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The Greater Philadelphia Region 
has a rich aerospace heritage!

To celebrate America250, we’ll be sharing some of the region’s 
aerospace heritage throughout 2026!

Look for our monthly posts and Happy Birthday America!



Did you know?
A chemical company with its American division 

located in Philadelphia, PA, played a large role in the 
commercialization of acrylic plastic?

Wartime Clarity: The Tale of Plexiglas and Lucite - Plastics Hall of Fame
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Otto Rohm Otto Haas

The Rohm and Haas Company was founded 
in 1907 in Esslingen, Germany through the 
partnership of German chemist Otto Röhm 
and German businessman Otto Haas. 

Otto Haas opened the American division 
of the business on September 1, 1909, 
from an office on Front Street in 
Philadelphia, while Otto Röhm remained in 
Germany to run a company that would 
eventually become Röhm GmbH.

Rohm and Haas also opened a factory in 
Bristol, PA in 1916.

Uses of Plexiglas in the New Rohm & Haas Building - Science History Institute Digital 
Collections

Bristol History

https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/zeg8qbq
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Group photograph 
featuring Otto Haas with 
workers and their families 
at the Rohm and Haas 
plant in Bristol, PA (1921)

Otto Haas with workers and their families at the Rohm and Haas Bristol Plant - Science History Institute Digital Collections

https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/wjarsd7
https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/wjarsd7
https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/wjarsd7


About the same time, chemist and industrialist Otto Röhm of Rohm and Haas 
AG in Germany attempted to produce safety glass by polymerizing methyl 
methacrylate between two layers of glass. The polymer separated from the 
glass as a clear plastic sheet, which Röhm gave the trademarked name 
Plexiglas. Both Perspex and Plexiglas were commercialized in the late 1930s. 

A brief history of polymethyl methacrylate (PMMA), 
aka Plexiglas, Perspex, or Lucite

Poly(methyl methacrylate) - Wikipedia

Polymethyl methacrylate (PMMA) was discovered in the early 1930s by British chemists Rowland 
Hill and John Crawford at Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) in England. ICI registered the product 
under the trademark Perspex. 

In the United States, E.I. du Pont de Nemours & Company 
(now DuPont Company) introduced its own PMMA 
product under the trademark Lucite. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poly(methyl_methacrylate)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poly(methyl_methacrylate)
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The first major application of PMMA took place during World War II

Both Allied and Axis forces used PMMA 
for submarine periscopes and aircraft 
windscreen, canopies, and gun turrets. 
American B-17 bombers carried ball 
turrets made from Plexiglas. German 
aircraft, such as the Heinkel HE 111, 
featured Plexiglas canopies and nose 
panels.

What made this story even more 
extraordinary was that Rohm and Haas—
the company behind Plexiglas—had 
operations on both sides of the Atlantic. 
While the American branch, based in 
Philadelphia, supported the Allies, the 
German branch supplied Plexiglas for 
the Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht. 

Lucite also 
appeared in aircraft 
canopies, gun 
turrets, submarine 
periscopes and  
boat windshields.

Wartime Clarity: The Tale of Plexiglas and Lucite - Plastics Hall of Fame
What Is Lucite? | Engineered Labs
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From Dog Dung to Plexiglas: the Rohm and Haas Story - Business History - The American Business History Center
Transparent Noses for Bombers (4/25/1941)- George McDowell Evening Bulletin Archives/Temple Univ

A worker cements formed  halves 
of airplane noses  together in a 
Rohm & Haas  factory, 1941.

In 1941, America produced 
over 18,000 military aircraft, 
with 85% of the required 
plastics purchased from Rohm 
and Haas.  Between 1937 and 
1942, Haas’s production of 
Plexiglas increased one 
hundred times over.  In the same 
time frame, the price per square 
foot of Plexiglas sheeting 
dropped from $2.86 to $1.02 as 
production efficiencies were 
achieved.  In 1936, the American 
company had sold $13,000 
worth of plastics.  In 1941, the 
figure was $8.9 million.
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General view of an unidentified 
male employee polishing a 
curved panel of Plexiglas 
designed for use on the nose of 
an aircraft attack bomber. 
Several finished panels are 
visible in the background. Per 
notations accompanying the 
photograph, the polishing and 
buffing of the panels was the 
final step in the production of the 
bomber noses. This photograph 
was likely taken at the Rohm and 
Haas Company plant located in 
Bristol, Pennsylvania. 

Man polishing Plexiglas at Rohm and Haas facility 
- Science History Institute Digital Collections

https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/0v838153k
https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/0v838153k
https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/0v838153k


Installation of 
Plexiglass panels on 
a Douglas A-20 
attack bomber at 
Rohm and Hass 
Factory in Bristol, PA

(Sources: Bucks County 
History Facebook Group and  

Installation of Plexiglas panel 
at Rohm and Haas facility -

Science History Institute Digital 
Collections)

https://digital.sciencehistory.org/works/g445cf04j
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Following World War II, virtually every major 
retailer, auto dealership, and gas station soon 
used internally lit Plexiglas signs 

From Dog Dung to Plexiglas: the Rohm and Haas Story - Business History - The American Business History Center
AGuideToGuide.pdf

Wartime Clarity: The Tale of Plexiglas and Lucite - Plastics Hall of Fame

General Motors’ Guide Lamp division in 
Anderson, Indiana, became one of the largest 
buyers of Plexiglas, which had become 
available in powder form and in many colors for 
taillights, knobs, and dashboard parts.

Over time, acrylics like Plexiglas and Lucite became everyday materials, with incorporation into screens, lenses, virtual 
reality headsets, building panels, retail signage, jewelry, and art installations, medical equipment and more. 
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