How to Make Pop-bottle Cowls or Canopies using a Heat Gun

By D-mon (Darin Bellis)
To make pop-bottle cowls or canopies, you'll need to make a mold of the piece you want to form. I make mine from whatever scrap lumber I have laying around - usually 2x4s cut to length, glued together and carved to shape. Then, take a piece of dowel (at least 1/4") and glue it into a hole in the thickest end of the mold. 

Note:
2 litre bottles are about 3 3/4" in diameter and 3 litre bottles are about 4 3/4" in diameter. Your mold will have to be able to fit inside the bottle.

Cut the bottom off of the bottle and remove the label (no need to get the label glue and all of the label off just yet). Wipe the mold good with a thick oil as a release agent (thin oils like "Pam" and WD-40" do NOT work very well for this. I use "STP Oil Treatment" - it works great).

Put the mold (JKA Zero cowl mold shown) inside the bottle:

Next, grab the dowel and begin shrinking the bottle on the other side of the mold:
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Remember to keep turning it to let it shrink down evenly.

Once both ends are snug against the mold, run the heat gun over the rest of the mold:
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Always continue to twist the mold around the keep the plastic shrinking evenly.

Once the bottle is nice and snug over the whole mold, run the heat-gun over the opening area of the cowl (no need to for canopies):
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Next, cut along the rear of the mold to remove the excess bottle material:
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Be sure that ALL of the material that over-laps the mold is cut-off or the mold won't release from the bottle.

Scribe (DON'T CUT) any cut-lines you need to make (much easier to do while its on the mold - especially when you're mold is marked where those lines need to be):
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Put the cap back onto the bottle and drill a 3/16" hole in it:
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Put a blowgun with about 40psi into the hole in the cap. Squeeze a QUICK burst of air in to pop the bottle off of the mold:
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Clean the piece up real good with Acetone (this will also remove the label glue, any printed ink and the release oil), cut along the scribed lines and remove about 1/8" from the rear edge and it should look like this:
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It's best to fit it to the model at this point and cut any holes for the engine, cooling, etc. Once it is ready to screw on, scuff the inside with 000 steel wool and paint it to match the rest of the plane with your favorite paint.

Hope this helps.

