 
As world war evolved in Europe, headlines blared the news of aeroplanes at war.  He began 
building models of aeroplanes from pictures and drawings.  It soon occurred to him that if it was 
to be a real model aeroplane, it should fly. 
 
Discovering the Magic 
 
Some models flew, some crashed into trees, but Jim didn’t get discouraged.  With practice and 
determination, fed by his temper and rock-hard stubborn streak, he quickly learned how to build 
models that flew.  That long sloping meadow was the perfect flying site and the scene of many 
beautiful flights.  Jim had discovered his great love in life – the magic and mystery of flight. 
 
In 1916 when Jim was 12-years-old, his dad was killed on the job at the railroad.  To feed and 
take care of the family, Mrs. Walker took in laundry and ironing and sewed curtains and drapes.  
Jim’s paper route money was now given to his mother. 
 
Meanwhile, Jim’s friends discovered his talent for making models and soon he was building 
gliders for them, too.  The problem was that there were too many “friends” – some he’d never 
seen before.  Jim’s popularity continued to spread in the southwest Portland community.  He 
certainly couldn’t teach every kid in town how to build and fly.  After all, he had school, studies, 
sports, work and chores to attend to. 
 
If Henry Ford Can Do It… 
 
One day as Jim was delivering his papers, he noticed several Model Ts parked in a row.  They 
were all the same – the same style and model, the same wheels and tires, same headlamps and 
radiators, same color…everything.  It dawned on him that he was looking at the answer to his 
dilemma. 
 
Henry Ford’s assembly line manufacturing technique would certainly work for model 
aeroplanes.  He decided to try an experiment.  He told some friends that he would set up a 
workshop in the basement and teach them how to build their model on the assembly line if they 
would pay for their own material.  They agreed, the experiment worked and everyone ended up 
with their very own flying model. 
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The First Sale 
 
One day as Jim was flying one of his models in the schoolyard, the usual crowd gathered, which 
always included a few curious adults.  After the flying demonstration, a man approached, 
introducing himself as a traveling salesman.  He said he was quite impressed with what he had 
seen but thought perhaps it may have been a trick.  Jim responded to the challenge, “I can fly it 
again just as far, but it will cost you $5!”  The salesman said, “OK, but you’ll have to fly it 100 
feet.” 
 
Jim had never flown a glider that far before.  He had to think about it.  Then he had a brilliant 
idea.  He accepted the challenge and led the crowd to his house and around the back to the gentle 
sloping meadow where there was lots of room.  Jim collected the bet. 
 
Five dollars was more than he earned all month on the paper route, and it felt good to him to be 
well heeled.  At least his friends all thought so.  However, the money he got from the paper route 
and other chores went to his mother to help the family.  But this $5 was different…it was special 
and he had an idea stuck in his head. 
 
Ready to Fly 
 
Jim discussed the idea with his mother, and she agreed with him.  The Walker basement already 
had an assembly line to build his model aeroplanes, and he had trained a group of volunteers to 
make them.  All he needed was some material to get started.  His plan was to build a small 
inventory of his flying models and take them out to sell. 
 
Soon the basement “factory” was buzzing with activity.  The volunteer crew was happy because 
they knew they would have a real paying job if the aeroplanes sold.  If they didn’t sell, at least 
they would get a model aeroplane out of the deal – plus lots of experience. 
 
The stick and silk, rubber-powered wind-up planes were built ready to fly.  Jim had observed that 
most kids had difficulty in following instructions to build a model.  They often became frustrated 
or impatient, resulting in failure.  He thought that there would be much greater appeal for them to 
buy his product if the model was ready to fly and, even more importantly, that it really would fly.  
Thus was born the formula for success that ultimately would bring the joy of flight to millions of 
young Americans.  This was the dream to which he was dedicated for the rest of his life. 
 
The big day finally arrived.  Jim took his models to Portland’s largest department store.  The 
purchasing agent bought the armload of models and sent Jim home for more.  When Jim returned 
with another armload, he put on a flight demonstration at the store.  The models sold out 
immediately. 
 
This after-school business continued through 1923 until Jim and his friends graduated from high 
school, and many of his trained workers left for college or jobs. 
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Flight Trouble 
 
Jim couldn’t afford college or to take lessons to become an aviator.  The model business was just 
barely paying expenses, so he knew it was time to get a job. 
 
He took the train to Seattle where he was hired at Boeing as a junior draftsman in the engineering 
department.  He read and studied everything he could get his hands on about aerodynamics – 
airplane frame structure and design, stress analysis, etc.  But he felt he wasn’t learning fast 
enough.  The next year he decided that the Boeing Company was never going to get off the 
ground, literally, and he quit. 
 
Upon his return to Portland he lived at home with his mother while he looked for work.  He was 
more anxious than ever to take flying lessons, and, although he managed to find piecemeal work, 
it didn’t pay enough for a living and to take flying lessons as well.  Finally, he found a couple of 
guys who would teach him to fly in exchange for helping them at the airport.  He was so elated 
that day he could hardly wait to tell his mother. 
 
There was just one problem – Mother wouldn’t hear of it.  She informed him that she couldn’t 
stand the thought of maybe losing a child, especially after having last her husband, because, after 
all, “What if the motor quit?”  As far as she was concerned, that was the end of the matter.  Jim 
loved his mother enough that it truly did end the matter. 
 
Back to the Basement 
 
With no success in finding decent employment, and not being able to fly, he decided to try the 
model business again.  He found a few ways to cut costs and to speed up production.  In addition, 
he raised the price a little, which would give him a reasonable profit margin.  He hired a few 
employees, called on department stores and soon the basement production line was buzzing 
again.  It wasn’t long before he was overwhelmed with orders.  Jim was spending so much time 
delivering, selling and demonstrating the models that he couldn’t supervise production while at 
the same time keep an efficient flow of materials and supplies for production.  He persuaded his 
brother Bill to come and work for him and Bill’s gift for organization and production allowed the 
small operation to increase production over the next several years.  They became partners and 
named their company Junior American Model Company. 
 
Lindbergh’s Lucky for Jim 
 
Jim was 23-years-old when Charles Lindbergh made his historic flight in the spring of 1927.  
The whole world went wild with aviation mania, especially America.  This had an immediate 
impact on the little airplane company in Portland.  Demand was 10 times what they could 
produce.  They were bursting at the seams and some employees were forced to work at their 
homes because the basement couldn’t hold them. 
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Two years later, 1929, Jim experienced three major events.  In the early part of the year he found 
a couple of investors; he married in June; and he formed a company in August, changed its name 
to American Junior Aircraft Company and moved into larger quarters. 
 
Market Crashes, Models Don’t 
 
In November the stock market crashed.  American Junior Aircraft Company not only stayed in 
business, it was one of the few firms that actually experiences growth during the depressed 1930s 
– enough growth for the Walker brothers to buy out the original investors in 1935. 
 
From that time on, Jim Walker owned the company as president, Bill Walker was vice president 
and Jim’s wife Dora was secretary/treasurer. 
 
By 1930 the aviation industry was making great advances in design and technology.  The old 
system of wood-framed structures covered with doped linen was quickly being relegated to the 
pages of history.  Low wing, mid wing and high wing monoplanes were replacing bi-planes, 
many covered with new alloyed aluminum stressed skin.  Jim Walker noted all of this, and the 
new American Junior designs reflected these changes. 
 
By this time balsa wood had been used in model manufacturing for several years with great 
success, so the entire new line of models utilized it.  Jim’s experiment with balsa created 
products truly aerodynamically designed and engineered. 
 
Along with Jim’s inventions another reason for success was Jim’s pursuit of consistency.  Jim 
said, “If my models say ‘ready-to-fly,’ a kid can count on it.” 
 
Jim watched production closely – popping in on any of the three eight-hour shifts.  He could be 
stern and intimidating, but he respected people who stood up to him.  One late night shift, Jim 
showed up to find Johnny Knepper, a young machinist, alone at work with all the machines 
running and the lights on.  Jim yelled, “Why do you have everything on?”  Johnny replied, 
“Because I like the noise!”  Jim started laughing, gave Johnny $50 and left. 
 
These were exciting times to be in the model manufacturing business, for in spite of the 
depressed economy, new ideas and concepts were developed daily.  General aviation was headed 
directly into an era, which ultimately would be known as the Golden Age of aviation.  Of course, 
the model industry followed.  That’s what modeling is…to model the real thing.  This is what 
Jim Walker lived for. 
 
Jim the Showman 
 
Jim would give away his shirt.  He loved kids and they loved him.  He’d stop his station wagon, 
loaded with ready-to-fly Fireballs, put on an act, catch the crowd and then offer one free to 
anyone who would start the engine.  He was true to his word and would hand out dozens, if not 
hundreds. 
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He started by doing demonstrations in the parks of Portland, and kids would pedal their bikes 
from miles around.  Wherever he set up shop, a crowd would gather. 
 
By now the company was producing 1,000 planes an hour.  The A-J (American Junior) Fireball, 
selling for $7.95 without the motor, was on the market.  It was controlled with wires attached to 
a special handle to do loops and dives, and it became the most popular controlled-flight model in 
America. 
 
Toy Planes, Real Bullets 
 
When war broke out in Europe, Jim began to ponder the practicability of using different types of 
model airplanes.  At that time he was thinking of the big Radio Controlled (RC) plane, never 
dreaming that there was anything in the toy field that would meet army needs. 
 
And then, one day in Texas, a colonel who had bought dozens of the toy gliders for his own 
children, walked into a variety store and picked up a handful of American Junior Aircraft’s little 
folding wing gliders.  “Heck,” he said, “these are the babies we want.”  Consequently an order 
for 500 of the planes came from the instructor’s training headquarters in Texas.  This was 
followed shortly by an order for 1,000 and then one for 5,000. 
 
They were used at infantry training centers, anti-aircraft training centers, tank destroyer schools, 
coast guard artillery schools and naval training stations and by the allies.  These were not 
anything like the toy balsa planes sold today.  Using a catapult, these planes were shot to an 
altitude of 300 feet.  The wings then unfolded automatically and the plane began to glide for up 
to 30 minutes.  From the ground, the scale effect was just about the same as a full-sized plane 
flying at a height of 1,500 feet and traveling at a speed of 300 miles per hour. 
 
American Junior Aircraft also built RC models that flew at an altitude of 6,000 to 10,000 feet 
used as a target for four-inch anti-aircraft guns. 
 
The U-Control Takes Off 
 
During the 1940s, Jim designed and developed his gas-motored U-Control plane, a gasoline-
powered model controlled by a line between the pilot and the plane.  This concept was a vital 
factor in the future growth of the company and developed into a sport hobby.  The U-Control is 
used today in international competition. 
 
A Regular P.T. Barnum 
 
The company grew in reputation and Jim was often on the road.  He was a flamboyant salesman 
and showman. 
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During a visit to New York City in 1940, he dragged the Polk brothers (Nathan and Irwin), the 
largest hobby dealers in the nation, from their shop to see the Fireball fly.  Conveniently at hand 
was the block-long post office on the city’s west side.  Nothing would do him but to fly in front 
of the steps.  The crowd was immense.  Buses stopped.  Cars stopped.  Nobody could move.  Out 
came the emergency squad in special trucks and flashing red lights and deafening sirens and 
horns. 
 
When the same thing happened in Chicago, Jim was insulted when only one cop on a motorcycle 
was dispatched.  Jim got even by handing the lines to the cop.  Not being told to pivot with the 
model, the man was soon tied up by steel wires. 
 
One night in 1948 there was a parade up Broadway in New York City.  It so happened that Jim 
was on hand.  He slipped the searchlight operator $5 to follow his Interceptor gliders in flight.  
As the caravan went through Times Square, the crowd was treated to a rapid-fire launching of 
gliders high into the sky.  Walker never missed a chance to show model planes to the public. 
 
Once a Pioneer, Always a Pioneer 
 
Jim was always working on new technologies.  He invented a sound-control glider with a 
diaphragm built into its side.  Jim ran beneath it tooting on a horn, steering the thing about like 
any RC rudder job. 
 
Behind the project was a vast amount of trail-and-error research.  Testing response of the 
receiver to various sounds, Jim walked out of his house one night and down the street.  He was 
loaded down with noise-making devices – including whistles, a drum (to hear him tell it) and 
even a revolver.  When he fired the gun in an empty lot, the nervous neighbors called the cops.  
Climbing out of the cruiser, the burly arm of the law inquired what in the name of Ned was 
Walker doing.  Then, noting Jim’s little popgun, the intrigued cop dragged out his own bigger 
shooting iron and, in the cause of aeronautical science, emptied it into the air. 
 
A Growing Sport 
 
Jim was an avid supporter of model aviation competition.  Before the Academy of Model 
Aeronautics was set up to sponsor teams at world championships, team shad to beg for every red 
penny.  At one hobby industry convention in Chicago in 1951, a team member made a pitch for 
money to get the Wakefielders overseas.  The silence was deafening.  Up popped Jim who 
announced, “You guys make me sick; here’s $5,000 for them!”  And that’s how they got to 
Europe that year.  That was a lot of money back then. 
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An Innovation That Didn’t Fly 
(NOTE: This is the section that is taken verbatim from the July 1971 article in American Aircraft Modeler 
magazine.) 
 
Jim was always in demand at model sportsman shows, but when he brought along another of his 
inventions, he really had an act.  His RC lawnmower had gotten national publicity in popular 
science type magazines that showed Jim in a hammock, sipping a glass while the mower ran up 
and down the lawn.  Millions laughed.  (The mower, incidentally, was uncontrollable when 
following a horse in a Seattle parade.  Jim was fond of telling about the guy standing on a theater 
marquee who laughed so hard he fell off and broke a leg.) 
 
Before a crowded house at the Sportsman’s Pier in Chicago, Jim made his grand entrance, 
followed by the docile mower.  A control switch was hidden in his belt buckle.  Off to the side of 
the tanbark ring stood three orange-colored Fireballs.  Bowing and gesturing, Jim strode toward 
center circle.  Unknowingly, he hit the control switch.  The jealous mower took off on its own, 
sneaked up on the defenseless Fireballs and spewed forth a cloud of orange dust.  It brought 
down the house.  The crowd kept roaring, “Encore, encore.” 
 
Jim’s Final Flight 
 
Jim Walker died in March of 1958.  This memorial, published by a competitor, shows the 
feelings of many: 
 
“Jim Walker passed away on Wednesday March 12, 1958.  With Jim’s passing we close the book 
on probably the most important individual in the history of model aviation.  He was not just 
another inventor and salesman, but a dreamer with the ability and energy to put through ideas 
and programs where others failed.  We considered ourselves fortunate to be counted among 
Jim’s many friends. 
 
“Reginald Denny, movie actor and engine manufacturer, bought the first kit that Jim ever 
manufactured (this was back in 1920) and Jim promised to send him a demonstrator.  Needless to 
say, this demonstrator was Jim himself, and in the following 38 years he never ceased 
demonstrating and selling the hobby industry. 
 
“He established a level of quality for all manufacturers to aim at, believing that to market an 
inferior product was to hurt the whole industry.  With the introduction of U-Control in early 
1940, Jim revolutionized the model airplane world. 
 
“None of us ever heard Jim talk of personal gain.  He was always dreaming of reaching the 
millions of potential hobbyists that we have yet to touch. 
 
“If you didn’t know Jim personally, we’re sorry.  He was a man you would have liked.  The part 
of the hobby book known as the Jim Walker chapter is one e close with regret.” 
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The article continued on to give a history of American Junior Products as well as an overview of 
products.  For the complete article, please see Jim’s file in the National Model Aviation Museum 
Archives.  See the AMA librarian for assistance. 
 
The following article appeared in a newspaper called The New Review, most likely located in Milwaukie, Oregon.  
The article appeared on July 22, 1982 and shows how Jim Walkers influence continued even decades after his 
death.  The original copy of the article is on file in Jim’s file in the National Model Aviation Museum Archives.  See 
the AMA librarian for assistance. 
 

Jennings Lodge Man Saves Model Plane Buff’s Work 
By Merilyn McClain 

 
Model airplane buffs will remember Jim Walker.   
 
Frank Macy of Jennings Lodge more than remembers him. 
 
Nevilles E. Walker, more popularly known as Jim or Jimmy Walker, is Frank’s boyhood hero 
who has grown in Frank’s esteem over the years. 
 
“Young people don’t have heroes anymore,” Frank says sadly.  “They don’t know the 
importance of heroes.” 
 
There is a reverence in his voice, rarely heard today, when he speaks of Jim Walker. 
But who was Jim Walker? 
 
Legendary Fame 
 
The fact that Walker’s fame is slipping into the past has inspired Frank Macy to keep it alive 
today. 
 
It is why he has literally converted his modern apartment into a working shop, studio and study 
dedicated to Walker’s life and accomplishments. 
 
And why he often invites group of young people to view his gold-coin-winning collection of 
antique model motors and airplane artifacts. 
 
In this way he introduces them to Walker’s slogan, “wings for young America” and gives them a 
glimpse into the flying world that he shares with his memories of Walker. 
 
Worth Thousands 
 
It is also why Frank sponsored a daylong commemorative event, “Fireballs in the Sky,” at the 
Jim Walker Memorial Field at Delta Park last October 4. 
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Before honored guests, including Walker’s widow, Dora, his daughters, family, friends, 
employees and the public, Frank presented his collections of antique model airplanes and 
artifacts to three museums. 
 
The artifacts, worth thousands of dollars, were manufactured by Walker’s model airplane plant, 
American Junior Aircraft in Portland. 
 
Sent for Display 
 
Museums receiving these permanent exhibitions were the Oregon Historical Society, the Pacific 
Museum of Flight at Boeing Field, Seattle, and Barrera Model Museum of Morgan Hill, 
California.  The latter has since been sent for display at the Academy of Model Aeronautics in 
Washington, D.C. 
 
And who was Jim Walker? 
 
“He was a champion, a genius,” Frank recalls.  “He was a pioneering giant in the model aircraft 
industry.  A champion of children of all ages.” 
 
Walker’s American Junior Aircraft plant turned out 232 million model airplanes over the years 
and earned Portland the title of “The Model Aircraft Capital of the World.” 
 
Left Patents 
 
Walker, born in 1904, died in 1958 and left 31 patents, which brought him to the forefront of 
model aircraft industry inventors. 
 
“People today don’t realize Jim Walker invented the two wire U-Control lines, the first throttle-
control engines, the sonic-controlled glider, the American Junior Folding Wing Interceptor and 
the reel control.  He even invented the first radio controlled lawnmower,” Frank said. 
 
“He was a dreamer,” Frank relates.  “He loved life.  He began his company in 1929, in the 
Depression years.  He gave the people a diversion they needed, and his company grew.” 
 
‘It Hit Me’ 
 
As a boy, Frank remembers watching Walker demonstrate his planes at city parks such as 
Westmoreland. 
 
And, as Frank began in earnest to collect the airplanes, motors and other artifacts of Walker’s 
manufacture, his respect increased. 
 
He began to wonder why someone didn’t do more. 
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Why didn’t someone write a book? 
 
“Then,” he said, “it hit me.” 
 
An inner voice was telling him, “All right, Macy, why don’t you write it?” 
 
Boyhood Hero 
 
Frank relates the experience with feeling.  He felt as if his boyhood hero was influencing him 
and encouraging him. 
 
He felt he had no other choice except to begin research materials for a book on Jim Walker’s life. 
 
Frank had already written numerous articles for industrial and trade journals.  He had taught 
classes in the model aircraft field.  And as a businessman with his own custom sign painting 
company, Frank was a professional artist and carver. 
 
International Fame 
 
He began amassing a vast amount of material from Walker’s family, friends and former 
employees.  He has collected files of personal scrapbooks, photographs, newspaper articles, 
advertising material and court documents. 
 
He has heard from people all over the United States and from foreign countries that have heard 
of his interest. 
 
Collecting the data has proven to be one of the most fascinating projects that Frank has even 
undertaken.   
 
For more information on Jim Walker including obituaries that ran in modeling magazines and 
correspondence, particularly relating to his memorial fund, please see his file in the National 
Model Aviation Museum Archives.  See the AMA librarian for assistance. 
 

 
- End - 
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A 1938 Fireball – this was the first Control Line 
model kit. 

LEFT and BOTH 
BELOW: The 
Fireball Squadron 
in February 1981 
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Jim Walker in 1953 preparing to fly 
three U-Control models at the same 
time. 
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Sharon McGrath, a human model, holds a Super 
Fireball Sportster that was a hand lettered and 
hand painted flame job completed in February 
1981.  The plane has an O&R FRV 23 Glo 
engine and was built by R.F. Stevenson of 
Seattle, Washington. 


