
There are not many things that animate my Wargamer these days. Finishing off a painting project, watching Chelsea beat Barcelona, 
tucking into a Greek meze … and blue insulation board! About ten years ago we bought enough of the stuff to cover a 45 x 6 foot 
table three times over. He’s still got some of the boards and hills, but it was the carefully hoarded off-cuts that I didn’t spot until a 
few weeks ago. I encountered them in a routine culling of the wargames clutter which had already netted me dozens of egg boxes, a 
hundred or more newspapers, suspiciously empty cardboard boxes from figure manufacturers, and a crate full of blue insulation foam 
off-cuts. As you’re no doubt well aware by now, I am my own worst enemy. The mere act of uncovering the hoard would inevitably 
lead me to a new terrain project. He wanted an ancient ruin, I suggested he looked in the mirror, but courtesy and my obliging nature 
got the better of me. 

There’s hint of simple therapeutic joy in this project. It’s one of those builds that involves a bit of slicing and dicing, a few moments 
when you might think you are watching the barman in a beach bar somewhere exotic and the chance to return to your childhood. All you 
will need for this project is:

• Blue insulation foam (or similar – not polystyrene  
you need Styrofoam or xps)

• A base board (I used 5mm MDF)

• Wall filler

• Hot glue gun or PVA

• Balsa off-cuts, coffee stirrers or lolly sticks

• A sharp craft knife, marker and ruler
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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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One of the great things about making ruins is there are no 
real rules about what it should look like, you want to create 
something that has useful holes, windows and doorways for 
your figures to fire from, maybe a partial second floor for a 
sniper or look-out. 

The first job is to cut the “bricks” or “stones” out of the 
insulation board. My board was 2.5cm or 1" thick. Job done 
there, that will make nice big chunky stones. I opted for 1cm 
wide and 1cm thick. Nice and easy, so you just need to mark 
a 1 x 1cm grid onto the board. Don’t get too concerned about 
accuracy here, the foam is quite forgiving. You can squeeze 
it into shape if you have some real monstrosities. Slice up the 
foam (carefully) to give you a nice big pile of 1 x 1 x 2.5cm 
rectangles. You will be amazed just how many you will need 
40 or more for a simple five block high 20cm wall. 

You may have seen my hi-tech brick texturing technique 
before, but for the uninitiated you need a large cup or bowl 
type container with a lid. You also need to raid the garden for 
a handful of rough stones or chippings. Drop the stones into 
the container and then add some of your foam rectangles. 
Fill to no more than a third to half. Replace the lid and then, 
with the image of a luxurious cocktail being hand-shaken for 
your delectation, give it a damn good shaking. A couple of 
minutes per load should do it. The stones will knock off the 
squared edges of the “bricks” and create unique texturing in 
the form of numerous little indentations. If you are doing a 
lot of them (and for one ruin I used at least 150 if not more), 
then periodically take out the stones and tip out any foam 
debris from the container. I half-filled an A4 paper ream sized 
Really Useful Box with my labours and this took me half an 
hour from measuring and marking to completion.

These are the three basic 
components: the bricks, 
a base and some glue.

With the best 
intentions, 
I began by 
actually 
planning out 
where the 
walls would be 
constructed. 

This is the first 
layer of bricks 
and the first 
changes to the 
masterplan.The next job is to think about your base. I used 5mm MDF roughly 

23cm (9") by 30cm (12"). I had the Wargamer bevel the edges for 
me (no point in risk my fingertips with this kind of thing). I then 
used a marker pen to show me where the walls were going to be (1) 
which I largely ignored as the build progressed. I wanted to identify 
the points where there would be gaps in the walling, so to some 
extent the Wargamer could position figures in firing positions on 
each side of the ruin. 

I began by running a line of hot glue along the proposed wall line on the base. Do this in sections as the hot glue will harden quickly 
and you’ll be left with the alternative of either peeling it off the base (I actually quite enjoy doing this) or “reanimating” the glue with 
the simple expedient of running the scalding hot nozzle of the glue gun through it. Don’t get fixated about gaps, wonky lines or different 
height bricks. If there is a real height difference and you don’t like it, squish the bricks in question with your fingers and they will do 
exactly as they are told.

This is a close up of one of the windows showing the upright bricks 
either side of the opening and the lolly pop lintel.

Once you are happy with the foundation line of bricks (2), you 
can then start working on the subsequent layers. If you prefer 
to use wood glue, you might have to wait a little for it to harden 
off, hot glue is instant and it really does not affect the foam if 
you are careful. If you must insist on using wood glue, then 
before you start construction squeeze a puddle of the stuff onto 
some newspaper and leave it for half an hour. The paper will 
suck out some of the moisture and the glue will be thicker and 
will dry quicker.

You can see from the picture (3) that my construction “evolved” 
over the various layers. I was keen to have some windows, 
a door and some sort of second level just big enough for a 
figure or two. For the windows I started them after two courses 
(I know my bricklaying jargon, you know). You can adjust 
the height to suit your figures; this meant the sill was about 
2cm high. In order to frame the windows I opted to use a pair 
of upright bricks either side and then lay a lolly stick lintel 
across the top. The lintel allows you to continue to build above 
the window with as many courses of bricks as you like. My 
windows were 2-3cm across, roughly 1-1.5 brick lengths. The 
door was constructed in the same way; I made it 4cm wide and 
added lolly sticks to tidy up the sides of the doorway as well as 
the lintel above it. 



What about half-bricks, overlapping bricks and structural integrity, I hear 
you ask. Hah, I reply. Internal walls are great for overlapping and strength, 
tying the walls together and generally making the whole thing look solid 
and old. In order to avoid the tendency to create lengths of walls with 
gradually reducing numbers of bricks as the layers are built up, use half 
bricks to lessen the angle. You can see this in the photograph (4) and you 
will also note that the fit of the bricks is neither even nor straight along 
each course. This is what you are looking for (unless you are attempting 
to create the ruin of a building still covered by the UK Building Guarantee 
Scheme) because you will need some nice gaps when we cover the bricks 
in plaster later.

At some point I decided to make one part of the ruin nearly intact (minus 
the roof) and on the opposite angle, after five courses of brick, three 
jagged floor joists were added. I’m not a big fan of ruins that look like they 
have been built by a modern construction company for Disneyland Paris 
or Legoland. You know the thing, a sharply cut and painted ruin with no 
signs of debris or fallen brickwork. Practical yes, but realistic no and as a 
result, I dotted some hot glue here and there (particularly in the wall gaps) 
and stuck some bricks down at jaunty angles. You don’t need to overdo 
this; it isn’t as if we are trying to simulate the ruin after Time Team has 
been on site for a long weekend.
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Wargames Illustrated’s very own Presley Neville O’Bannon 
takes a look out the window. 

O’Bannon tests out the doorway to check for the 
necessary hat and feather-clearance. 

Detail from above of the joists and floorboards, note 
the scattered bricks glued into place. 

The foundations of the tower part of the ruin; you can see 
the interlocking bricks adding strength to the structure.
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As the courses of brick are added, the structure will harden up and the internal walls 
will help to lock everything into place. Take a careful look at your creation and try and 
figure out how the ruin might have collapsed over time and add the odd brick here and 
there to make it look more plausible. If you have gone the hot-glue gun route, the next 
step can happen now and signal the end of this phase of the project. We want to coat 
the foam, wood and base with wall-filler. You want a “paint on” consistency rather 
than a thick paste. I usually buy Poundland ready mixed wall filler (overseas readers 
should replace ‘pound’ with their own currency to create a local low cost shopping 
establishment). Conveniently, the pot is not full. This means you make a little hole in 
the middle of the filler and pour some water into it. Use a flat, quarter inch brush that 
may have seen better days and swirl it around the watery hole and pick up some of 
the softening filler. Brush it onto the foam and base making sure you work it into the 
nooks and crannies. You can see that I deliberately scooped out some lumps of filler 
and slapped these onto the base to add a bit more texture. The aim of the plastering is 
to bring the base and foam together as one giving it strength, filling gaps and adding 
more texture.

It’s best to leave this overnight to fully dry and harden up. The next job is to give all of the surfaces a coat of brown 
exterior paint. I use this a lot because it has great coverage, it’s designed to be hard wearing and it gives me a nice 
shadow undercoat to work with. Again, it is best to give this some time to dry and harden before moving on.

I’m a big fan of the tester pot, but I have noticed that naughty manufacturers such as Farrow and Ball or Sandtex 
charge almost as much for a test pot as Games Workshop will charge you for Contrast paints (probably more 
expensive per ml than single malt!) You don’t need to use anything expensive for the drybrushing. Wilkinson’s test 
pots are my “go-to” at the moment as they are £1.50 and there is a tremendous range of colours. If you are lucky 
enough to be near a Michaels in the US, then Americana acrylics are less than a dollar and are excellent. 



This is the ruin with the coat of watery plaster added to 
key the two main elements together. 

My four shades of grey from dark to light, each colour was drybrushed 
onto the stonework. 

My colours ran from a dark grey, to a mid-grey, then a light 
grey and finally white with a hint of grey. Overkill maybe, 
but successively lighter drybrushes of each colour can really 
add depth to your ruin. The base was given a hard drybrush of 
ochre, followed by Naples Yellow. I then lightly drybrushed the 
Naples Yellow all over the stonework to blend the base with the 
ruins. I simply re-undercoated the joists and planks then gave 
them two coats of drybrushed brown (a mid-brown and a light 
brown). If you didn’t fancy the grey stone, then opt for ochres 
and sand for a warmer brown stone approach. 

I finished off the base with irregular patches of static grass and fine 
dark green foam scatter fixed with PVA. To protect the ruin and base 
(and to eliminate any shiny paint effects) I sprayed the whole thing 
with a couple of coats of matt varnish.

I regret to say that although the Wargamer has the ruin he wanted, 
he also still has half a crate of blue insulation foam and now he has 
a plastic box full of foam bricks. If you wanted to make something 
a bit more intact why not buy one of those cheap MDF building 
carcasses from EBay? Construct it, stick it on a slightly bigger 
base than the carcass and then clad it with the blue bricks. A lot of 
hard work will be done for you! I can recommend JB Wargaming 
Scenery (trades as  banksjohnedward on ebay) or Ed Heapy at 
wargamestournaments.com. 


