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MAKING CURVED PARTS THE EASY WAY 
By “Indoorsman” Joe Kehr  (The Joker) 
 
 One of the more frustrating building requirements of indoor modeling is making curved wing tips, 
sabilizers and rudders. When returning to modeling some five or six years ago, I read several articles coving the 
subject. At that time there seemed to be a lack of information available on curved construction techniques, and 
what I could find was not very explicit in content. After struggling with suggested carboard templates, tape, pins 
and a burned up microwave, I decided there must be a better way. This article is about my solution. (It woks for 
me.) 
 Some of most esthetically beautiful film covered models and the majority of scale models have curved 
wing tips, stabilizers and rudders. Technically I’m told curved tips have something to do with aerodynamics that 
fool the model into reacting as though it has larger flying surfaces than it does.  Of course you know that a 
curved wing tip is stronger (and lighter –ed) than a square one (unless your name is Bernard Hunt.) Well, I 
found out the hard way that cardboard templates get wet, warped and mushy, tape gets sticky and messy when 
exposed to heat, pins crease the wood causing a curve to become a hexagon, and a microwave will set a balsa 
template on fire. (All the rationale you can muster will fail to convince your wife or mumzie that you are not 
stupid.) There is a better way. I have developed a method that is almost poainless and even fun when you find 
out how easy it can really be to make curved outlines. 
 First; I study the plans and map out all of the curved parts and figure in overkill, so that when the wood 
(being curved) relaxes after you remove it from the form will come back to the plan shape. This is really guess 
work because of  various wood densities and cellular differences. Second; I cut a 3/8 or ¼” rectangular plywood 
base about 1 inch larger than the curved outline requires. Third; I use 1/8, 3/16 or ¼” balsa sheet to cut the 
calculated overkill curve size required for the part being formed. It is important to eliminate any sharp creases 
along the edge, as this will tend to break the surface of the spar being formed. They can’t be salvaged and 
should be tossed. I use my disc/belt sander to get as smooth, 90 degree edge. This is the surface on which you 
form your curved parts. 
         Once shaped, the sheet balsa form is glued to the 
plywood base. Only use cellulose glue or one that will not 
soften on contact with water. (CA will work) Now we are 
coming to the most important part…WEDGES. You cut 
two wedge shapes as in Figure 1, that’s two for each end 
of the curve. One is glued to the base in a position that 
will tighten on the spar when pulled. This is marked as A-
1. Mark its wedge as A-2. Repeat on the other end and 
label as B-1. Mark the wedge as B-2. Glue B-1 to the base 
so that B-2 tightens against the pull of the spar being 
baked. Now you are ready to test your skill. 
 
          I generally let the wood soak overnight in a solution 
of water treated with a softener such as granular diswasher 
soap. I keep this mixture in a plastic milk carton that’s 
handy in the workshop. My soak tank is nothing more 
than two 

 

1” x 1” x 30” pieces of wood glued together with a 1” x 2” x 2” spacer at each end.  Using aluminum foil I form 
a tank inside the slot. When you’ve finished your project, the water is easily diposed of. Dumping it on the floor 
is not cool. 
 Now, take the soaked spars from your clever tank – insert them in the slot formed by A-1. Move the 
wedge, A-2 into place and gently tighten. (It is a good idea to make your form longer than you need because the 
wedge will sometimes flatten the end.) Mark the spars (ala Larry Coslick) so that you don’t inadvertently twist it 
as you pull it into shape. This also helps to keep track of which surface you want on the outside, top or bottom. 
Which brings up another, rather important, sometimes controversial subject which could lead to fist fights and 
brawling. 
 Generally speaking, I pull my spars around the form. This is easily done by turning the plywood base 
with one hand and applying a gentle pull with the other. If you hesitate, cough or giggle, you’ll probably induce 
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a break point in the spar and it won’t be useable. Some indoorsmen push the spar around the form and thus 
eliminate any pulling problems. 
Set the wedge B-2 to hold your spars in place while they are baking in the oven, not your microwave. Check and 
make sure the spar has not crawled up on the form. If it has, relax the tension slightly and use a ¼” x 1/16” x 1” 
stick to urge them in place. (fingernails are only used to scratch your head.) Set the oven temperature for 215o 
and bake for 15 to 20 minutes.  

 

It is a good idea to make two spars at a time so you’ll 
have a matched set from the same piece of balsa. Pay 
attention to your marks on the wood so you’ll get the 
grain and size the same. Don’t use a pen with water 
soluble ink. Bad! 
 
          After baking I place the whole shebang in the 
freezer to cool and cure. In 20 or 30 minutes they’ll 
come out the same as if dumped overnight on your 
workbench, Gently remove the wedges. If you find 
them sticking to the spar(s) carefully move them up 
and down and they’ll separate. Making several sets at 
a time will cover future breakage, and since you’re 
having so much fun, you’ll have a big time doing it (I 
have hundreds.) When you cut your wood to a 
specific size, they look a little larger after being 
soaked and baked, because they are. Don’t fret, they 
swell a little. Trim to plan size and you’re in 
business. Use a pen to label the form, and be sure to 
include the wedges when you file it away. Now go 
find your wife or mumzie and show them how smart 
you are with all your perfectly formed wings, stabs 
and rudders.  
 
        Hey! Is something burning? 

 
Fly Powered Models from an early INAV  

At least twice in past history (so I'm told), M.A.N. has had articles on microfilm models which were powered by flies. 
Apparently any kind of fly is satisfactory, as long as it is an active specimen. The drawings shown here have been 
reproduced from the August 1940 M.A.N., and the article was "Models On The Fly" by William B. Schwab and Joe Elgin. 
Model construction is conventional and the author suggests that test glides be made with an inactive fly or a 1/8" cube of 
balsa as weight. The flies are glued in place, but it probably would be a good idea to limit the amount of glue. I have noted 
that some modern thinners and solvents are effective insecticides when in contact with the varmint and glue might be too. 
Thanks to Edgar Seay for the loan of the magazine. 

 
 


