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INTRODUCTION

I have written this book as a record of my thoughts, experiences and approach to modelling small-scale military vehicles. My preferred scale is 1/72nd but the techniques I describe for both construction and painting are all equally applicable to the close scale of 1/76th. In fact most of the techniques could be applied to almost any scale including 1/35th, 1/48th and others. Unlike previous books I have written for the Osprey Modelling Series, Modelling the Panzer IV in 1/72 Scale and Modelling the Tiger Tank in 1/72 Scale, this book mostly focuses on techniques and tips rather than the specifics of vehicle nationality, era or type. I hope that in doing so this will give the broadest appeal to the book and that everyone who reads it will find something useful to take away. The scope of model making is so great that I wouldn’t be able to cover every technique I use in enough detail to do them complete justice. The space and format constraints of the book have directed me to take a look at a selection that I feel is the most useful, allowing me to cover them in greater depth. I’m a great believer in the old adage quality over quantity.

RECENT HISTORY

Since the late 1990s many small-scale modellers have talked of a golden age of small-scale modelling. It was around the mid-1990s when one of the major model manufacturers – Revell – started to take a serious interest in 1/72nd-scale military vehicle kits. Prior to this there were certainly many small-scale kits available from the likes of Esci, Hasegawa, Airfix, Fujimi and Matchbox, but the Revell kits pushed the bar higher in terms of the crispness and finesse of the detail. In fact many of these releases had detail comparable to that found on good 1/35th-scale models, and I feel those first Revell kits helped to kick start a revival. Along with this there was an explosion of interest from aftermarket manufacturers with many photo-etched details sets, turned metal barrels and resin accessories hitting the market. Several years later Dragon (aka DML) who were usually known for 1/35th-scale armour kits turned their attention to 1/72nd scale and have since released many excellent models. Some of them, such as the early Tiger I and early Panzer IV variants, included a phenomenal level of detail equivalent to the very best larger-scale kits. Trumpeter of China joined in not long after and there are now other manufacturers producing injection-moulded and resin model kits in this scale – certainly many more than ten or 20 years ago.
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A BIT ABOUT ME

I started modelling as a young boy when my parents bought me an Airfix Boeing 747 kit as a Christmas present in 1981. From then on I was hooked and would save my pocket money to buy all types of models – ships, cars, aircraft and other subjects, all in a variety of scales. Gradually I found myself focusing more and more on small-scale armour models, mostly fuelled by the large Esci range in 1/72nd scale and the Matchbox kits in 1/76th. My main interests at the time were centred on World War II vehicles, largely due to the abundance of these subjects compared to those from the modern era. Then at some point in the late 1980s Hasegawa and Esci released a few modern subjects. This sparked an ongoing interest in modern armour. In particular I became fascinated with post-war Russian vehicles such as the T-64, T-72 and the elusive (at the time) T-80. Frustratingly I was not aware of any models of these back then and they were subjects I could only dream about. Up until I started university I was still avidly building models but then took a complete break for several years as other interests took over. One day after finishing university I was visiting my parents and for a bit of nostalgia decided to stop by the model shop I used to frequent when younger. To my surprise I found a 1/72nd-scale Russian T-80B tank from Matchbox and immediately bought it. I dug out all my old modelling tools and realized then that the modelling bug had bitten again! I would say my current period of serious modelling really started with that kit.

MY MODELLING PHILOSOPHY

I imagine there are many different reasons why modellers enjoy building models. Model construction has a strong technical element to it whilst painting, finishing and presentation allow for artistic expression and creativity. The creative aspect is further enhanced with the opportunity to build vignettes and dioramas. The choice of subject can provide an outlet for historical and research interests. The strength of model making is that it allows complete freedom to focus on these quite different areas to varying degrees. For me, the construction side fits well with my technical/scientific background and the painting and finishing side provides me with the opportunity to exercise my artistic interests. I strive for historical accuracy as much as possible too but as the historical side isn’t as much of a personal interest I tend not to build many dioramas or vignettes.

The phrase ‘you are your own worst critic’ is as applicable to modelling as anything else and I find myself constantly trying to improve. Many years back I became frustrated that I was spending a lot of time on building and detailing models followed by a much smaller amount of time on the finishing stages. My building skills had a chance to improve much faster than my painting ability and within a short space of time I’d become dissatisfied with my previous painting attempts. This was particularly disappointing when I’d spent a lot of time on a complex conversion, or adding many corrections and details to a model. At that point I decided I would take on some simpler builds that would give me more chance to focus on improving my painting skills. Since then I’ve tended to work in cycles of focusing on more complex builds for a while, but then working on a few kits that are more straightforward – not quite out of the box perhaps but ones with little extra work that needs doing to them. It’s only really been within the last few years that I feel I’ve reached a better balance between the two. That’s not to say there’s no room for improvement in both areas. Far from it and as many other modellers no doubt often think of their own models, the best one is usually their most recent one!
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TOOLS AND MATERIALS

Over the years I’ve gradually built up a good collection of modelling tools and equipment, and those I describe here are relevant to all types of scale modelling, not just small-scale armour. Some specialist tools can be expensive and these include things such as lathes, milling machines and others but so far I’ve managed without these. They can also take up quite a bit of space, often more than most people without a dedicated workshop or hobby room have and so for both these reasons I won’t be covering them in this book. Resin casting materials could be considered advanced or specialist, but beginner casting sets are available at reasonable prices and they don’t require much room to use. With these you can make multiple copies of simple homemade parts without the need for expensive casting equipment, and so this is something that I will be looking at in more detail later in the book.



GENERAL CONSTRUCTION AND ASSEMBLY

I use a small, quite basic set of tools for most of my modelling needs, with other tools being used only occasionally or even very rarely. In the sections below I cover most of the tools I currently own and highlight those I find the most useful. In the past I may have been tempted to buy the latest modelling tool in the belief that it would solve all my most important modelling needs. In practice I found this to rarely be borne out. As such I don’t believe you need a big modelling budget or a vast array of tools to build high-quality models.

CUTTING AND SAWING

 Although there are many hobby and craft knives on the market, I’ve used a simple surgical scalpel for many years now. The all-metal handle is very hard wearing and the same one has lasted me for 15 years – it quite possibly will last another 15. The blades are extremely sharp and fine, and I’ve found it to be excellent for small-scale work. There are many sizes of blade available but I almost always use the 10A size.
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I use a few tools for cutting. Shown here are a scalpel, razor saw and Tamiya side cutters and a small pair of scissors. To the right are a compass cutter (for creating discs), Olfa panel scriber and micro chisel.

For sawing I use a very fine razor saw from JLC of the Czech Republic. I’ve tried a number of different razor saws over the years and this is by far the best. The blade is thin and the teeth are very fine, both of which minimize the amount of material lost when a cut is made. In fact one of the uses touted by the manufacturer is the cutting of aircraft canopies where material loss would be a major problem. Each blade actually has two sets of teeth, fine and extra fine, both of which I use regularly. 

When cutting plastic parts from sprues I use the scalpel for small or delicate parts, but for most other items I use a pair of Tamiya side cutters. They enable a close cut to the part leaving almost nothing to clean up in most cases. One thing to avoid is cutting wire or anything harder than plastic as the cutters can easily become damaged. I also use another older and slightly damaged pair for snipping chunks of resin and other tougher parts.

A tool that I don’t use often but that can prove very handy is a compass cutter. The sole purpose of this is for cutting varying sized discs from paper, card or plastic sheet and I just use a cheap plastic one I picked up from an art shop.
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Point-ended tweezers are essential for picking up small parts. For those that are particularly small I use a small blob of Blu-Tack reusable putty on the end of a cocktail stick. Flat-nosed pliers have many uses but are particularly good for holding and bending small photo-etched parts.
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I use a selection of grades of wet and dry paper for sanding parts. I also use these to make my own sanding sticks. Metal needle files come in a variety of cross sections and are longer lasting than sanding sticks. Fine-grade metal nail files are a readily available item, something I gravitate towards when I find myself in a cosmetics shop with my wife!

HOLDING PARTS 

Picking up and holding parts, particularly those that are small and delicate, can be tricky. I use tweezers mostly, although for smooth or curved items care must be taken not to apply too much pressure otherwise they can ping out of the tweezers and be lost forever. Attaching a small piece of Blu-Tack reusable household putty to the end of the tweezers will help avoid this by providing some temporary adhesion. Blu-Tack is also useful when attached to the end of a cocktail stick. It’s strong enough to pick a part up but not so strong as to keep hold of the part when you want it to let go. I should add here that Blu-Tack is the most well-known type but there are other colours available too and I often use the white variety. In all cases I’ll just refer to it as Blu-Tack, whatever the colour. For the very smallest items a cocktail stick with the end dampened can provide enough temporary adhesion in most cases. This is a technique I use when attaching tiny rivets and I’ll revisit this later in the book. A good quality pair of flat-nosed pliers is useful for holding photo-etched parts when cleaning them up or folding them.

SANDING AND CLEANING UP 

For sanding and cleaning up I use a selection of fine-grade wet and dry paper sheets. Grades 400 and 600 are the two I make the most use of, with the coarser grades only making an appearance occasionally. Before starting each modelling project I make a selection of homemade sanding sticks from plastic strip sections superglued to these sheets. They are then trimmed to size, providing an
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