WATERSLIDE DECAL MAKING
A lot has been written about the techniques of making waterslide decals with an inkjet printer. This article is my way of doing it as it especially applies to making up custom markings for models.

First, of course, is the graphics......I make a point of saving any graphics that I think may be useful in the future. As a result I have a large collection of airplane graphic originals. Once I have found the graphic that I like I usually enhance it on Photoshop. I can brighten or change the colors, remove backgrounds, reverse image, change size etc. to make it more suitable for the final decal. The graphic should be as close to final size as you can otherwise some loss of definition may result from a major size change.
The decal paper.......I buy it mail-order from the USA. It is called decal paper for ink jet printers and it comes normally in 8.5” X 11” sheets. It is not cheap and costs me about $1.00 per sheet landed here. I buy about a dozen sheets at a time in both transparent and white. The greatest limitation using an inkjet printer is that there is no white ink. We have to rely upon the white background of the paper to reproduce the whites on the final product. White decal paper is used where there are whites on the original or where it is necessary to have the decal opaque (over dark areas). Transparent decal paper is used mostly for black lettering over a colored area. The colored inks are very transparent and most colors cannot be used over other bright colors. Black works fine.                      
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The three decals on the left, for example, would be best on white paper if the decal was going over any bright color.The Rolls Royce decal would have to be trimmed very close to the edges so that the white around the outside does not show. Another trick is to change the background color to match the color of the model. The Xial decal was made to go over antique linen covering so I made the background the same as the covering.....that way I don’t have to trim very close along the edges. The center decal was made on white decal paper to go on a black painted propeller......hence the black background. The two decals on the right will be printed on clear decal paper and will suitably go onto any light colored surface. Experience will tell you what paper to choose and how to arrange the colors.
Printing the decal.....Your inkjet printer has the ability to print to scale. Using this feature you can change the final size of the decal. Select High definition or High print quality for the best quality print. Choose glossy photo paper in the paper selection menu. Arrange your decals all along the top of the paper so that you can later trim off the top and save the rest of the sheet for later use.....You can successfully feed part sheets through the printer and save paper this way.

Clearcoating the decal.....Because we are printing with ink and since ink is water soluble we must clearcoat the printing with a waterproof coating. I use a spray bomb of clear lacquer to do this.....a couple of coats.....it dries fast and protects the final finish. There are lots of other clearcoats that can be used.

Now trim out the decal and dip it into a saucer of water. The decal will curl up at first and then relax after about 2 minutes. At this point the thin decal material will slide off the paper backing onto the surface of your work. If it seems difficult to locate properly use a little soapy water on the surface so that the decal can be slid around to center it. The decal is very thin and care must be taken to handle it gently. Carefully hold one side with one hand and squeegee out the bubbles with the other. Work from the center outwards.

Final sealing.....The decal is only stuck to the surface by a thin layer of gelatin and will be subject to moisture so it must finally be clearcoated after it has dried. It may be necessary to mask off an area for the clearcoating and it may be necessary to pick a gloss or flat clear to match the finish on the airplane. Consider fuel-proofing here.
Like always, practice makes perfect so print up a few and experiment.....you will easily get the hang of it, its very rewarding and lots of fun.
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