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We were in a store called “Action” in Southwest France. It was a mix between a pound store and a craft shop. We’d ducked inside 
to hide from the baking heat and enjoy their air conditioning for a few minutes. I knew I’d made a grave error when the wargamer 
gravitated towards the arts and crafts section. He had already snatched up a cutting mat and some Gesso, but he was showing an 
unnatural interest in the flower arranging section.  

Perhaps it was sticks for tree trunks, or perhaps some plastic plants for jungle terrain? But no, he was minutely examining some 
circular pieces of ‘oasis’. I was still recovering from making him some olive presses out of a chunk of the stuff several years ago. 

He had picked up one large circle and a pair of small ones. He was clearly enthused and besides they wouldn’t take up much space in 
the boot of the car (reserved for wine and other essentials). I refused to show interest in the potential purchase, figuring I’d save that 
“exciting surprise” for when we were back home and poor weather had shattered my resolve.

MUD ON THE NILE

“Mud fort and mud houses, for Sudan…” he began showing me a scribbled drawing. Apparently, the Madhists built circular “donut” 
mud forts along the Nile to house guns and snipers taking pot shots at the British gunboats. Apparently oasis was just what was 
needed, appropriate in some ways I suppose!

For the uninitiated, oasis comes in two forms 
- wet and dry. In this instance we are looking 
for the wet version (available in green or 
a buff colour). You can pick it up in many 
craft stores (I’ve seen it in Michaels in the 
US and in Hobbycraft in the UK). You can 
obviously get it in Action stores and they are 
located across France, Belgium and Holland.  
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Diane Sutherland coined the title “The Wargames Widow” several years ago 
when she discovered she had a desire and skill for creating model terrain and 
buildings to topographize her husband’s wargames table (Note: Hubby Jon is 
affectionately referred to as “the Wargamer” in her articles). Since then she 
has gone on to author several books on the subject and has been featured in 
various wargames magazines. 
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Dry oasis is designed for dried flower 
arrangements. It is soft and crumbly and 
you push the stems into the material to 
create an arrangement; wet oasis is a bit 
more robust, but you dunk it in water and 
you use it for fresh flowers and cuttings. 
If you have problems finding oasis, you 
can always find polystyrene donut shapes 
in craft stores or even paper and card 
ones for decoupage in craft shops (I’ve 
seen them in Hobbycraft). The great thing 
about the wet oasis is that it is easy to 
cut, gouge, texture and paint. Polystyrene 
is your second best bet, but harder and 
messier to shape. The decoupage one will 
need some serious surgery to cut the gun 
holes and the doorway.

THE INGREDIENTS   

For the project (which includes the fort, one large hut and 
two small ones) you will need:

• An 8" (20cm) circular piece of oasis (you can get larger 
ones, but 8" has about the right footprint for the table).

• Two 3" (8cm) circular pieces of oasis.
• Some DAS Pronto.
• Coffee stirrers and kebab sticks.
• Sawdust flock.
• PVA and hot  glue.
• MDF or card bases.

CUTTING THE OASIS

Oasis might be very brittle and easy to break, but the great 
thing about it is that it is easy to cut and shape. It is very 
forgiving. I began by marking out a 5" (13cm) circle in the 
centre of the large piece of oasis. This should give you a 
1 ½" thick wall around the fort, more than enough to get 
the effect you are after. Remember, this does not have to 
be precise, we are talking about a fort made from mud and 
not a precision built Shard or Burj Khalifa. The great thing 
about cutting out the middle is that it gives you all the 
material you need for the large hut. 

When you are happy with the marked circle you can easily 
cut out the centre with a knife; it does not need to be 
particularly sharp as the oasis cuts very easily. 

Set the centre aside and focus on the donut ring you 
have created. Use the knife to trim off the squared 
corners of the top of the fort walls inside and outside. 
Next choose two positions in the walls opposite one 
another. You are going to be creating the holes in the 
wall for the artillery pieces. In terms of height from 
the ground and size of hole, be guided by the model 
guns you are intending to use. Push the knife through 
the wall and rotate the blade to make a hole. The oasis 
material should crumble away.  Push your finger into 
the hole and enlarge it and smooth out the jagged 
edges. Repeat for the gun port on the other side of the 
fort. I also removed a little of the wall underneath the 
hole so that I could ensure that the gun carriage could 
get in tight against the wall. You are not aiming to be 
able to see the barrel of the guns poking out as this 
would weaken the wall too much. 

The next bit is the most dangerous in terms of 
destroying your fort before the first enemy ranging 
shot. You need to cut out the door. I deliberately cut an 
entrance that was too low for a 28mm figure standing 
up, assuming that they would crouch or bend as they 
entered the fort. The main reason for this was not 
to compromise the strength of the wall and snap the 
whole thing in half.

Cut into the oasis material from the bottom to not 
more than half wall up the wall. You only want a 
doorway about 1 ½" wide. Make the second cut to 
the width you want and then carefully cut between 
these two vertical cuts and remove the material. Don’t 
worry about tidying up around the doorway yet, this 
can wait until you have reinforced it. 

4

Above: These are the basic materials: dry oasis and some card for the bases.

1. I marked the cut lines for the “extraction” 
by eye, leaving a thick wall strong enough to 
withstand a bit of handling.

3. The fort has been roughly cut out but 
still needs smoothing. 

2. Then roughly cut a circle in the 
centre of the round piece of oasis.

4. The donut fort has been constructed, 
note the rounded tops of the wall smoothed 
out with my fingers. The gun ports and 
doorway have been cut out.
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BRACING

The next phase involves a little strengthening and bracing work. I cut a few lengths 
of coffee stirrer and used them to clad the inner walls of the doorway. To get an 
instant bond you can use hot glue, but if you have the time and the patience, then 
PVA will do the job. I snipped some kebab sticks into 2" lengths, dipped the ends 
in PVA and pushed three of them into the wall above the doorway.  I then added 
two above each of the gun ports. I figured that the real things would need some 
kind of bracing timbers and the addition does mean another material and colour 
later on to give the mud fort a bit more interest.

The last thing for now is to use your fingers (particularly your thumb) to smooth 
out the top edges of the fort wall. You are aiming to remove any jagged cuts or 
edges and round them a little.  You can carefully do the same around the gun ports, 
but be careful not to enlarge the holes too much. You can now hot glue the fort to 
your base. This will help to minimise handling for the next stages. 

THE HUTS

I now turned my attention to the huts as I wanted to do all of the 
texturing at the same time to get a bit of consistency. I stuck the 
two small huts and the large one (using the material from the 
centre of the fort) to bases using hot glue. They are a lot fiddlier 
to handle and the base will really help. The first job is to shave 
off some material all around the top of the huts. You only need 
to cut a little to begin the roof-sloping process. It is better to cut 
a little and see if you like it, then cut more if you want, than to 
go mad and cut lots off in one go. You don’t want to reduce the 
height of the hut too much so take this stage gently and slowly. 
When you are happy with the overall look, which should now 
begin to look a little domed, smooth the edges off with your 
fingers just like you did with the fort walls. You are going to be 
adding some texture to the roof anyway so don’t worry if you 
haven’t made an even cut all the way around the roof. 

You can now cut out the door way. I scored two lines about an 
inch apart from the base to the beginning of the slope, and then 
cut across to join the lines. Carefully remove the material with 
the flat side of your knife, or pick at it with your fingers. Again, 
you don’t need to be precise. You are aiming to excavate about a 
quarter or half an inch of material to make a recessed doorway. 
When you have finished, push your finger into the doorway and 
flatten the material inside with the tip of your digit. 

I pushed a pair of kebab lengths into the material above the door 
way to reinforce and match the fort. 

I then covered the top of the huts with some watery DAS 
Pronto. This was an unexpected discovery. The wargamer had 
failed to place the air drying clay into an airtight container the 
last time he had used it. Consequently, the only clay I had was 
more like nut brittle than nougat, so I dropped it into some 
water and hoped to revive it. What you get is a very useful 
sticks-to-everything watery filler. Spread the clay over the 
top of the huts, quite thinly and leave it for a few minutes to 
settle down. A lot of the moisture will simply seep into the 
oasis.  When it has started to harden, run your knife from the 
top of the hut to the bottom of the area covered in clay, repeat 
this all the way around the roof. Go around three or four times 
gradually building up texture and detail.  You are aiming to 
make it look like some sort of reed or thin stick roof. The great 
thing about this is that it strengthens the hut top and gives you 
a very different texture and look to paint later. I had some of 
the watery DAS Pronto left over and decided to coat the floor 
of the inside of the fort with it to give it a different finish to the 
standard PVA and grit I would use for basing.

ROLLING IN THE FLOCK

The last wet job is to cover the walls of the fort 
and the huts with PVA and then roll them in 
some good old-fashioned fine saw flock. I’m 
sure you’ve got some hidden away somewhere, 
after all this sort of stuff was the cutting edge 
in basing forty years ago! Sand will do the job, 
but I wanted a slightly softer texturing and 
something to differentiate it from the bases. Your 
fort and huts will now look as if they have been 
coated in cinnamon, which is no bad thing.

Above: This is the doorway cut into the wall of the fort.  
I have fixed the coffee stirrers in place with hot glue.

Right: Two of the three huts finished and 
smoothed to give them a nice rounded top 
for the roof detailing.

Left: Here is the 
donut fort with its 
protective coat of 
flock on the walls.
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Above: The four pieces have had the walls coated with 
PVA and fine flock and the fort has had a coat of watered 
down air drying clay added to the base. 

Above: All four pieces have now been undercoated.

SEVERAL SHADES OF BROWN

After letting the PVA and clay dry, you can undercoat with 
dark brown and begin the painting process. I went for several 
progressively lighter shades of brown to almost white for the 
walls of the fort and for the huts. I deliberately left darker layers 
in the recesses like the gun ports and the doorways of the huts. 
The wood and the thatched roofs got a coat of dark red brown 
followed by a dry-brush of the same with a little bit of white 
added to lighten it. As usual, the bases were dry-brushed with 
ochre and Naples Yellow and finished off with grass tufts, a little 
static grass and some fine foliage from Gaugemaster.  

It dawned on me rather late in the day that the wargamer doesn’t 
actually have any Sudan period soldiers (if you ignore the Perry 
Ansars pressed into action as Indian hill tribesmen). This is 
quite an alarming state of affair, besides I don’t fancy Winston 
Churchill’s chances of overrunning my little fort with the 21st 
Lancers. Contrary to opinion, Winston’s charge was apparently 
not the last full blown charge by British cavalry; this distinction 
belongs to the 20th Hussars when they charged Turkish 
Nationals at Izmit in Anatolia in 1920 (one officer was wounded 
in the knee). 

Above: The finished and based donut shaped fort.

Right: This is the completed fort with two artillery pieces 
and crews and an enthusiastic commander. The figures are 
by Old Glory, First Corps and Wargames Foundry.

Above: The two smaller huts, note the scored Das Pronto clay thatched roofs. Above: The finished large hut made from the 
salvaged material from the fort build. 


