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F
amed architect Frank Lloyd 
Wright said: “A house should not 
be on a hill; it should be of the 
hill.” The same is true of our 
scale model structures – they 

should be of the scenery, not sitting on 
its surface. Realism suffers when gaps 
appear between the base of a structure 
and the model terrain.

One fix for this problem is to set the 
structure on the layout, place scenery 
materials around it, and glue it in place. 
This isn’t an ideal technique because it 
locks the structure permanently to the 
layout. Plus, our scenery-building meth-
ods typically entail lots of water, and 
wooden or cardstock models can’t han-
dle that.

The solution? Build each model struc-
ture a solid, flat foundation that will 
make it look like it is of the layout, not 
upon it – and that goes a long way to 
establish realism!

A model structure looks best when its 
base perfectly conforms with a surface 
that is built into the scenery. Here are 
four methods, with variations.

FOUNDATIONS
Methods to help blend your building base into the scenery

By Gregg Condon • Photos by the author

FOR STRUCTURES

A house or other structure that sits 
on top of the scenery, rather than 
in it, looks unrealistic. See how 
Gregg Condon gave this house and 
other structures realistic 
foundations.
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TRACING WITH 
MASONITE

LAYING WOOD 
STRIPS

CARVING FROM 
FOAM CORE

Place the structure on the layout. 
Trace the perimeter on the surface 
with a pencil. Then glue wood strips 
inside the pencil line. I commonly use 
1⁄8" square balsa stripwood, but just 
as often I’ve used O or S scale ties. 
HO scale ties wouldn’t be thick 
enough to stand above the ground 
cover layer. Paint the stripwood an 
earth tone so that the light wood 
doesn’t show through the final scen-
ery cover.

Trace the base of the structure on a 
sheet of tempered hardboard, cut 
along the lines, and glue the hard-
board base to the layout using a 
foam-safe structural adhesive such as 
Liquid Nails for Projects. Some adhe-
sives may cause the hardboard to 
warp, so it’s best to weight it while 
the adhesive cures. Sidewalks or 
roadways can be included as part of 
the structure base. Before the struc-
ture is in place, the final layer of 
scenery is built up around the base. 
Care must be taken to not glue any 
scenery materials on top of the hard-
board. While tempered hardboard 
has a good earth-tone color, I usually 
give the edges a quick burst of tan 
spray paint.

This material is used the same way 
as tempered hardboard. It’s easy to 
use, as it can be readily cut with a 
carpenter’s knife. I prefer foam core 
that has a black surface so there’s no 
chance that a light color will peek 
out along the base of the structure. 
The center of foam core is white, so 
these edges should be painted a 
darker color before the scenery 
material is applied.
 

A piece of tempered hardboard has been cut to match the footprint of the coal 
shed (temporarily sitting beside it) and glued in place.

1⁄8" square stripwood serves as the foundation of a barn.

This foam core structure base has been cut to the shape of the factory above it.
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Scenery tip
If sidewalks or platforms are part of 
the foundation, they should be fin-
ished before placing other scenery 
materials. 

For concrete, a hobby knife can  
be used to carve expansion joints. 
Lighter, squiggly passes of the knife 
make cracks in the concrete. A quick 
pass of gray spray paint followed by a 
light application of weathering solu-
tion results in a good concrete 
appearance. The weathering solution 
can be made from denatured alcohol 
with a few brushfuls of black and 
gray paint. Fine weathering solutions 
are available from hobby dealers. 
Apply weathering materials sparingly. 
– Gregg Condon

STONEWORK

Place the structure on the layout and 
trace the perimeter. Lay scale stones 
inside the line. The stones, of course, 
must be perfectly flat on both top 
and bottom and of uniform thickness. 
I’ve used Dr. Ben’s Baby Building 
Blocks, which I’ve not found recently. 

I made a rectangular mold of 1⁄8" 
stripwood and cast long rectangles of 
plaster. When set, I broke the plaster 
rectangles in half lengthwise. Then  
I broke these pieces into smaller sec-
tions a couple scale feet long to simu-
late rough-cut stones. I glued these 

stones down with their rough edges 
facing out. 

A third method, seen in the photo 
above, is to make the structure base 
out of foam core with flexible rubber 
rock castings from Chooch (now 
Walthers) glued around the edge. 

This stone foundation features Chooch rubber rocks glued around the perimeter of a foam core base. 


