



























































A Model of Efficiency

Model-Airplane Engine Maker Stays Competitive

Story and photo
By Mitch Maurer
World Staff Writer

Reprint from
Tulsa Worid
Jan, 17, 1983

FORT SMITH. Ark.—Betty Fox has
never built 8 model airplane, but it has
been a hobhy much of her 75 years.

As president of Fox Manufacturing,
Betty has been involved with the 45-year-
old model atrcraft engine manulacturing
company since 1952. When her husband
and founder, Duke. died nearly two yesrs
ago, many of the company's ideas and
much of the knowledge died with him.

So, Betty and her employees took over
operating the company and today
business is strong.

Each day. the 45 workers in a
cinderblock building at the back of an
alley produce up to 500 model sirplane
engines. Each engine still is hand made
and tested before shipping. If the engine
doesn’t run as expected, it is reworked or
put on a back shelf, likely never 10 see
the lighn of day.

“Betty could have closed down (his
shop and never wanted for food or
money when Duke died.” said sales
manager John Lowry. "But she has a
heart of gold. She knew that 45 workers
would be out of a job and I really think
she would miss the model airplane
community.”

Beity downplays her role in the
success of the company. Duke had
started the firm in North Hollywood,
Calif., right after World War II. He had
designed a mode! airplsne engine during
the war because he was not pleased with
the way other engines ran.

While that engine was not a hot seller,
the next engine he made, a8 0.35-cubic-
inch stunt engine took off immediately.
The company still produces that engine
today. _

Shortly after the couple was wed,
Betiy started keeping the books for her
husband’s company. As the years went
on, and millions of Fox engines were
sold 10 modelers, Betty found herself
more and more involved with the
running of the company.

“1 Jave going to the model meets and
seeing friends I have known for years,”
Betty said. “This compeny is really my
life and we intend to be here for a Jong
time.”

In 1955, tired of endless hassels from
the city of Los Angeles, the Foxs decided
to move their company. Duke looked at a
map of the United States and drew a
hundred-mile circle in the middle of the
country. He sent letters to the chambers

of commerca of the tovwne in the circle
aud soon dectded Fort Smith was his
sor! of town.

“We wanted to be far enougl north so
the winter froze the bugs, but far enough
south so we didn't freeze to death,” Betty
said. "We settled on Fort Smith and will
be here as long as the company is
argund.”

In 1856 the company noved into the
facility it still occupies. In back of the
cinder block manufacluring facility sits a
group of metal buildings where model
airplane fuel, containing highly
flammable nitroinethane, is blended.
8ehind that is a field where new engine
designs are tested on real model planes.

[nside the main building, workess still
assemble the engines by hand.
Supervisors walk around armed with

“It is a tougher climate
we're in now because of the
foreign competition. We're
now looking at some new
engine designs and other
things we might introduce.”

— Betty Fox, president
Fox Manufacturing

micrometers to measure the small
pistons, cylinders and other parts
necessary to sssemble a small running
two-stroka engine.

“Since we still make the engines by
hand, if we make a mistake, we don't
bave to throw nway 10,000 parts,” said
Malvin Adams, who does evarything
from overseeing the shop to answering
the telsphones. “}{ something doesn't
work perfectly, it’s put aside.”

Fox manufactures & complete line of
model airplane engines. Along with
California-based Cox, which makes a line
of small model engines, and K&B. which
makes mode} bost engines, it is the last
remaining U.S. manufacturer of model
enpines.

Today, most competilion for model
engines comes from overseas. Fox buys
every model the campetition produces
and maintajns its manufacturing process
produces more consistent performance
in its engines.

"It is a tougher climate we're in now
because of the foreign conipetition.’’
Betly said. “We're now looking at some
new engine designs and other things we
might introduce.”

A Fox engine was used in the 1970s
by a National Aeronautics and Space
Administration engineer to power a scale
mackup of the space shuttle.

One of the things the company is
considering is an engine larger than the
0.74-cubic-inch model that now is the
Jargest it makes. Radio-controlled moda)
airplanes are getting bigger and bigger,
prompting the need for larger engines. At
one time, Fox produced a two-cylinder,
1.2-cubic-inch engine, but it was not a
big seller bacause of the high price and
few models that needed that
displacement.

Fox also recently introduced a new
carburetor for its engines. Most radio-
conirotled carburetors have two
adjustmant needles that must be adjusted
before each flight. The new Fox parl
requires just one needle.

But while the company is esger 10
widen its line of engines, any new mode]
will be considered carefully: Adams
estimated it costs $250,000 to design and
start manufacturing a new engine.

Much of the design workload falls on
the shoulders of Dennis Shackleford,
who started working for the company in
1972, when he was 17 years old.

“Duke kind of took Dennis under his
wing because he was really interested in
how these engines aperate,” Adams said,
“He really grasped how they work and
what it takes to make one.”

When Duke was hospitalized
following a stroke leading to his death,
Shackleford promised his boss ha would
keep the company alive.

“This type of work is » challenge,”
Shackleford said. “These parts are
nowhere as simple as someone might
think.”

Fox sells enginas around the world.
The company also produces glow
plugs—small sparkplug-like filaments
that ignite model fue! — to soms
Japanese model engine makers.

During the summer, Betty and a few
workers jump in & van to hit the mode!
airplane meets around the country, often
including a Tulsa Glua Dobbers meet.
Becausse of the number of miles logged
each summar, the van is traded in about
every two years,

Modelers in Australia even hold a
Duke Fox Memorial model meet each
summer.

“When Duke died. we were busy as
the dickens,” Betty said. “I kind of went
hlank, but our workers kept it going and
now things are going great.”



FLYING 1INES 1s produced by a staff of volunteers interested
i keeping lines  of communication open between Northwest
region control hne modelers.  FLYING LINES is independent of
anv orgamzation, and is made possible by the financial
support of its base of subscribers.

The FLYING 1 INFES staff:  John Thompson, Fred Cronenwett,
Orin Humphries, Jim  Cameron, Paul Gibeault, Gerald
Schamp. Mike Hazel, editor. Contributions for publication
are welcomed. Any material submitted to the editor which is
not for publication, should be indicated as such. Duplication
of contents 1S permissible, provided source is acknowledged.

FLYING LINES is published nine times per year. Subscription
rate is $13.00 for USA, and $15.00 for Canada (U.S. funds).
Subscription expiration is noted on the mailing tabel-issue
number listed after name.
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