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BUILDING AND DETAILING THE TRUMPETER 1/32 SCALE  

P-38 LIGHTNING 
 

The Trumpeter 1/32 scale P-38 L-5-LO is a great kit with excellent surface detail.  The wheel wells and 

landing gear are well detailed as well as the cockpit. The forward section of the fuselage has a great deal 

of interior detail for the guns, but the inside area is needed for lead weight to make the aircraft sit correctly 

on its landing gear so the detail was not added. The “L” series had rocket brackets and wing landing lights, 

which were removed for this build to backdate the aircraft to a “J” series.  The kit has beautifully detailed 

engines and  I removed some nacelle panels on the outside areas of the booms to display them in addition 

to not installing the polished landing gear mirrors.  I used the Eduard cockpit photoetch detail set and their 

pre-painted seat belts to add a high level of realism and detail to the cockpit.  I replaced the guns with 

plastic rods and the kits propellers were replaced with ones from a Revell kit, which had a better shape.  

The kit’s plastic is rather thin for a 1/32 scale model so I added interior reinforcement to prevent flexing, 

which can crack seams. The separate control surfaces and flaps are a nice touch, although some of the 

parts need some tweaking to improve their fit. The kit was painted with Testors enamels and  minimal 

weathering was done with drybrushing techniques and a badger 200 detail airbrush.   
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The flaps are held in place with metal strips, which are glued 

to the edges of the flaps. The flap assemblies fit into these  

interior grooves. The ends of the grooves were cut off so that 

the metal could slide inside the wings.  

The metal strips were test fitted to be sure that nothing  

interfered with their positioning.   

One of the flaps was slightly short  in length so I added  .020 

inch thick plastic strips on both sides.  

The flaps have been glued together and the rivet surface  

detail  has been restored. Note the pencil lines to guide the 

surface restoration effort.  

The flaps get another fit check and now its time to glue the 

metal strips onto the flaps. 

The metal strips on one flap were glued into place first.  The 

remaining metal strips were then glued into place one at a 

time duplicating the angle of the metal strips on the first flap.  
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The air scoop panel was thinned out by running it across a 

wood dowel wrapper with sandpaper.  

The slightly curved panel was replaced with a piece of  

.015 inch thick plastic cut to the proper dimensions.   

The quick release fastener hole locations were carefully 

measured and drilled out. The plastic was then  

given a slight bend.  

The reflective mirrors on the inside areas of the booms were 

slightly distorted due to the tree tabs so I made new ones. It 

took several tries before I got a perfect round shape.  

The interiors of the boom side air scoops had voids that were 

covered with .030 inch half round strips.  

The gluing surfaces of the boom side scoop parts had to be 

flattened and adjusted to get them to fit into the depressions 

on the boom surfaces.  
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The rocket pylons were filled with plastic rod and the wing 

landing light openings were filled from the inside with  

plastic strips to add strength.   

The outer wings were taped together and beads of super glue 

were applied along the seam with a .015 inch  stiff  

wire applicator.  

The super glue along the seam was carefully and lightly 

scraped smooth and then a wet sanding stick was used to 

finish the job.  

The wing lights were filled from the outside with small 

lengths of plastic strip and super glue. The surface was then 

shaped and sanded smooth. 

Note the additional super glue applied along the seams after 

silver paint was applied to detect flaws.  

The filled wing lights are now complete and the rivet detail 

has been restored.  

14 



All the interior parts were airbrushed, detail painted, 

drybrushed and weathered. Note that the backing for the  

instrument console is painted white so that the acetate details 

can be clearly seen once the console is assembled.   

The clear plastic console part was a bit too thick, so I thinned 

it by running it across a stationary piece of sandpaper.  

After the console was primed I noticed a few  mold punch 

outs on its surface. To fix the problem I drilled out the punch 

marks, super glued the rod in place, trimmed them and then 

sanded the surface smooth.  

The  three part console was assembled and then  drops of 

white glue were placed onto each instruments face to  

replicate the glass cover plates of the instruments.   

With the instrument console now complete it will look great 

once it is installed inside the cockpit 

These parts were detail painted first with the tip of a  

toothpick and then the edges were drybrushed  

with silver paint.  
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The cockpit area was then carefully masked for airbrushing 

the seam area. 

The area was first primed. 

The area was then airbrushed with zinc chromate.  The instrument console was installed first. 

The control yoke was next along with some of the  

small photoetch details.  

The gun sight was installed along with the photoetch  

engine controls. 
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I used a small flat brush to apply tiny amounts of silver paint 

along the leading edges of the wings and around the engine 

openings.  

I used the same flat brush to stipple the surface of the wing 

areas around the canopy.  

The seat was given a final fit check.  I drilled a hole through the canopy and through the tails  

using a .0136 (number 80) drill bitt for the antennas. 

Nylon sewing thread stained with a black indelible marker 

was used for the antenna wires. The antenna wires were 

threaded through the hole in the canopy and then taped. 

The antenna wires were then threaded through the holes in 

the tails, taped and then a tiny drop of super glue was applied 

to each hole. The excess was carefully cut off and the area 

touched up with detail  brush.  
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