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The art of scale ship modeling represents a unique intersection of maritime history, structural engineering, and 

precision craftsmanship. At the pinnacle of this industry sits Billing Boats, a Danish institution founded in the early

1950s by Ejnar Billing. What began as a small family venture in Viborg, Denmark, revolutionized the hobby by

introducing the "plank-on-frame" construction system to the mass market. This methodology allowed hobbyists to

replicate the actual construction techniques used in full-sized shipyards, transitioning the hobby from carved solid-

block hulls to authentic skeletal structures. For the technical modeler, understanding the Billing Boats ecosystem

requires a deep dive into material science, architectural scaling, and the mechanical requirements of both static

display and radio-controlled (RC) vessels.

The Evolution of the Billing Boats Construction System

Prior to the innovations introduced by Ejnar Billing, ship models were predominantly produced using the "Bread 

and Butter" method (laminated blocks) or solid carved hulls. Billing Boats pioneered the plank-on-bulkhead

technique, which uses a central keel and a series of transverse bulkheads to form the hull's shape. This approach

provides several technical advantages:

•  Structural Integrity: The interlocking of the keel and bulkheads creates a rigid skeleton that resists warping 

during the planking process.

•  Weight Management: By creating a hollow hull, modelers can achieve realistic displacement for RC versions 

or maintain lower weight for large-scale static displays.

•  Historical Accuracy: The method mimics the ribs and spine of a real wooden ship, allowing for authentic 

interior detailing if desired.

Modern Billing Boats kits have further evolved through the integration of CNC laser cutting technology. This

ensures that every component—from the intricate fretwork of a 17th-century galleon to the precision frames of a

modern tugboat—fits with tolerances measured in fractions of a millimeter. This precision is critical for the

secondary planking phase, where any misalignment in the primary frames would be magnified across the hull's

surface.

Material Science in Scale Modeling

The choice of timber is fundamental to the longevity and aesthetic of a model. Billing Boats kits utilize a variety of

woods, each selected for specific mechanical properties. Understanding these materials is essential for successful

implementation and finishing.

Hardwoods and Plywoods

Most structural components (keels and bulkheads) are manufactured from high-grade birch plywood. Plywood is

preferred here because its cross-grain construction prevents the expansion and contraction that often plagues solid

wood under varying humidity levels. For external planking, Billing Boats typically employs:

•  African Walnut (Mansonia): Known for its dark, rich grain, often used for second-layer planking to provide a 

luxury finish.



•  Sapele: A durable wood that takes stains well and provides a tight grain pattern suitable for 1:50 or 1:75 scale.

•  Ramin or Limewood: Softer woods used for the primary (first) layer of planking due to their flexibility and ease 

of sanding.

Metallurgy and Fittings

A hallmark of the Billing Boats brand is their extensive range of fittings. These components are usually produced

via die-casting (white metal), brass turning, or injection-molded plastics. For high-fidelity models, brass is the

preferred medium for cleats, stanchions, and mast hoops because of its resistance to corrosion and its ability to be

polished or chemically blackened to simulate aged iron.

Technical Analysis: The Physics of Hull Planking

Planking a curved hull is perhaps the most technically demanding aspect of ship modeling. It requires an 

understanding of geometry and material stress. In a Billing Boats kit, the hull is not simply covered with straight 

strips of wood. Due to the compound curvesof a ship's bow and stern, the planks must be manipulated through

several processes.

The Mathematics of Tapering

Because the circumference of the hull at the midship section is significantly larger than at the bow or stern, the 

number of planks must remain constant while their width decreases. This requires tapering. The formula for

calculating the required width of a plank at any given bulkhead is:

Wp = (Cb / Cm) * Wm

Where:

- Wp is the width of the plank at the specific bulkhead.

- Cb is the circumference of that bulkhead from the keel to the deck line.

- Cm is the circumference of the midship bulkhead (the widest point).

- Wm is the original width of the plank strip.

Structural Manipulation Techniques

To follow the extreme curves of the bow, wood fibers must be temporarily softened. Professional modelers use two

primary methods:

1.  Hydro-Thermal Manipulation: Soaking the planks in water followed by the application of heat (using a plank-

bending iron). This resets the lignin in the wood cells, allowing the plank to hold its new shape once cooled.

2.  Crimping (Plank Benders): A mechanical tool that creates small notches on the inside of the curve, 

effectively shortening the inner radius of the wood strip to force a bend.

Comparison Matrix: Billing Boats Kit Classifications

Billing Boats categorizes their models based on a skill-level system ranging from 100 to 900. The following table

evaluates the technical requirements of these classifications.



Skill Level Classification Construction 
Method

Typical Scale Core Technical 
Focus

100-300 Beginner / 
Intermediate

Single Planking / 
Pre-shaped parts

1:20 - 1:50 Basic assembly, 
painting, and simple 
rigging.

400-600 Experienced Double Planking, 
complex fittings

1:50 - 1:100 Precision tapering, 
multi-masted rigging, 
metalwork.

700-900 Expert / Master Advanced hull 
geometry, intricate 
detailing

1:75 - 1:100 Historical research 
integration, museum-
quality finishing.

Engineering Radio-Controlled (RC) Conversions

While many Billing Boats kits are designed for static display, a significant portion is engineered for RC functionality.

This adds a layer of mechanical engineering to the build process. Converting a wooden hull for water use involves

specific technical considerations:

Waterproofing and Resin Coating

Wooden hulls are naturally porous. To ensure durability in RC models, the interior of the hull must be sealed with 

G4 Polyurethane or a thin coating of Epoxy Resin. The exterior is often fiberglassed using lightweight 0.5oz cloth

and resin, which provides a structural "shell" that prevents the wood from expanding when wet.

Powertrain Integration

The installation of the motor and drive shaft (propeller shaft) is a critical alignment task. The shaft must be installed

at a precise angle (usually 5-15 degrees) to optimize thrust while maintaining a low center of gravity. Misalignment

of the stuffing box (the tube housing the shaft) can lead to:

•  Vibration: Leading to structural fatigue and potential hull breaches.

•  Frictional Heat: Which can melt plastic components or degrade lubricants.

•  Water Ingress: If the packing gland or grease seal is compromised.

Electronic Placement and Ballasting

For an RC ship to perform realistically, it must sit at its design waterline. This requires the strategic placement of

lead weights (ballast). The center of gravity must be kept as low as possible to ensure stability (high Metacentric

Height). Modern builds utilize Brushless DC (BLDC) motors and Lithium Polymer (LiPo) batteries, which offer high

power-to-weight ratios but require specialized Electronic Speed Controllers (ESCs) with reverse functionality for

naval maneuvering.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Hull Construction Workflow

Following a standardized technical workflow is the most effective way to ensure the successful completion of a

Billing Boats model. The following sequence is the industry standard for professional builders.

Phase 1: The Skeleton (The Backbone)

1. Dry-Fitting: Assemble the keel and bulkheads without glue to check for squareness.

2. Squaring the Keel: Use a building slip or jig to ensure the keel remains perfectly straight. A warped keel will 



result in an asymmetrical hull.

3. Fairing the Frames:This is a crucial technical step. Using a sanding block, bevel the edges of the bulkheads so

that the planks make full contact with the surface of every frame. If the frames are not faired, the hull will have "flat

spots" and ridges.

Phase 2: Planking and Shaping

1. The Garboard Plank: Install the first plank next to the keel. This defines the lower curve of the hull.

2. The Sheer Strake: Install the topmost plank at the deck line. This defines the ship's profile.

3. Filling the Gap:Work from both the top and bottom toward the middle. Use "stealer" planks at the stern to fill

widening gaps without over-stressing the wood.

Phase 3: Finishing and Detailing

1. Scraping and Sanding: Use cabinet scrapers rather than just sandpaper to achieve a smooth surface without 

clogging the wood pores with dust.

2. Priming: Apply a high-build primer to fill any micro-gaps between planks.

3. Scale-Appropriate Painting:Use matte or satin finishes. High-gloss paint often makes scale models look like

"toys" rather than miniature vessels.

Case Study: Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes

Even with high-quality kits like Billing Boats, technical failures can occur. Understanding the root causes allows for

preemptive correction.

The "Starving Dog" Effect

Symptom: The bulkheads are visible as ridges through the planking.Cause: This occurs when the modeler sands 

the planks too thin or fails to fair the frames properly. The planks "sink" into the gaps between bulkheads.Solution:

Use a double-planking method. The first layer provides structural volume, which is then sanded smooth and

covered by a second, thinner veneer layer of high-quality hardwood.

Rigging Slackness

Symptom: Standing rigging (shrouds and stays) becomes loose over time.Cause: Changes in atmospheric 

humidity cause the cotton or linen threads to expand. Additionally, if the masts are not properly stepped, they may 

tilt under the tension of the rigging.Solution:Use synthetic rigging lines (which are less reactive to humidity) or

"pre-stretch" natural fibers by hanging them with weights before installation. Ensure masts are reinforced with

internal brass rods if they are to support heavy tension.

The Global Impact of Billing Boats on Maritime Preservation

Beyond being a hobbyist manufacturer, Billing Boats serves a critical role in maritime preservation. By producing 

kits of historical vessels such as the Vasa, the Cutty Sark, and the USS Constitution, they preserve the naval

architecture of eras long past. Their technical drawings are often based on original shipyard blueprints, making

these kits valuable educational tools for understanding the evolution of ship design.

For the modern enthusiast, the brand represents a commitment to the "slow hobby" movement. In an age of instant

gratification, the 200 to 600 hours required to complete a master-level Billing Boats kit offers a profound lesson in

patience, manual dexterity, and engineering logic. Whether the goal is a museum-grade display piece or a high-

performance RC replica, the principles of naval engineering remain the same: precision in the skeleton, care in the

skin, and attention to the smallest detail of the finish.



As the industry moves toward further digitization, Billing Boats continues to bridge the gap between traditional

woodworking and modern manufacturing. The integration of 3D-printed resin parts for ultra-complex details and the

continued use of sustainably sourced timbers ensures that the legacy of Ejnar Billing persists. For the technical

writer or the serious modeler, these kits are not merely sets of parts; they are complex engineering puzzles that,

when solved, result in a tangible piece of maritime history.
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