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Mantua Sergal’s “MERCATOR” 
Belgian Training Ship 1932 

Photos and commentary by Michael Butcher 
Yet again we are delighted to bring you a model exposé by Michael 
Butcher.  
Michael’s attention was drawn to a Modellers Central advertisement 
for “Black Friday Special Offers”, so he took the opportunity to buy 
another kit of the "Mercator".  The previous model had been a 
pleasure to build and a favourite in Michael’s collection and was ex-
hibited with such success at EXPO that he was made an offer he 
couldn’t refuse and thus, the recent sale of the completed model 
created an excuse to build another. 

As the earlier model, although 
featured in issues of Chatterbox, 
had no construction details fully 
explained, the building of this 
model provided an opportunity to 
share Michael’s vast experience 
of building this model with our 
readers.  
The barquentine Mercator was 
built as a training ship for the Bel-
gian merchant fleet. She was 
named after Gerardus Mercator 
(1512–1594), a Belgian cartogra-
pher and launched in 1932.  
Besides being a training a ship, 
she was also used, mainly before 
World War II, for scientific obser-
vations, or as ambassador for 
Belgium on world fairs and in sail-

ing events.  
In 1961, she became a floating museum, first in Antwerp and, from 1964, in the marina of Os-
tend, just in front of the city hall. As at the time of this report she remains open to visitors  
THE MODEL 
The kit for this model is made by Mantua Sergal of Italy and is on a scale of 1:120.  It is 
650mms long, 80mms wide and 404mms from keel to top of mainmast.  It is double planked 
and the intention is to use balsa wood for the first planking.  This was not supplied but comes 
from consolidated stock. This was used on the previous model with success.  For the outer 
planking, the timber supplied will be used.  Similarly, portholes were not included and will be 
purchased when required. 

All photographs and articles published remain the copyright property of the 

contributor and SMSC unless released. 
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cont. from p. 1 

cont. p. 3 

1. Keel and Frames in Position  
The frames needed some fine tuning by light nee-
dle filing with care to provide an excellent tight fit 
in every frame  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
2.  Lower Deck being prepared for fitting be-
tween frames 

The "spine " of the model is a full length lower 
deck line from forrard to aft with over thirty 'cuts' 
to fit over the frames. These required extensive 
fine tuning as well with needle files, taking great 
care not to remove too much in so doing. 

3. The Lower Deck in place tight and wait-
ing to be glued 

After much too-ing and fro-ing, the spine was fit-
ted without drama but extra care had to be taken 
to avoid breakages specifically with the delicate 
slender end sections. Gluing then followed the in-
stallation  
 
 
 
 
 

 
4.  1st two planks in place on Port side 

The first planking in balsa wood extends from the 
bow to a position on the stern where vertical 
planking in walnut is required.  This shows the 
port side using the clamping method best suited 
for these two planks. 
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cont. from p. 2 

cont. p. 4 

5. 2nd planking on starboard side after po-
sitioning and gluing 

This shows the two planks completed and glued 
to the starboard side whilst the port side awaits 
the drying of the glue 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
6.  Showing the vertical planking on the 
stern required for the counter stern design 

The vertical planking in walnut is shown here 
which is the system required to shape the counter 
stern design - typical of vessels of this era. 

7. Upside down clamping of 1st planking 

As the first planking is done with balsa wood - it 
being very soft - one tries to avoid the use of pins 
as much as possible. Thus, wherever possible, 
clamps are the better prospect. This applies here 
to the third row onwards. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
8.  Close up of upside down clamping 

This shows the upside down clamping which can 
be used, in this model, until the clamps can no 
longer have access.  

Note: pins have been used, as well as clamps, in 
the forrard and after ends.  
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cont. from p. 3 

cont. p. 5 

9. Securing four plankings with planks all 
together 
After securing a third plank on the upper star-
board side, glued and drying , the third plank on 
the port side was similarly secured. It was then 
time to start planking from the keel which followed 
up without delay on both sides.  When that was 
completed  it was possible to re-position  all the 
clamps stop and bottom to be left for complete 
drying .  Altogether two planks on each side in 
one session. 

 
 
10 looking down the long length of clamps from 
above 
An impressive sight but not one to be recommended or re-
peated on this model as it will not be possible to use these 
types of clamps when the space between the upper and 
lower planks diminish. 

11 Showing completed first planking in 
Balsa wood  
The first planking was completed on 26.1.20 and 

the first of the second planking added.  Using 

walnut 4mm x 1mm timber, the first plank was 

affixed using a combination of clamps and pins. 

Thereafter only light pinning and gluing (either 

Aquadere or UHU Hart Balsa cement)  will be 

used. 

12 The stern view of the completed first 

planking 

This indicates where the first plank of the second 

planking terminates. Thereafter vertical planking 

will be applied around the stern to a similar posi-

tion on the port side. 
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cont. from p. 4 

cont. p. 6 

13 - The Bow section after the 1st planking was com-
pleted 
Here is shown the  additional walnut planking above the 
first of the second planking which covers up to the foredeck 
level.  Later, the jointing of the planking with the keel at the 
fore end will be tidied up. As the bow topside will be holed 
later to accommodate the bowsprit, the top ends of the 
planking do not meet and have not been glued. 
 
 

 
14 - Second planking completed 
The second planking, using 4 x 1 mms 
Tanganyika, was completed on 
15/2/2020.  The current kit model being 
used in this case, did not call for a second 
planking - which was considered rather 
strange as the original model of Mercator 
made in 2008 did so and had turned out to 
be an excellent display model. 

Fortunately, sufficient Tanganyika timber saved over the years was available to cover the 
hull with a few lengths to spare! After appropriate sanding to achieve a satisfactory smooth 
finish, Caberthane clear water based sealant was applied to protect the hull from accidental 
'bruising'! 
 
15 - The deck planking completed 
The original decking on Mercator 1 was 
provided stamped on laser cut plywood in 
a correct layout and therefore was un-
touched.  The decks provided in the cur-
rent kit were stamped but with only fore 
and aft lines each 1 mm apart.  Thus it 
called for an overlay to make the model 
authentic. To undertake this task, 15 x1 
metre lengths of Tanganyika timber were bought and laying commenced on 16.2.20 and 
completed on 21.2.20. The deck was then sanded and sealed as per the hull.  
 

16 - Hull painted in authentic livery 
The hull being ready for painting, the cut-
line for the waterline was determined and 
highlighted underneath it with good quality 
masking tape on both sides. Three coats of 
water based white matt finish acrylic paint 
was applied - each coat being left over-
night to ensure total drying. Two coats of 
water based clear Caberthane acrylic was 
then applied, creating a fine gloss finish. 
The masking tape was removed with ease 

when the above was firmly dried, leaving a very clear cutline.  Fresh masking tape was then 
applied above the cut, on the painted white sector, on both sides.  Three coats of carbon 
black water based acrylic paint was then applied over a three day period. As with the white, 
two coats of clear acrylic were then applied. To complete the exercise, when completely dry, 
the masking tape was removed with no adverse effect on the white paint.  



- 6 - 

cont. from p. 5 

cont. p. 7 

17 - Starboard side shown 
This aspect of the painted hull shows the waterline a 
little more clearly, with the model displayed lying on 
its side.  
 
 
 
 

 
18.—Side and deck attachments 
With all the external painting completed the channels 
were attached, after the pre drilled deadeye holes 
were enlarged to accommodate the chain plates. 
These were then fitted with the chainplates with ex-
treme care as they are made of fine flat brass plate 
and are prone to break easily. 
As the decision to insert portholes was made - which 
were not supplied in the kit, although a diagram indi-
cating the correct positioning was printed in the 
booklet - it was prudent to do this prior to attacking 
the deck work.  Altogether 56 ports were inserted as 
near as possible to the correct positions. 

There were some discrepancies in the measurements between the booklet and the actual 
spaces on the model.  The end result was very close to the actual real life photographs of 
the vessel in Ostend moorings. 
 

 

19—Bridge deck 
When assembling the bridge deck from the laser 
cut sections supplied, it was found the hand rails, 
supplied in a single cut out of 2 x 1 mm timber, did 
not take kindly to the 1mm drilling required in 
which to set the brass posts.  Hence it was re-
placed with 2 x.2 mm hardier timber from our 
stock. This created a much longer process as, at 
all the corners, the straight sections had to be cut 
to size - the smaller ones being as little as 1.5 cms 
with two posts. After about four days of patient at-
tempts, the final result was acceptable.  

20 - After deck housing 
The poop deck housing in the model shows the 
3 windows at the forward end of the housing 
whereas the actual vessel has windows all 
along the housing. A decision was made to 
place them at the after end, for asthetic rea-
sons, and a fourth window was added on both 
sides equidistant from the forrard window 
shown in the attached photo. The additional 
windows will be seen on the next photo taken.  
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cont. from p. 6 

cont. p. 8 

21 - All major deck fittings completed 
This isolation is difficult to come to terms with but, in 
our case, it is no problem and is giving us more time 
for our hobbies!  Consequently, more progress has 
been made on Mercator over the past three weeks, 
as can be seen from the photo attached. There have 
been a number of hiccups on the way which are ex-
plained in the next section . Most of the major items 
on deck are now in place with the two housing decks 
for the lifeboats being the latest addition. 

 

22 - Lifeboats underway 
The lifeboats are constructed in a manner to represent 
the clinker style by gluing 13 individual laser cut sections 
in a particular order. It was decided to lay out all of the 
cut outs alongside each other and one by one, glue each 
part.  By the time the fourth had been glued, the first was 

sufficiently dry to allow the attaching of the next. The photo shows all the parts removed 
from the cut-outs except for the last two, with a third last awaiting placement. 
The only point to raise about this exercise is that the instructions say to use instant glue 
whereas aqauadhere or similar is quite satisfactory. Instant gives insufficient leeway to in-
terlock the very small parts correctly. (Slow and steady wins the race!!).  The use of small 
and/or medium size clothes pegs to hold the sections in place, works well. 

23—Overview of lifeboat assembly 
Reverting to the hiccups, for the inexpe-
rienced builder, the instruction booklet 
leaves a lot to be desired.  The number-
ing of the illustrations and pics on pages 
10, 11 and 12 are complex - some being 
circled and others not, with many dupli-
cations of numbers. Very limited instruc-
tions are available with most comments 
saying 'follow the drawings' - which are 
also lacking in detail. 

24 - Deck fittings all complete  
A number of the remaining deck fittings, such as 
the davits, the foredeck and after deck hand rail-
ings took time and patience to get them fault free. 
The posts for the railings are flat brass cut-outs 
complete with three 0.5 mms drilled in them. 0.5 
holes had to be drilled in the bulwarks to accom-
modate them at carefully measured distances. 
Then 0.5 mm brass wire (generally in coils) had to 
be stretched as straight as possible then, estimat-
ed total lengths of the perimeter cut and carefully 
thread throughout. The ends were then instant 
glued at the final posts each end.  
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cont. from p. 7 

cont. p. 9 

25 - Foredeck fittings complete  
 
This features the foredeck railings in particular, 
showing the equidistant posts and the final se-
curing to eyebolts on the well deck. 

 

26. - After deck fittings complete  
Here are shown the poop deck railings 
which have just two lengths of 0.5 mm 
wires with a timber rail instant glued to 
the top of each of the posts (with very 
little contact on each post being also 0.5 
mm at the top). Also seen here are the 
davits made from 1.5 mm round brass 
rod which also had to firmly stretched 
prior to cutting to 8 x 80mms lengths. 
These then had to be shaped top and 
bottom at correct angles to overhang the 
lifeboats amidships. 
Below is a diagram indicating the meth-
odology employed. 

27. - Davit Construction explained 
The diagram shows the require-
ments for making the davits suita-
ble for this vessel. Obviously the 
dimensions will vary according to 
the vessel in question. 
Note there is a need to hammer 
the top end forming an eye suffi-
ciently wide enough to take a 0.8/
or 1.0 mm drill bit. Not easy unless 
the right tools are available! 
Also note at the base, the right an-
gled bend to be inserted into the 
hull does not include a measure as 
to how much needs to be inserted. 
In this case, about 5-7 mms is suf-
ficient. 
The problem here was the brack-
ets supplied in the kit were a 'tad' too small with the semi-circle section smaller than the 
'round' of the davit. It was either the case of obtaining/or making larger or 'making do' which 
was done in this case but with some trepidation!, but success. 
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cont. from p. 8 

cont. p. 10 

.28 - Masting completed and rigging com-
menced 
Having now completed all the necessary deck 
work, concentration turned to the fashioning of 
the masts, yards and booms. The widest dowling 
to be used was just 5.0 mms for the lower main-
mast and the main boom, with the main and miz-
zen topmasts being 3.0 cms and the fore topmast 
just 2.0 mms, it was relatively short work to fash-
ion them. The drill and sandpaper method was 
used for the larger dowling whilst the smaller 
trimming was done by hand.  The Foremast has 
3 sections of masting and the Main and Mizzen 
two. Extreme care was needed and much fine needle filing required on the joining of the 
sections to ensure tight fittings. 
Once complete, the masts were set in place to ensure the correct angles were achieved and 
the mast were sufficiently 'tight' in the deck apertures.  Once satisfied, they were glued in 
place and the stays and shrouds, using black 0.5 DMC cotton were rigged 

 

29 - View of masts and rig-
ging from above 
This shows the a clear view of 
the seating of the masts and the 
fastening of the standing rig-
ging. It should be pointed out 
that, in accordance with the ac-
tual system used on the 'real' 
vessel, no use is made of the 
normal use of deadeyes, straps 
and/or chains for the shrouds 
but one piece brass straps, with 
a hole top and bottom, are 
used. The bottom to secure 
them to the hull and the top acts 
as a securing point direct with 
the shrouds. 

30 - View from above of after end 
The purpose of this photo is to em-
phasise the fact that the poop housing 
is fitted with ventilators on the model 
which are not actually in the kit but 
are on the ship itself.  The following 
photo repeats the scene from a lower 
aspect. 
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cont. from p. 9 

cont. p. 11 

.31 - A lower view of the after deck 
This photograph attempts to emulate the photo-
graph of the real vessel standing in Ostend har-
bour, showing the placement of vents not actual-
ly included in the kit. 

32 - A view from forrard showing slender 
beam 
An unusual aspect from forrard showing what a 
'slender' beam this ship has compared with 
many of its kind. 

33 - Mercator from portside ahead 
This portrays the masts and the yards on the 
foremast for the square sails as compared with 
the main and mizzen which are fitted with booms 
for the fore and aft sails. 

Note to photo on right: 
photo of the real vessel 
showing the placement of 
vents etc. 
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cont. from p. 10 

36 - Three of Judith 
Butcher’s creation half 
dolls admire Mercator 
from the port side. The 
final touches were 
completed on Tuesday 
21 July 2020 with the 
nameplate being de-
signed and applied on 
both sides of the stand 
which was then glued 
to the hull. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The base plate still has to be made followed by the construction of the perspex case, both of 
which are outsourced, and that will bring the “Mercator Challenge” to a conclusion. 

35 - Mercator abeam 
This view of the port side shows the securing 
of the lower ends of the standing and running 
rigging.  During the rigging procedure, a mis-
take was 'almost' made when the foremast 
yards were attached and the running rigging 
started.  It was quickly realised the ratlines 
should have been completed prior to this ac-
tion as otherwise rigging would hamper the 
activity. This was then completed before the 
running rigging was continued.  
The shrouds and other standing rigging were 
completed using black DMC 12 0.5 mms 
pure cotton. The running rigging was done 

with DMC 8 0.26 beige pure cotton.  In the photography it is hard to distinguish the cotton 
sizes as the lighter colour sometimes appears thicker than the black - which is not the case. 
In the model, the shrouds containing the ratlines are relatively close to each other and thus 
the ratlines tend to 'bunch' more than is desired. 

34 - Mercator Main and Mizzen boom 
rigging 
The most challenging part of the rigging of 
this model is the upper boom conglomerate 
of 3mm blocks which appear to be rather ex-
cessive for the job they perform. During the 
procedure, it was found there was a consid-
erable difference in the plan drawings for the 
securing of some of the running rigging at 
deck line. When compared with the Mantua 
large photograph on the cover of the kit box, 
the latter showed direct securing of the lines 
to the eye bolts while the plan had additional blocks where they were not considered neces-
sary. The Mantua photograph system was adopted as it appeared to be the most logical.  


