
T he Air Force Heavy Press

Program ultimately totaled six

horizontal extrusion press

installations, four of them designed

and built by Loewy-Hydropress.  The

largest press was rated at 12,000 tons

and the other three at 8,000 tons. Two

of the 8,000 ton presses were erected in

a single Kaiser Aluminum plant in

Halethorpe, Maryland, thus making it

the largest-capacity extrusion press

works in the nation at that time. Each

of the Halethorpe extrusion presses

was 126 feet long, 24 feet tall, and

included a run-out table of 130 feet. 

It took seventy railway cars to

transport the 1500 tons of parts for

each press to the final plant site.

The massive scale of the presses is

suggested by the six-foot outside-

diameter billet containers, which were

produced by the Bethlehem Steel

Corporation and weighed 41 tons.

In addition to the presses themselves,

each installation employed reverbera-

tory melting furnaces and direct-chill,

semi-continuous casting machines to

produce the 25 foot long, 20 inch

diameter aluminum billets from which

the final extruded parts were

produced. Ancillary stretching,

de-twisting, and cutting machines, also

designed by Loewy-Hydropress, were

incorporated into the overall system.

Upon completion in 1956, the ultimate

cost of this heavy extrusion press

works was $25 million.

These hydraulically-powered,

extrusion presses—capable of exerting

between 50,000 and 100,000 pounds of

pressure per square inch—enabled

engineers to produce much longer

structural members for aircraft without

the necessity of splicing. This capability

freed the designer from the earlier

restrictions of plate and stringer

construction typically found in aircraft

production prior to the new extrusion

presses. While these heavy presses

were famous for their great power,

they were also capable of being

operated at less than maximum

capacity, allowing the use of more

intricate and fragile dies. These Loewy-

designed extrusion presses ultimately

contributed to the production of

advanced military and commercial

aircraft such as the Air Force B-52

Bomber and the Boeing 707 commercial

jetliner.
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Top: Billet container. Middle: Cross sections of aluminum pieces showing the variety of parts that

can be manufactured using extrusion presses. Below: Loewy-designed extrusion press under 

construction.
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