THAT ELUSIVE NATURAL METAL FINISH … A TWO PRONGED OVERVIEW
BY

ED KINNEY AND LARRY DAVIS
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EK - Most modelers tend to shy away from attempting natural metal finishes on aircraft because of the degree of difficulty involved. This is no longer the case.
Back in the day, we didn’t have a lot to work with at that time with the exception being Testors silver or anything one might find in a hardware store which seemingly made things extremely difficult in that they never dried completely and just absolutely rejected handling.

As time passed, manufacturers came forth with various offerings.  An example was Testors Metalizer buffing and non-buffing metal finishes.  They too were difficult to mask over and handling would take off the finishes and leave fingerprints all over the place.  Then along came SNJ with polishing powders that made nothing but a disastrous mess.  Later there came a product that was available in arts and crafts stores by the name of Brush and Leaf.  This could be thinned with lacquer thinner and could be mixed with just about any color under the sun using the Testors small bottles of gloss paints.  That came as close to Alclad II as anything that I have used.  But when Alclad II hit the market, at least to my way of thinking that was the best thing that ever happened to natural metal finishes.  A listing of the various colors that are available through Alclad II can be obtained on the Alclad II website (http://alclad2.com/) .These things are all priced at approximately $ 7.95 per bottle.  They are all pre-thinned and most of them are lacquer based.  There are a few that are not, like the aqua clear gloss which I will get into later.
SURFACE PREPARATION

In terms of natural metal finish, I don’t care if you are using Alclad II, Brush and Leaf, foil or whatever it is, if you don’t prepare the subject properly you are not going to be happy with the results.  I can’t stress that enough. Use proper primer, sanding out all of the scratches that were in the plastic to start with, even to the point of using polishing sticks and/or pads.  My favorite happens to be Master Casters out of England (http://www.mastercasters.co.uk/).  They are extremely thick but soft, not the same type of sanding or polishing stick you would find in any beauty supply store but they last forever apparently. Further, they will not sand a flat spot on the subject.  The other thing I use in preparation are the Micro Mesh sanding pads (http://www.microsurface.com/), 2400 into 12,000 grit and also available through (http://alclad2.com/) or at MICROMARK.  
LD – “I use KISS nail shaper sticks, which can be found in any cheap dollar store type business, like Marcs. They are the same thing as Master Caster sticks but much cheaper, $1.00 each, and have a lot of different grades. The grades range from a black stick  of 100 and 180 grit (great for reducing resin pads, to a 4 way stick of dark blue 180 grit/light blue 240 grit/dark pink 400 grit/light pink 600 grit. Then they have a much more useful stick in light blue /red/grey/white, which range from about 320 to about 2000. Lastly is the ultimate Master Caster twin, the green and white stick. The green side is about 2000 while the white side is about 6000. And the stick is soft like Master Caster., so won’t make a flat spot either. And they all cost a whole buck.”

 It doesn’t really make any difference if you are using foil or paints; you have to get that surface perfectly smooth and dust free.  Any sanding scratches will show up like a light from the inside of the model.  You’ll notice them right away when you hit it with the Alclad II, so using a polishing pad is a good idea if you want a perfect finish. The plastic surface that you’ve sanded and/or filled has to be as smooth as the original kit plastic. Then wash the pieces in normal water to rid the model of any filler dust that will ruin any metallic finish, and dry with a new paper towel. Let air dry for 24 hours to make sure no water is hiding in cracks and crevices.
PRIMER

EK - After this has been accomplished, you will want to make a decision as to what you care to use as a primer.  There are many things that will work for a primer under Alclad II. Alclad II has its own set of primers in gray, black and white.  They have micro-fillers and will dry to a satin finish.  You can spray directly over them with the Alclad II or you can polish them down for a better finish still.  My preference is to use the Tamiya rattle can Silver or TS-17 (gloss aluminum), decanted and sprayed through a single action airbrush at 12 Lbs. from about three inches away.  This will show up any flaws and it’s easily touched up as well as quick drying.  One of the other reasons I’ve chosen the Tamiya TS-17 gloss aluminum as a primer is that the Alclad II aluminum sprayed directly over it is a perfect match. Both are lacquer-based products so there will be no problems with “crazing”.
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      Tamiya TS-14 Gloss Black and TS-17 gloss aluminum as a primer on this demo
LD – “I use Tamiya Fine Surface Primer, grey or white, sometimes straight from the rattle can but often decanted and sprayed through my air brush. It has a tremendous filler quality, dries quickly (about 15 minutes to the touch), and results in almost a glossy, smooth finish. Decanting is easy. Attach a flex straw to the rattle can nozzle with tape. Stick the straw into a large opening jar that I put Saran Wrap over to seal everything in, and press the trigger. Careful here though. You won’t be able to use the decanted color for about 24 hours. It has to lose the inert gas embedded in the paint. And DO NOT shake it at any time, or even stir it up. It’ll foam paint all over you and anything else in the way. Ed and I have both experienced this neat little joy of modeling.” Let it sit overnight to let the gases off.
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Metal tube attached to can nozzle with              Left- ½ oz. Model Masters Paint and ½ oz
tape. A flex straw can also be used.                     clear bottle.         Right – 1 oz. clear bottle.
EK - Once you have the model completely primed with whatever you are going to use, if you want to do a high shine finish like the Airframe Aluminum, or Polished Aluminum, Chrome or Stainless Steel, you will want to use a gloss black primer, such as decanted Tamiya Gloss Black (TS-14) in a rattle can, that will dry to an extremely glossy finish.  The black seems to show through from underneath to give it more of a high shine. Alclad II also has a black primer that can be polished to a high gloss…the choice is yours.

LD – “I do not like the Alcad II Gloss Black primer. It doesn’t dry. Other enamel-based gloss black can be used but being enamel, will have a definite tendency to “craze” when you apply the lacquer-based Alclad II. I also use the Tamiya rattle can Gloss Black (TS-14), as it’s easy to use and dries hard in about ½ hour, which cuts down the time for any natural metal finish. But there are times that I use it straight from the rattle can, albeit with caution to prevent runs and filling in details in the surface.”

APPLICATION

EK - Once you have the aircraft sanded, primed and polished to your satisfaction, it’s time to begin with the base coats of Alclad II.  If you haven’t done a bunch of touch-ups on the Tamiya gloss aluminum that will do fine for the base coat silver.  If not, spray it with Alclad II, just the plain old Aluminum and start from there.  It will seem like two hours of masking for three minutes of spraying, which comes next.
[image: image6.jpg]


           [image: image7.jpg]



Normally I will go with the base Aluminum with four or five different shades of Alclad II on top of it.  On anything that I decide to paint in a high shine, I am going to prime that spot or that panel with the gloss black before I shoot it with Polished Aluminum, Airframe Aluminum, Stainless Steel or Chrome.  NOTE: Varying shades of Alclad II can also be obtained by using different colors of primer.  These are subtle in nature and are purely up to the discretion of the modeler.  Alternate panels of black, gray, blue, or white work well. Micro Mesh polishing pads can also change the appearance of various panels.  Mask it off, lightly stroke it with the pad in one direction only and the patina will change.  Use several panels done in varying directions for another subtle affect.
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          Ed masks off panels                                        Using micro mesh polishing pad
                                                                                 Can be found in 3200 to 12000 grit
LD – “I do not ‘re-black’ a panel or area before changing tones. I simply mask it off and re-spray the different tone over the original finish. A word here about natural metal finishes overall.

Modelers have a tendency to think that everything that flies is dull and dirty. They’re not! Almost all natural metal finishes have a definite ‘sheen’ to them. Combat aircraft still retain that ‘sheen’ that they came with from the factory. Air Force Sabres in Korea were well kept and washed all the time. And the markings were always done in gloss or semi-gloss colors. They were NEVER done with flat paint. Yes, you could see smoke stains around the gun ports, and dirt around engine openings, but they simply were not dirty. Colors like wing bands or squadron markings often became a satin sheen but rarely were they weathered to a flat tone.
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                                    Tamiya 1/48 F84E in foil
For a combat aircraft, I spray it overall in either Alclad Aluminum or White Aluminum. Then I overspray about two coats of Polished Aluminum which will give the airplane that natural metal ‘sheen’ I’m looking for. Commander’s airplanes, aerobatic and gunnery team aircraft, are a different story. Many of those were highly polished. Thus I would use Polished Aluminum overall for one of those. Check reference photos to see what ‘your’ model should look like.” 

EK - It takes forever to select which panels will receive which color, but I will tell you that your best source for something that you’re trying to panel is a black and white photograph that will show the difference. Not only the tonal features, but color as well, the different shades of grays you can use that match up against the shades of Alclad II that you have accumulated.

LD – “A word here about specialized ‘metal finishes’ encountered on airplanes. The first is anodized aluminum such as found on the center wing of the F-86. That’s anodized aluminum. It is about as flat a finish as you’ll see on a natural finish. IIf you ride in an airliner, you’ll notice the center wing panel is a light grey. But on a military airplane that same area is not painted grey, it is an aluminum coating that dries to a flat finish – Anodized Aluminum. I use either White Aluminum or Dull Aluminum in the Alclad II line. 
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                                          “PANELING” 
A NATURAL METAL FINISH   
 1/48 Thunderbirds F-100D in Alclad II                   Tamiya 1/32 P-51D in Alclad II
Another area that gives modelers fits is the heated area around the afterburner section. F-100s are famous for this.  It can be golds, browns, blues, and anything else that you can see. But Alclad has that covered too. They have the Pale Gold, Sepia, Clear Blue, and darker shades of Alclad aluminums like Dark Aluminum and Magnesium to get the ‘heat treatment effect’. I start with a darker base color such as Dark Aluminum, then gently start coloring the panels with vertical ‘lines’ of color until I get the effect I want.
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                              Alclad II Heat Treatment Effect on Trumpeter 1/48 F-100’s
Lastly are the ‘painted silver’ finishes that many USAF and Navy silver birds had in the 1950s and 60s. USAF painted natural metal aircraft like the F-100 and F-105 in silver lacquer to retard corrosion and seal electronic compartments. For this type of finish I use one of the base Alclad colors like Aluminum or Dull Aluminum (for older silver finishes) and simply buff up the finish with an old dish towel or fabric glove. And everything is painted the same color so panel painting is not needed.”

EK - There is not a lot to say about the care and handling of Alclad II, but I will say that if you used any of the high shine colors which would be polished aluminum, airframe aluminum, chrome or stainless steel as a base color, you’re going to want to be a little bit careful handling it, so pick yourself up a pair of disposable cotton gloves.  They will stop the heat of your hand and the oils in your hand from wearing the finish off the leading and trailing edges.  These are available at any medical supply house or from the Micro Mark catalog.
In terms of spraying the Alclad II, you are best off to read the instructions on the sides of the different bottles, but just about without exception, lacquer based Alclad II will spray and cover fine with a single-action airbrush with a medium tip.  I used a Paasche H model and I have been using it for years and it seems to atomize the finish just fine.  Alclad II also sells 2 styles of single-action airbrushes that are excellent quality.  Bear in mind that most of the Alclad II finishes are nothing more than ground silver powder in a suspension.  This is why you’ll hear someone say, “Never shake your paints”.  Believe me, this is the exception.  Shake the daylights out of it before you pour it into the airbrush.  As I said before, 12 lbs from about three inches away is where you want to be with this.  Don’t make it ‘run’ or ‘puddle’. Drying times between coats – I would say a minimum of half an hour.  If you’re using the Tamiya gloss for a base finish, I would let it dry overnight.  
LD – “I wait as short as five minutes between coats to mask. The Alclad II is dry enough to work with in that short a time. But to be safe I’ll wait about ½ hour between tones.”

EK – Just a side note here…Be very careful after cleaning your airbrush with lacquer thinner and then going right back and handling your model again because those fumes are still in fingerprints and you will take the paint off if you don’t wear cotton gloves.  
PAINTING OVER ALCLAD II

EK - There are a lot of arguments about over-spraying Alclad II and I will tell you that if you selected five different shades of Alclad II and overspray with a clear gloss or a clear flat, that’s going to reduce to two or three in appearance.  Alclad II shows you not only a difference in color; it will show you a tonal difference in surface sheen or patina.  This is where, to me, Alclad II is as real as anything that is out there.  IF you have chosen to panel some with the very high shine colors, what you may wish to consider is spraying just those colors with the aqua clear gloss, another Alclad II product.  Bear in mind, however, and this is a warning, the Alclad II Aqua Gloss Clear sprays at 40 lbs first with a light tack coat, then followed up with a slightly tackier coat, then thirdly, a full wet coat.  I would let this dry a minimum of 45 minutes before I pull the masking off.  This will protect those high shine colors from any handling which would eliminate the need for the gloves. DO NOT overspray the entire model with it.  Once you have all the various colors of Alclad II the way you want them, then it is time to mask off any color spots you are going to be using on airplane – anti--glare sections, wingtips, tail, insignias, etc.  If you intend to paint them the time to do so is now.






FOIL
LD – “This where Ed and I differ in natural metal finishes. I can use one of the many aluminum foils as quickly as he can do an Alclad finish. And as the ad says, “Nothing looks like metal except metal”. The thing that I like about foil is the fact that while you are taking the time to mask off all the panels for different ‘tones’ I do the same thing with foils and I’m done. While you have other panels to do, it’s the old “Wham, Bam, Thank You Mam!” theory.

Everything said earlier in this article about preparation is the same for foil. The surface has to be free of dust, dirt, scratches, and cat hair. And you don’t have to worry about masking off wheel bays and the like. They can be painted before the foil is applied. Just buff up any overspray and start skinning. I have several special tools that I use for skinning – a new #11 blade for my Xacto (now I use the much sharper Xacto Z blade), some Q-tips for burnishing, a Testors burnish tool, some rounded wooden tooth picks, and lastly, my thumb nail. 
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Different foils. Scale Metal has not been                               Tools used to foil.
           available for 20+ years.

Simply cut a panel slightly larger than the area you want to cover (Fig. 1), peel the foil off the backing, lay it down and start with the Q-tip, Burninshing from the center out (Fig. 2). Then get your very sharp #11 blade and cut out the panel using the scribed line as reference (Fig. 3, 4 and 5). Then I reburnish the area and use either the Testors tool, tooth pick, or my thumb nail, to seal the edges into the panel lines (Fig. 6). It’s that simple.
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                                        Fig. 1                                                                                   Fig. 2
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                                        Fig. 3                                                                                   Fig. 4
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                                           Fig. 5                                                                                Fig. 6
Then you go to the next panel and on and on. Now we need a word here about panel tones. BareMetal makes several different tones including highly polished Chrome and regular Matt Aluminum, and a “New Improved Chrome”. Then for other tones I use something called “ScaleMetal”, which is a very ‘white aluminum’ that’s also very flat in sheen and VERY sticky. Use this first as it’ll lift the Baremetal right off your model. Same goes for the other metal foils on the market. Put them on first, then skin the rest of the aircraft with Baremetal . You can change the tone of Baremetal by simply burnishing down a panel, then gently go over that panel with one of the MicroMesh pads of about 3200 grit. Make sure you only go in one direction and only do it ONCE. That panel will stand out from the panel next to it.
Compound curves are not really a problem. I simply use my Q-tip and/or thumb nail to slowly ‘push’ the foil into the area of the compound curve. Be gentle and those pesky wrinkles will all slowly go away. If they don’t, just peel the foil off and redo that area. If you’re very good, I have watched El Mason – owner of Baremetal, skin a P-51 Mustang spinner with a single sheet of foil!!! 
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A word here about masking over Baremetal. It can be done – with Baremetal foil only as the masking agent. Otherwise, you should paint your antiglare panel or colored tail or whatever, BEFORE you start skinning the aircraft model. But if you use any kind of masking tape, even the very light tack drafting tape, it probably will lift the foil. If you’re lucky, you’ll be able to re-burnish the foil back down. If not, you’ll have to re-skin that area. That’s where Alclad does have it all over Baremetal foil or any foil. That said, there is one area that Baremetal wins hands down – handling. Ed mentioned that handling the Alclad might have a tendency to wear it off and require re-spraying. Not so with foil. It’s real metal and you can’t hurt it with handling.”
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FW 775 on left is finished using Foil by L Davis and FW 888 on right finished with Alclad II by  E. Kinney.
DECALS

EK - You are now at the point where you are ready for decals.  I will tell you that most shades of Alclad II have not given me any trouble with decals, but I have heard from other people who have. The problem they have is they wind up using the Microscale system (http://www.microscale.com/) by first painting the area the decal is going on with the blue Microset.  This is, in my opinion, a mistake. The Microset or ‘blue’ solution, might ‘stain’ the Alclad.  I would position the decal exactly where I want it, press it down and let it dry.  Then take the red which is Microsol, paint only out to the edge of the decal in order to not get any of the setting solution on any of the high shine finishes.  If you do, take a paper towel and immediately wick it off at that edge and get that solvent off the area that could be affected.  If you do that religiously, you will not have a problem.

Silvering is just non-existent with this stuff, unless you are trying to put it over a flat finish.  That is something I would not recommend.  If you want to flat an area, mask off the area and flat it after the fact.

WEATHERING

EK - That same thing goes true for weathering. You are talking about fuel stains, gun stains, exhaust stains.  Thin down your Testors Dullcoat to the point where it is the consistency of skim milk.  Just very lightly dust it in the area where you want it to be, just enough to get any of the pastels to adhere to it. Any further weathering you can do with your pastels.  Then you may use a technique where you take either masking tape or a business card and spray just back from the business card, maybe an eighth of an inch, three sixteenths perhaps.  That will cause the pastels to stick to the panel, but not beyond it.  Again, it all depends on how much you want to get into weathering.
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                      Pastel Chalks                                             Subtle Weathering Effects
I think Alclad II looks so good by itself; I don’t normally bother with a wash other than what I described earlier, which would be fuel, exhaust and the like.  Touch up? It’s a Piece of cake.  Just take the area where you are going to spray, hit it very lightly with a coat of whatever Alclad II is on that panel (good luck trying to remember what that is! I have that problem occasionally).

LD – All the weathering comments for Alclad II also apply to foils.

Also, there is no substitute for practice…take an old model you’re never going to build and use it as a test bed, for paneling, polishing and the like. The more you do this, the easier it will become.

That’s really about it.  I can’t say much more about Alclad II.  It is obviously my favorite stuff and I would like to see it become yours.  Working with lacquers is extremely easy once you get the hang of it.  One of the things you will want to remember about lacquers versus enamels is that lacquers dry from the inside out where enamels dry from the outside in. You can touch something that’s been enameled and it will feel surface dry, but if you continue to handle it, you will wind up putting permanent finger marks in it.  This is not the case with Alclad II. 
Many other fine examples of Alclad II finished models can be found at the Alclad site (http://alclad2.com/).

So whether you choose foil or Alclad II - happy natural metaling, 
Good Luck… Ed Kinney and Larry Davis
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