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handbuilt models
A very brief history

There are model-building enthusiasts and model-collecting 
enthusiasts. Enthusiast builders of automotive scale models 
used to have two choices if they wanted a model: to assemble 
a factory produced model kit from injection-molded plastic, or to 
scratch build one using whatever materials they could find. 

Model kits from makers such as JoHan, AMT, Monogram, 
MPC, and Revell were popular from the 1950s onward and 
were most frequently issued in 1:24th scale with only a few 1:43 
scale kits issued. Then, one day in the early 1970s, Mikansue 
introduced a model kit of a 1940 Dodge in 1:43 scale which was 
made of white metal. A few other producers followed suit.

Model-collecting enthusiasts could buy kits or factory 
built-up models known as ‘promotionals’. Reasonably priced 
and quite detailed, the quality of the finished product was 
heavily dependent on the skill of the builder. Another source for 
collectors was die-cast toy models, most commonly 1:43 scale 
metal models which were fairly accurate and affordable but very 
common and tended to be confined to only a few dozen popular 
automobile subjects. 

Gradually model kit producers such as Mikansue began to 
have their white metal and resin models built-up and sold as fully 
assembled models. Collectors were willing to pay the premium 
to have a professionally assembled and finished model known as 
a ‘handbuilt’ that was not toy-like but bore greater resemblance 
to the original vehicle. These handbuilts became popular with 
collectors during the 1980s. At the same time as the white metal 
and resin builders produced their replicas, mints such as Danbury 

and Franklin began to sell well-detailed die-cast models at much 
higher prices than toy models. Collectors now had yet another 
source for their models.

The scale model car hobby continues to evolve. The mints 
have been almost completely overtaken by companies such 
as Minichamps which produce accurate and well-detailed die-
cast models at a low selling price of $15-50. A few companies 
produce premium handbuilt models in the $100-400 price range, 
although the supply has diminished substantially since its early 
1990s heyday.

An early die-cast 1939 Oldsmobile by Dinky Toys. 
(Courtesy Robert M Woolley)

Die-cast models by Chris Sweetman

The scale of 1:43 has quite a history and is derived from an 
unexpected source – model railways! It is generally accepted 
that the first model road vehicles in this scale were the cars in 
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includes most of the great Motorama display models such as the 
1951 LeSabre and 1954 Wildcat II. Accurate in appearance and 
scale, these fine handbuilt white metal models sell in the $200-
250 range in the builder’s eBay store. 

Milestone Miniatures (UK) distributes a line called Forty-
Third Avenue (or “FTA”) that includes a 1947 Cadillac. It tends 
to produce at the lower end of the price spectrum ($100–$125) 
and detailing reflects this. Milestone Miniatures produces models 
for other companies and has a broad range of British models, 
especially Jaguar. In 2006, the company issued a white metal 
1936 Buick at $235 that is described in the Buick chapter.

Mini Marque (UK) issues 3-4 new, very detailed scale models 
per year. At $250-275, it has concentrated on Hudson and 
Packard but has produced models from Chevrolet and Cadillac-
LaSalle under a previous owner and name (Mini Marque “43”). 
Mini Marque announced a new 1948 Cadillac Sixty Special in 
2007.

Motor City USA (USA) is revered for its exquisitely built 
models of the Motor City Gold line in the medium ($125-$150), 
and its top of the line models in the premium ($275-$300) 
price ranges. Motor City USA’s accuracy and build quality are 
incomparable. The company’s last GM models were from 2005-
06 and were a 1959 Oldsmobile 4dr hard-top and 1959 Cadillac 

75. Since 2000, the builder has focused much of its efforts on 
1:18 die-cast, hot rods and service cars (i.e. ambulances and 
hearses). The company brings out a new 1:43 scale model about 
once a year. 

Victory Models (USA) is dedicated to the creation of scale 
models of North American cars and trucks from the World War II 
period. In collaboration with small builder CCC Models of France, 
Victory has produced some stunningly accurate Packard, 
Studebaker, Buick, LaSalle, and Cadillac models from 1938-
42. Victory’s handbuilt resin replicas are priced in the $159-239 
range and seldom exceed 100 units of each model.

Western Models Limited (UK) was a renowned supplier of a 
broad range of models for other companies as well as its own 
range. Its North American automobiles include the 1941 Buick, 
1941 Oldsmobile, and 1949 Cadillac of which it issued a new 
fastback in 2006. The company was in the business for thirty 
years and, up until the publication of this book, had issued a 
few new American models annually. Its founders retired and 
its doors closed. Western’s products are slightly more detailed 
than Brooklin’s and are produced in smaller numbers. They are 
moderately priced at around $150.

For all of the model builders I have listed, please check on 
the internet or at the stockists listed in the Suppliers chapter. 

1941 Chevrolet Suburban and utility pickup handbuilt white metal models by Durham Classics with Omen figure of

musician Acker Bilk. (Author collection)
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Chevrolet

Nearing the height of the Industrial Design Movement’s 
influence, the 1939 Chevrolet coupe shows increased 
streamlining around the grille area in contrast with the 1937 
sedan. USA models no USA-40 and Madison Models no MAD-7. 
(Author collection)

Chevrolet coupe 
by USA Models, 

handbuilt white 
metal. USA-40. 

(Author collection)

Although it is from 
Motor City USA’s 

less expensive USA 
Models line, this 
1939 Chevrolet 
coupe is highly-

detailed and lacks 
only minor script-

work, some window 
trim, and interior 

parts found in the 
maker’s highest priced models. USA-40. (Author collection)

1941 Chevrolet coupe by Durham Classics, handbuilt white 
metal. This photograph shows the typical Durham Classics model 

of the time, circa late 1980s, with details such as moldings 
carved into the pattern and only major parts such as grille and 
headlights in nickel-plated white metal. Castings are very clean 

and the paint is thick and glossy. DC-5. (Courtesy D Larsen)

1941 Chevrolet 
convertible by 
Durham Classics. 
DC-5D. (Courtesy 
Collectors 
Antiques)

Durham Classics released a top up 1941 Chevrolet in several 
colors. This early version has fender skirts. DC-5D. 
(Courtesy Collectors Antiques)
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Chevrolet

1953 Bel Air 2 door hard-top coupe and top down convertible. This year’s Chevrolet had a major styling change with one-piece 
curved windshield and wraparound backlight on most models, as well as higher rear fenders that integrated into the body more than 

its predecessor’s had. MC-7 and MC-8. (Author collection)

1953 Bel Air top down convertible created by Marty Martino, 
an early modeler of North American cars. Martino Models’ no 3 
handbuilt resin cast model. (Courtesy J Rettig)

At this point (number eight in the line) Motor City USA’s scale 
models are highly-detailed, well-proportioned, and flawlessly 

finished. The Sungold model pictured here has colored insignia 
and quite a lot of interior detail. MC-8. (Author collection)




