
 A DESIGN 
BEFORE ITS TIME
BUILDING LEONARDO DA VINCI’S TANK IN 28mm By Pat Ohta

Leonardo da Vinci’s name has become synonymous with genius.  
Millions flock to see his paintings, Bill Gates recently spent millions to 
purchase his sketchbooks, and his inventions have inspired and fascinated 
people around the world. 

The Italy of Leonardo da Vinci’s day was 
not a unified nation as it is now. Rather 
there were multiple centers of power.  
City states such as Florence, Venice, 
Genoa, and Siena. Each of these proud 
cities was convinced they possessed the 
finest artist, the richest merchants, and 
the greatest strategists. When not plotting 
and fighting against each other they were 
at odds with the Papacy, the French, the 
Spanish and the Holy Roman Empire. 

Da Vinci found himself not only in 
demand as brilliant artist, but also as a 
military architect. His fame was such that 
his patrons included the most powerful 
men of his time Lorenzo de Medici, 
Ludovico Sforza, and Cesare Borgia. 
Did these cunning warlords wish to 
acquire the secrets of steam cannons, 
tanks, and flying machines? Well, no. 
While these inventions fascinate us today 
they remained confined to notebooks 
and da Vinci’s imagination. The talent 
they really sought was the great artist’s 
ability as a skilled cartographer. In 
the days of the Renaissance, accurate 
maps were state secrets, as jealously 

guarded as spy satellite technology is 
today. Furthermore, Da Vinci’s skill 
as an architect was invaluable in the 
construction of the military fortifications 
that stood guard over Italy’s city states.

Although da Vinci was fascinated with 
weapons and warfare he remained 
fundamentally a kind-hearted man.  
Contemporaries, such as the artist 
Giorgio Vasari, remarked on his 
great affection and brilliant wit. His 
compassion extended not only to humans, 
but also to animals. Da Vinci adopted 
vegetarianism as he hated to see suffering 
of any kind, indeed he was even observed 
to purchase a caged song birds and set 

them free. So why did he collaborate 
with military men such as Borgia? In his 
correspondence he stated that he hoped 
that his talents in designing fortifications 
would defend the people against tyrants. 
Sadly, da Vinci’s hopes were not realized 
as constant warfare between the city 
states left them vulnerable. The glorious 
Italy of the Renaissance would soon 
become a veritable playground for 
foreign powers. It was not until the 19th 
Century that the Italian people were able 
to unify their nation.

Who is Pat Ohta?

Pat is a master terrain builder 
who resides in the sunny state of 
Hawai’i. You can see more of his 
work at: senjistudios.com

Supplies
• Foam Board • Sharp Hobby Knife 
• Hobby Saw • Pin Vise • Glue 
• Rivet Punch • Card • Basswood 
• Plastic Tubes • Sand Paper  
• Masking Tape • Awl • Toy Wheels 

• TEMPLATES - Hull base plate, hull 
wall, hull outer wall guide, Roof base, 
roof panel, cap base, cap panel

The templates are available for 
download from our website:

www.wargamesillustrated.net

A sketch of Leonardo’s tank in imagined action!
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Building The hull

There will be slight gaps inbetween each panel, but this will be 
covered up in a later step.

Trace the hull template onto foam board and cut it out.

Trace the hull wall template onto foam 
board and cut these out. 

You will need 16 pieces. An angled cut will need to be made to 
each joining edge.

Place the hull base onto the hull wall outer guide template. Start gluing the walls together. From a bird’s eye view, the top 
edge of the wall should be angled outward and in line with the 
outer guide template.
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Building The Roof

To achieve the proper angle of the roof, each panel will need to be trimmed at the bottom edge.  To do this draw a cut line 7mm 
up from the bottom edge.  Angle your sharp hobby knife along your cut line through the foam and to the bottom edge. Repeat this 
process for all 16 panels.

Trim the sides of each panel so they lay nicely against each other. Start gluing the panels onto the roof template.  The last panel might 
need to be trimmed more to fit properly. If there is any excess glue sticking out of the seams cut it off with a sharp hobby knife.

Trace the roof template onto card and cut it out. Trace the roof panels onto foam board and cut them out.  You will need 16 panels.
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Building The Cap

Cladding The hull

Trace the cap base template onto card 
and cut this out, then trace the roof panel 
template onto foam board and cut these 
out. You will need 14 panels.

Taper the bottom and connecting edges 
so the panels fit properly.

Glue the panels onto the base. At this 
point if there is any uneveness in your 
cap, use your sharp hobby knife to shave 
off any high points.

Cut the edge of the hull flat. This will 
allow the guns to sit evenly in the  
gun port.

For this tank, I used Midwest Lumber 
.0416'' x .1664'' basswood.

Cut a lot of 1 1⁄8'' and 1 1⁄2'' strips  
of basswood. 

On every panel glue three 1 1⁄2'' strips 
and three or four 1 1⁄8'' strips.  The taller 
strips will form a wall, and the shorter 
strips will form the gun ports. Repeat this 
pattern all around the hull.

If any of the smaller strips are uneven, 
use a sharp hobby knife to level them out.
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Cladding the Roof

Apply glue to the backside of each panel and apply it to the roof. Now remove the masking tape.

Cut of a lot of 2" and 3" pieces of 
basswood.

Each roof panel will be comprised of 
eight pieces of wood. Lay six 3" pieces 
side by side and one 2" piece flanking 
each side.

Carefully cover this with masking tape.

Place your roof template on it and trace 
around it.

Cut this out using a sharp hobby knife. Keep the masking tape on so the wood 
beams stay together.

Continue this process for the entire roof.
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Cladding the cap

The Guns

Cut 1'' long pieces of basswood. These 
will be used to support the guns. Glue 
each support to the center of each 
opening.

Glue the barrels onto each support. Then, 
before gluing the hull to the roof, paint 
the interior black. 

Using a hobby saw cut 16 pieces of 
plastic tubing 1 1⁄2'' long.

Sand the edges flat. Use a pin-vice drill and bore out the 
center of each tube. For now,  
set the barrels 
 aside.

Cut a lot of 1 1⁄2'' pieces of basswood, 
then lay four pieces side by side.

Carefully cover this with masking tape.

Use a sharp hobby kife to cut these out.  

Apply glue to the backside of each panel 
and apply it to the cap, then remove the 
masking tape.

Continue this process for the entire cap, 
then remove the card from the bottom of 
the cap.

Glue the cap to the roof. As long as the cladding has gone well, 
your roof and cap should look like this.
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The Details

There is no door on daVinci’s drawing, but there must have been 
one. Some people believe the door might have been a hidden 
drawbridge. To make this, I glued two rivets to the tank to 
simulate bolts attached to ropes on the inside.

Make the rivets by using a rivet or leather punch. I made two 
and glued them to one of the panels.

Using an awl, add nail holes to the wood panels by punching small holes.
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Attaching the roof to The hull

The Wheels

To make the wheels I salvaged some from 
a toy. Large wheels are not neccessary 
since the tank rides low to the ground. 

I chopped off about one third of each 
wheel and glued them to the bottom.

You may now paint the tank any way  
you like.

Turn the roof upside down and center the 
hull onto it. Try to line up the panels of 
the hull with that of the roof. Then use 
a pen to mark the areas where the hull 
walls touch the roof.

Using a sharp hobby knife cut out all of 
the marked points.

Add glue to the holes and then place the 
hull into the roof. To prevent the glue 
from dripping down the hull walls, let the 
tank dry upside down on a cup.

Leonardo’s tank on the tabletop battlefield, supported  
by Italian infantry, makes ready to smash through  

the enemy’s battleline. Figures by Artizan Designs.
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