Introduction

Over the last few months, Steve Bamford has been kind enough to show some of my Spitfire models here on ARC. You may have noticed that I always said that the cockpits were detailed, undercarriages re-worked etc. Quite a few folks have asked me for more details of how I go about this. Well, here goes.

Firstly, let me give you a few details of my modelling philosophy. I (mostly) always add as much detail as I can, especially to the cockpit. This, to me is the focal point of the model. I tend not to use resin and photo-etch materials. I have nothing against these items, and have been known to use them in the past. It is just that I often find that these items are sometimes made to fit the kit and in view of the moulding limitations of the kit parts etc., are not always accurate. I also find that I can make perfectly good replicas using thin plastic sheet (from 5thou upwards), stretched sprue, wire etc. A really sharp scalpel is needed. I swear by my Swann Morton scalpel and use the No 11 blade mostly.

One of the main advantages of using resin and brass is the time saving involved. I am reasonably blessed in this respect, as I do not build to any deadlines, only my own. I also get the satisfaction that it is my own work, and it is cheaper (don’t forget, I am a Scot!).

The Model

I am trying to build a collection of all the common versions of the Spitfire (yes, my Merlin series is not yet finished!). I have always liked the later Seafire variants. The combination of short nose Mk V airframe, with the four bladed propeller, is one that I like. I have built up a fair stock of Spitfire parts over the years. This model was based on the Revell 1/72 Mk Vb with parts from various other kits. This kit has nice scribed panel lines but the most glaring error is the lack of gull wing section, which needs correcting. All will be explained as you read on.

Pic 1

This shows the fuselage halves as they come delivered. Note the lack of gull wing and rudimentary sidewall detail.

Pic 2

Here is the fuselage with all of the sidewall mouldings removed, using the scalpel. I have also thinned the walls a bit using a curved scalpel blade in a scraping motion. Messy, but worth it. I have also removed the pilot’s access door ant he portion of the fuselage where the gull wing will be inserted.

Pic3

Now we are making some progress. Ribs and stringers have been added from (mostly) 5 thou sheet cut into very thin strips. The main longeron is in fact two strips, one wider than the other, to show the construction of this part. You will note that I have left a slight gap for the later placement of the frame carrying the seat. Various instruments are added using small pieces of plastic card, stretched sprue etc. The oxygen hose was from very thin rubber. This used to be marketed by PP Aeroparts in various thicknesses. It is very flexible and is easily glues using CA. I am carefully hoarding my remaining stock of this stuff. 

People often ask how I am able to hold such small parts. I do not use tweezers generally. Very small parts can be easily picked up and moved around using the point of the scalpel blade. 

The frame with the lightening holes is simply strip styrene, drilled out. I find it easier to drill a straight line of holes, and then cut out the strip to size.

Throttle box and undercarriage control were made from strip styrene, sprue etc as before.

Pic 4

Here we have the cockpit walls painted. I always use Humbrol 78 for Interior Green. Shading has been done with thinned black and highlighting with lightened green. Various details are picked out in very dark grey (again highlighted), with red, white and yellow for other details. The oxygen tanks are painted matt aluminium. When complete, the fuselage halves can be joined.

Pic 5 and 6

Here is the instrument panel and frame carrying the seat. I have used an instrument panel from an Academy Mk XIV in this case. The detail is good and it fit the model nicely. I have build these from scratch before, using plastic card and various size drills. This saved time on this occasion. The frame below the panel is from 10 thou. I firstly determined the width by dry fitting to the fuselage (from below), and then drew in by hand the shape of the cut out for the pilot’s legs. This was then very carefully cut out using a fresh blade.

The frame carrying the seat was built in a similar manner. First determine the width from the fuselage. When the card has been cut to the correct width, it can then be shaped to fit the upper fuselage contours. This is done by constant dry fitting, trimming, filing etc. Don’t forget to shape the frame where it projects above the fuselage sides. When I am satisfied, I then draw in the shape of the cut out in the middle. Lightening holes are then drilled around the outside. Then very carefully cut out the centre section, using a very sharp blade. The upper (triangular) armour plate is added, using a 10thou spacer, and the voltage regulator is added from scrap at the rear.

The seat was built from 5 thou card, then mounted on a frame of plastic strip, stretched sprue etc. Sometimes it is better to use CA adhesive than liquid poly when using such small parts. I apply mine with a needle mounted in a pin vice. The armour behind the seat is added between the seat mounting frames. I find excellent reference for the cockpit parts in some drawings by G A Cox, published by MAP many years ago. Constant trial fitting to the fuselage is needed during all of these operations.

Pics 7 and 8

Here are the cockpit parts painted, highlighted and dry brushed as before. I have also added the rudder control rods and pedals, together with the heel boards. These are simply from rod and strip styrene as before. I fix these directly to the frame carrying the seat etc., ensuring that spacing and angles are right. The control column has been added (I think this time from a Hasegawa Mk IX).

The seat is painted dull red/brown and I have used etched belts this time from the Reheat range. I sometimes use masking tape for these, with the holes in the belts made with a needle.

Pic 9

Now we have the lower wing from the kit showing the lack of gull wing. I used a section from an Italeri Spit kit (seen below) to replace this. Simply cut out the correct section from the donor part, and a corresponding section from the Revell wing. Some filling and sanding will be needed, but nothing too hard.

Pic10

Here is the lower wing with the gull section added. I have also replaced the radiator and oil cooler from Airfix parts. I was not happy with the shape of the kit items. I have also filled all the panel lines relating to the “b” wing, which comes with the kit. I use CA glue as a filler. Easy to apply, spray some accelerator and you are ready to sand. Scribing for the “c” wing panels has also been carried out, along with the wing fold lines.

Pic11

And so to the upper wings, duly filled and re-scribed to “c” pattern. Bulges over the cannon bays have also been added, from a Fujimi kit. These were later modified as I did not like the shape.

In hindsight, I could have used a “c “ wing from another kit to save all of the re-scribing, and the gull wing would have been there already. However, all kits with the “c” wing are for later variants (MkIX etc) and have twin radiators. I also had these earmarked for future use!    

Pic 12 and 13

Progress is now being made with the main airframe together. Do not forget to add the cockpit parts before the wing! (been there, done that!). I do not like the shape of the Revell kit’s upper fuselage spine. I slightly reduced it in front of the fin, and added a smear of Miliput just behind the cockpit. Improves the shape immensely. Strengthening strips have been added along the fuselage from 5 thou. The 6 stack exhausts came from a Hasegawa MkIX.

Pic 14 and 15

Here are some close-ups of the cockpit parts in place. I have added the gun sight and windscreen. This is a vac form item from Falcon. The best in the business!

Pic 17

Here is the underside of the model showing some further details added. The air filter is a resin item found in the spare box. This can also be found in the Hasegawa MkIX and some other kits. Various details have been added, including the catapult spools, tiny bulges behind the spent cartridge chutes etc. You will also see that I have scribed in the “A” frame arrestor hook.

Pic 18

The upper wing. As mentioned, I was not happy with the shape of the cannon bulges. They came from a Fujimi Mk XIV and did not seem long enough. I added a little Miliput to the rear of them and sanded to shape. I still think they are a little too broad.

Pic 19

More detailing. I used the kit undercarriage legs. They need a little cleaning up and the up-locks were added. I also added (from stretched sprue) the screw clamps for the door. Finish was Humbrol Metalcote matt aluminium, very thin black wash and some highlighting.

Pic 20

Still with the tiny parts, here is the cockpit access door. Scratch built form 10 thou, with 5 thou strips, stretched sprue handle, crowbar etc. The wheel is from an Airfix kit. I considered the kit items to be too slim. 

Pic 21

Sorry for being slightly out of focus. Painting is well underway. I prime with Halfords acrylic auto primer. The white theatre bands were sprayed first and masked off. The camouflage is Sky under surfaces, Humbrol, with Dark Slate Grey and Extra Dark Sea Grey uppers. I used Xtracolour for the DSG and Humbrol for the EDSG. The pattern was masked with home made masks cut from paper and attached with Blu Tac. This gives a nice spacing from the surface and a nice tight feathering. There has been some discussion lately that such feathering should not be visible in 1/72. I tend to agree, but feel that the tight feathering helps to “blend” the two colours. The aircraft modelled had the original fuselage roundels over painted. I did this by masking out the circles and spraying a slightly lighter shade of DSG. A couple of coats of Future have been applied. 

Completed Model

The four bladed prop came from my vast spares box, and I am not sure about it’s origins. I think it came from an old Matchbox Spit IX. The spinner I think is Italeri. The model represents a Seafire III, PP279 from 807 Sqn Fleet Air Arm, on HMS Hunter, in June 1945. Sadly, this aircraft missed the arrestor wires and hit the barriers after a sortie and was written off. After having decided which scheme to finish the model in, it was time to source the decals. There were no aftermarket sets for this aircraft so they came from a variety of sources, which I had in stock. The upper wing roundels had unusual proportions. I sourced these from an Aeromaster sheet for Far East Spits. The proportions were made by overlaying small roundels on top of standard size items. Codes and serials came from Modeldecal sheets. The “5” in the code was of an unusual pattern and had to be made from other letters, cut into pieces. The cartridge ejector chutes were also represented by black decals. When all decaling was complete, I gently weathered the model with Carrs Weathering Powders. A final coat of Xtracolour Matt varnish finished the project.

A note on the tools used

When I first suggested a full build article to Steve, he asked that I include some details of the tools I use. I have nothing out of the ordinary. I have referred to the Swann Morton scalpel before. I also use a pin vice with various drill sizes (from 0.3mm upwards), files, wet and dry paper etc. Scribing is done with old school dividers against a very flexible straight edge. 

