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Model Railroad Planning tries hard 
to refect the trends and aspirations of 
our broad-shouldered hobby. That 
means our coverage of multi-deck 
layouts will continue unabated as many 
modelers adopt this approach to layout 
design, which essentially doubles or 
even triples the amount of railroad 
they can ft into a given footprint.

One attribute of a multi-deck 
railroad is some section of it will most 
likely be an ideal height for viewing by 
everyone from a child to a basketball 
player. The downside is everywhere 
else will be somewhat less than ideal. 
That’s true of my HO railroad, which 
ranges in height from 43 to 68½ inches. 
I enjoy the higher parts, which allow 
me to view the scenery and rolling 
stock from the vantage point of a 
scale-height railfan photographer. But 
many of my operators don’t punch 
through the 6-foot level.

The above photo by MRP 2014 
contributor Larry Over (see his article 
on his N scale SP Siskiyou Line starting 
on page 16) shows his son, Johnny, 

easing a train across the towering Wall 
Creek Viaduct. The elevation looks 
about right for him to enjoy the action, 
but it’s apparent the upper deck is a bit 
high. In a few more years, though, he’ll 
be nose-to-nose with the upper deck 
and bending down to see the lower.

As the owner-builder of a multi-deck 
railroad that’s well into its second 
decade, I can report (with some relief) 
that all of my expectations have been 
met or exceeded. It was the only way  
I could model in HO (and thus reuse a 
lot of equipment acquired over the 
years) and achieve my operating goals, 
which required a long mainline run. 

That said, it’s clear the railroad’s 
higher reaches are challenging for 
shorter crewmembers. Footstools, 
ledges, and a raised foor in the 
west-end yardmaster’s alcove ease the 
tasks of operating up where the oxygen 
is thinner, but I really wouldn’t call it 
an ideal situation. We therefore look to 
you for examples of even more creative 
ways to use the vertical space in our 
railroad rooms. 
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A perfect viewing 
height – somewhere!

Johnny Over is at the throttle as a long freight works through the Siskiyou 
Mountains on his dad Larry’s N scale Siskiyou Line layout (page 16). The 
viewing height on this part of the lower deck is perfect for Johnny. Elsewhere, 
maybe not. Tim Miller photo
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Layout space
Speaking of the maximizing what 

you can do in a given footprint, be sure 
to read about Bill DeBuvitz’s achieve-
ments on page 44: fve layouts in four 
scales in the footprint of a bookcase! 
He pretty much lays to rest the age-old 
argument about not having enough 
room for a layout. Instead, it’s, “What 
can I do with all that space?”

The vertical dimension
And, speaking of using the vertical 

space (“air rights”) above one deck of 
our railroads, here’s an idea that one 
veteran MR staffer once called the 
“worst idea I’ve ever seen”: the vertical 
interchange (page 62). Most of us have 
trouble paring down our list of rail-
roads to model or to base our free-
lanced railroad on, so I’m suggesting 
you settle for not one, but two favorite 
railroads, one on each deck.

And if you model the town where 
those two railroads crossed at grade, 
you could also model the crossing and 
ubiquitous interchange not once, but 
twice. You could even make a length of 
the interchange track a removable 
cassette allowing cars to actually be 
swapped, or stored below.

I don’t think I’ve won over that staff 
member, but then he has a single-deck 
railroad anyway.

Planning for dismantling day
By the time you’ve reached retire-

ment age, you’re no longer harboring 
any illusions about permanence. You 
think in terms of adapting to changing 
physical abilities, moving to a different 
climate, and how you might adapt your 
layout to your changing needs.

Harry Bilger is back with us this 
year as he describes enhancements 
made to his HO railroad prior to a 
move to a retirement community, and 
then his new HO railroad. Harry points 
out that this time, he built the railroad 
to be taken apart with a minimum of 
fuss. He made notes on the benchwork 
(see photo above) to guide him or 
someone else when taking it apart. 

His goal wasn’t so much to make it 
movable as to make it removable, but 
the same criteria apply.

More than meets the eye
I confess that I had to study the 

track plan – the very simple track plan 
– that accompanies Erik Block and 
Evan Daes article on a round exhibition 
layout a couple of times before the 
magnitude of what Evan’s track plan 
allows to happen sank in. Picture a 
knowledgeable viewer – you – standing 
in front of this small cylinder and 

watching a train roar by. In fact, you’d 
be watching a very long train go by, 
and your eyebrows would arch when it 
didn’t show up again for a surprisingly 
long time.

“How they’d do that?” you’d wonder. 
See for yourself beginning on page 50.

Modeling vicariously
The editors who bring you MRP 

each year are well aware that some of 
the railroads we feature are well 
beyond the means, and even goals, of 
many readers. Others are chosen 
specifcally with the beginner or those 
who have very limited space in mind. 
Some articles focus on big-time 
railroads that are popular with a lot of 
modelers, while others feature obscure 
branch or short lines that may make 
ideal candidates for the type of 
one-horse railroad traditionally 
favored by many modelers.

What we hope is that you will 
choose to read not only about those 
railroads, scales, and gauges that 
happen to ft your immediate modeling 
goals and needs but also about those 
that embrace far different goals. Even if 
you will never have the means to build 
a gymnasium-size edition of the BNSF 
or a predecessor railroad, we hope you 
will vicariously enjoy the accomplish-
ments of those who can.

Happy as I am with my basement-
size Nickel Plate layout, I would enjoy 
having the time, money, and space to 
model a Midwestern electric railroad 

such as the Indiana RR, the Illinois 
Terminal, or maybe one of those 
classic Iowa interurbans. As long as I’m 
dreaming, I’ll make it an O fne-scale 
(Proto:48) railroad. I’d have to fnd time 
to build it between breaks in construct-
ing a 1.5”-scale, outdoor, live-steam 
“system” on 40 acres with a feet of 
Berkshires, light Mikados, and some 
Geeps and RS-3s. (Please don’t wake 
me up – this is getting good!)

Neither of those pipedreams is 
going to happen, but I’d enjoy reading 
about someone who had managed such 
feats. And, unlikely as that may 
actually be, I’d love to share such 
stories so we can all enjoy walking in 
someone else’s shoes, if only for a few 
pages.

Our frst 20 years
It seems like only yesterday that the 

Model Railroader staff and I sat down to 
discuss the concept of a layout 
planning magazine and what to call it. 
But it’s been two decades – you’re 
reading the 20th issue of Model 
Railroad Planning. Many of you have all 
20 issues, and we thank our readers, 
advertisers, and contributors for your 
ongoing interest and support. MRP

Harry Bilger labeled the benchwork on his new layout to make it easier for him 

or someone else to know how it was assembled, thus making disassembly 

easier later on. Harry Bilger photo
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 terminal
Scaling down the large and active New Orleans Union Passenger Terminal

by Cliff Powers//Photos by the author

1. The passenger terminal occupies 

the top of three decks to ensure its 

grandeur is not obscured by 

benchwork support pieces.
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 I 
love passenger trains. That became 
the driving force in designing my 
Mississippi, Alabama & Gulf HO 

railroad. I knew that it would be set in 
the deep South of the 1950s, but I 
needed to fnd a large city to serve as a 
focal point. Ideally, it would host 
passenger traffc from such favorite 
roads as the Southern, Louisville & 
Nashville, Illinois Central, Southern 
Pacifc, Missouri Pacifc, Kansas City 
Southern, and the Texas & Pacifc – 
clearly a tall order! 

It was therefore no accident that  
I ultimately chose New Orleans. Not 
only did the Crescent City serve as a 
terminus for each of these railroads, 
but it also provided the opportunity to 
model the newly opened (1954) New 
Orleans Union Passenger Terminal 
(NOUPT), where varnish from the West 
and Southeast converged on one stage. 
By also including the numerous 
support facilities that served the 
NOUPT, I could simulate the rarely 
modeled, day-to-day operations of a 
major passenger terminal. 

Achieving this goal became of 
paramount importance in designing 
the remainder of the layout as well as 
determining staging yard requirements 
to handle the density of both passen-
ger and freight traffc. 

A tour of NOUPT
One of the last union stations to be 

built in the United States, NOUPT was 
the answer to a problem that had 
plagued New Orleans for years. With 
nine railroads serving fve different 
downtown stations, the resulting 144 
grade crossings had become a serious 
issue for both the city and railroads. 
The creation of Union Passenger 

Terminal eliminated all of the existing 
stations and relieved many of the city’s 
traffc nightmares. 

The main concourse was, for its 
time, modern in design. The interior 
was entirely air-conditioned, a consid-
eration much appreciated by visitors to 
humid New Orleans. The limestone and 
imported marble facade was simple, 
yet impressive. 

The structure was built at an angle 
from the 12 tracks that served the 
terminal. An interesting brick baggage 
building was erected adjacent to the 
main concourse and connected by a 
curved canopy. Six butterfy-style 
sheds protruded from the rear of the 
building to provide shelter for arriving 
and departing passengers. These archi-
tectural attributes made for a very 
impressive and visually interesting 
keystone structure. Working from 
original blueprints of the building, 
fellow model railroader Nick Muff 
drafted scale elevation drawings of the 
station that were laser-cut in acrylic  
by Custom Model Railroads (www.
custommodelrailroads.com). With its 
fully lighted and detailed interior, the 
fnished model is the most impressive 
structure on my layout and the thing 
visitors notice frst as they enter the 
layout building.

In addition to the station itself, I 
modeled the original Railway Post 
Offce (RPO) shed, the Railway Express 
Agency (REA) facility, and the distinct 
interlocking tower at Clara Street, 
which, although no longer in use, still 
exists. Nearby, the South Claiborne 

Avenue overpass crossed the station 
yard throat. On the layout, the scratch-
built model of the bridge helps to 
soften the effect of the wye, which was 
actually located beyond the coach 
yard. The bridge also serves to visually 
separate the coach yard from the rest 
of the terminal. 

Between the South Claiborne 
Avenue overpass and the REA building 
stood the Gibbons Feed Mill. While not 
part of the complex, this large building 
is visible in most of the period photos 
taken of NOUPT, so I wanted to include 
it. I built the model from Walthers 
modular components, and it closely 
follows the prototype.

2 and 3. These two views only hint at the incredible interior and exterior detail, 
including lighting, that Cliff has included in his 1:87.1 scale model of New 
Orleans Union Passenger Terminal. Blue Christmas-tree lights illuminate the 
entire railroad for night operations, so the structure lights aren’t just for show.

Learning points

• Operations at a busy passenger 
terminal are an oft-neglected  
but highly interesting operational 
theme for a model railroad.
• The wide variety of railroads 

serving such a terminal offers 
diverse modeling opportunities.
• The range of color schemes  
   and equipment in the pre-Amtrak    
   eras is almost limitless.
• The sprawl of a passenger 

terminal may make it diffcult to 
locate on a lower deck.
• Dividing operating sessions into 

segments of a day provides 
different operating challenges.
• Operating at night under a 

“full moon” is practical.

  



The Pullman servicing building was 
semi-scratchbuilt using modifed 
window components from a Rix kit, 
while the overhead pipes of the coach 
yard were created using an assortment 
of styrene rods and tubes. The diesel 
shop was extensively kitbashed from a 
Walthers kit and includes a scratch-
built model of NOUPT’s unique con-
crete sanding tower. While my arrange-
ment of these support facilities was 
dictated by the available space, they 
nonetheless communicate the overall 
rhythm and function of the prototype 
during operating sessions.  

NOUPT as an LDE

My Mississippi, Alabama & Gulf 
became a triple-deck design out of 
necessity. In a 14 x 32-foot area, the 
inclusion of adequate staging, a run 
through rural Mississippi, and the 
urban landscape of New Orleans 
required each theme area to have its 
own respective deck. The conventional 
wisdom in multi-deck design is to have 
yards and large switching areas on  
the lower deck. In my case, this was 
not possible.

On my layout the NOUPT is a layout 
design element (LDE). [As defned by 
editor Tony Koester in Model Railroad 

Planning 1995, a layout design element 
(LDE) is a visually and operationally 
recognizable model of a specifc 
prototype location. – Ed.] The proto-
type NOUPT is huge, and modeling  
it was going to require the entire  
4 x 19-foot footprint of my center 
peninsula to be realistic. Because the 
wide-open space of the terminal would 
not support a deck above it, I had to 
locate it on the upper deck. The coach 
yard and diesel facility take up an 

4. Illinois Central’s Panama Limited has backed into the station as the Louisville 
& Nashville’s Hummingbird awaits its 10:40 a.m. departure time. The yard throat 
and supporting buildings are visible in this view looking toward Clara Tower and 
the South Claiborne Avenue overpass.

additional 2 x 14-foot space along the 
back wall. 

My biggest challenge involved the 
track arrangement of the yard throat. 
The actual NOUPT had fve tracks 
while I only had room for three. This 
was acceptable to me, but accurately 
duplicating the complexity of turnouts 
within that area was much more 
problematic. I was faced with the 
decision to include a few of the 
numerous double-slip switches in the 
yard throat or to maintain a minimum 
track length of eight feet into the 
station. The use of double-slip switches 

would have severely shortened these 
station tracks. 

Not wanting to limit myself to 
passenger consists of fve or fewer 
cars, I elected to substitute a single 
double-crossover for the double-slip 
switches. This still allows trains to 
cross from one side of the terminal to 
the other while affording a complex 
appearance. It also provides room for a 
minimum of seven passenger cars plus 
head-end equipment to be spotted at 
each of the 12 station tracks. This was 
a functional and aesthetic compromise 
I could live with.

 Model Railroad Planning 2014 11
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Another design consideration dealt 
with the way the NOUPT relates to the 
rest of the upper deck. In theory, the 
mainline track behind the Peoples 
Avenue freight yard facilitates trains 
coming from the east (MA&G; South-
ern; Gulf, Mobile & Ohio; and L&N). It 
would not look plausible to see the 
Southern Pacifc’s Sunset Limited 
approaching from the same direction. 

To eliminate this problem, I de-
signed a “points west” fve-track 
staging yard, which is hidden in the 
waterfront warehouses on the opposite 
side of the layout. This provides a 
point for all trains from the west to 
originate or terminate. In each six-hour 
trick (three-hour operating session), 
fve tracks are adequate for trains 
arriving and departing to “swap 
places.” It also allows trains coming 
from the west to enter from the left 
side of the layout and trains from the 
east to enter from the right. While 
these points of entry would have been 
miles away from the wye itself, it gives 
the right visual cues to operators. 

This is also in keeping with the 
directionally sincere aspect of the 
entire layout: East is right and west is 
left. “Points east” trains are easily 

accommodated by the lower-deck 
staging tracks, which can handle as 
many as 32 trains at any given time.

Modeling a timetable
Early in my research, I chose 14 

passenger trains I wanted to model and 
entered their actual arrival and 
departure times from NOUPT Time-
table No. 1, dated April 16, 1954, onto a 
spreadsheet. The remaining available 
time slots were assigned to trains from 
the MA&G. Once I was armed with this 
piece of the puzzle, my focus shifted to 
recreating the traffc patterns of the 
NOUPT on the layout. I began by 
dividing a full day into four, six-hour 
operational periods, or “tricks,” based 
on periods of somewhat equal degrees 
of operating action and interest. 
Finally, I choreographed the arrivals/
layovers/departures of consists to 
ensure adequate staging, terminal, and 
coach yard tracks would be available 
to accommodate those moves.
 
Session 3 (2 p.m. to 8 p.m.)

 Let’s take a closer look at one of  
the four operating sessions I regularly 
host from the perspective of two of  
my crew members. The stationmaster 

is responsible for moving all passenger 
traffc between staging and the 
passenger terminal. His assistant, the 
switchman, is charged with the 
servicing and movement of all motive 
power, passenger cars, and head-end 
equipment within the terminal. As 
you’ll see, during an operating session 
there is very little downtime associated 
with these challenging positions!

Prior to the arrival of the crew, both 
freight and passenger trains have been 
staged according to the timetable. For 
this session, the lower (points east) 
staging tracks include L&N No. 5, the 
Hummingbird, Southern No. 37, the 
Crescent Limited, and L&N No. 1, the 
Azalean. In the upper (points west) 
staging yard, the only staged passenger 
train is Southern Pacifc No. 2, the Sunset 
Limited on Track 1. Track 2 and 3 are 
empty in anticipation of two of the fve 

5. This overview of the entire Mississippi, Alabama & Gulf RR shows the passenger terminal on the top deck of the 
central peninsula. Access on both sides eases potential reach-in concerns.

On our website

All four of Cliff Power’s NOUPT train 
schedules are available online as a 
free download. You’ll also fnd videos 
of Cliff’s layout. Click on the links at  
www.ModelRailroader.com.
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Name: Mississippi, Alabama & Gulf 
RR (upper deck shown)
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 14'-0" x 32'-0"
Prototype: railroads serving  
New Orleans
Locale: southern Mississippi and 
New Orleans
Era: summer 1955
Style: triple deck
Mainline run: 160 feet 
Minimum radius: 27"
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: 1.79 percent in 
helix
Train length: 12 feet
Benchwork: L-girder and metal 
shelf brackets
Height: 30", 40", and 58" 
Roadbed: cork on 1 ⁄2" plywood
Track: Atlas code 83
Scenery: foam insulation board 
and Sculptamold
Backdrop: 1 ⁄8" hardboard and 
digital images 
Control: Digitrax wireless DCC

The layout at a glance

Mississippi, 
Alabama & Gulf
“The Magnolia Route” 

HO scale (1:87.1)
Room size: 14x32 feet
Scale of plan (upper deck): 1∕4" = 1'-0", 24" grid
Numbered arrows indicate photo locations
Illustration by Rick Johnson
Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

scheduled departures. The coach yard 
is holding colorful equipment from KCS 
No. 2, the Southern Belle, Illinois 
Central No. 6, the Panama Limited, L&N 
No. 12, the Gulf Coast Commuter, and 
Missouri Pacifc No. 116, the Southerner. 
Because MA&G No. 3, the Magnolian, 
will depart 15 minutes after the session 
begins, it has already been spotted on 
station Track 9 with head-end equip-
ment and motive power in place, ready 
to leave on schedule.  

The session begins, and promptly at 
2:15, the Magnolian pulls out of NOUPT 
headed to Meridian, Miss. Once it 
passes under the South Claiborne 
Avenue overpass on the east leg of the 
wye, it passes behind the Peoples 
Avenue yard and exits the third deck. It 
then enters the outer loop of the helix 
so that it may pass through the 
Mississippi towns located on the 
second deck. It will make brief station 
stops at Edna and Wharton, Miss., 
before re-entering the helix headed 
down to lower-deck staging. 

Meanwhile, the switchman is using 
NOUPT SW8 no. 2 to ready the Southern 
Belle for her 4 p.m. departure. The frst 
step involves pulling the handsome 
black-and-silver smooth-side cars from 
the coach yard and through the wash 
rack. They are then backed through the 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Mississippi 
River

Inner helix down 
to staging deck 
(1.63 percent grade)

Outer helix down 
to second deck 
(1.78 percent grade)

Dispatcher’s desk

Machine shop

Roundhouse

Top lift-out

Engine service

Backdrop

Industrial flats 
along wall

Ice dock

MA&G office 
and freight 
terminal

Coach yard Pullman Co.

Butterfly 
sheds

Station 
plaza

NOUPT 
headhouse

Baggage 
office

Mail 
shed

Railway 
Express 
Agency

Gibbons Feed

South 
Claiborne 
Avenue

Wash rack

NOUPT 
diesel 
house

Public 
Grain 
Elevator

Tramp 
freighter

Public 
Cotton 
Warehouse

Riverboat

Napoleon 
Avenue 
Wharf

Hidden 
staging 
(west)

Clara Street 
Tower

PEOPLES 
AVENUE 
YARD

NEW ORLEANS UNION 
PASSENGER TERMINAL

UPPER DECK, NEW ORLEANS – 58"

Platforms

  



14 Model Railroad Planning 2014

west leg of the wye into Track 6. Once 
the consist is spotted, the switcher 
then collects a baggage car from Track 1 
and an RPO car from the postal shed. 
These are similarly backed into Track 6 
and connected to the string of coaches. 
The next order of business is to pick up 
two reefers from the REA building and 
add them to the consist. 

Now that the SW8 is no longer 
needed, the switchman turns his 
attention to the diesel shop, where a 
single KCS E6 has been fueled and 
prepped for its return trip to Kansas 
City. It is also pulled through the wash 
rack, and then backed to the awaiting 
Southern Belle. Here it will wait for 
passengers to be loaded prior to the  
4 p.m. departure time. The switchman 
will repeat a similar series of moves for 
each of the departures scheduled for 
this op session. 

Once the stationmaster has dropped 
off the Magnolian in the points-east 
staging yard, he fnds the Hummingbird 
parked nearby. Because L&N trains do 
not traverse the second deck, the 
Hummingbird enters the inside track of 
the helix and emerges on the third 
deck, where it enters New Orleans 
behind the MA&G roundhouse. It is 
backed at 3:10 into Track 9 where it will 
sit long enough to simulate the unload-
ing of passengers. 

The switchman uncouples the two 
E7A units and moves them to the diesel 
shop for servicing. He then resumes 
control of NOUPT no. 2 and moves the 
express cars to Track 2 of the REA 
building. There is an RPO car that must 
be spotted at the mail shed and two 
baggage cars for Track 1. Then the 
remainder of the consist is backed into 
the coach-yard track previously 
occupied by the KCS cars. 

At 4 p.m., the stationmaster  
highballs the Southern Belle out of 
NOUPT and moves her into “points 
west” staging track 2 which, in this 
case, represents Kansas City. He then 
aligns the switches for staging track 1, 
where the Sunset Limited has been 
patiently waiting. At 4:15, it pulls out 
from behind the New Orleans Public 
Grain Elevator and backs through the 
east leg of the wye to Track 12. 

The switchman has his hands full at 
this point, as he must assemble the 
Panama Limited on Track 10 and the 
Gulf Coast Commuter on Track 4 in 45 
minutes. This isn’t as large a task as it 
would seem. The Gulf Coast Commuter 
is the smallest resident of the NOUPT, 
made up of only a single FP7 and three 
coaches, so the switching chores 
involved are minimal. Once this work is 
completed, the Panama Limited departs 

6 (top) and 7 (above). The highway overpass (top) is located much closer to the 
terminal throat than on the prototype, but it helps to visually and operationally 
separate the coach yard (above) from the passenger terminal.

8. The NOUPT engine servicing facility includes a model of the multi-track sand 
tower. Building flats and digital photos help to extend the scene. 
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at 5 p.m. and is stored on the staging 
track vacated by the Sunset Limited.  

The switchman now has plenty of 
time to switch and set out the cars of 
the Sunset Limited and assemble the 
Southerner for departure. The station-
master can take a short break before 
preparing for the arrival of the Crescent 
Limited. At around 6:20 he pulls it from 
lower staging and enters the outer loop 
of the helix. The Southern and GM&O 
have trackage rights through the 
Mississippi area, so the Crescent 
Limited will run through the second 
deck without making any station stops. 
Once in New Orleans, it will back 
through the west leg of the wye into 
Track 8 at 6:45. 

While the switchman breaks down 
the Crescent Limited, the stationmaster 
will repeat the process for the Azalean 
at 7:30, only this time bypassing the 
second deck completely. Before the end 
of the operating session, the switch-
man will service the cars of the 
Azalean, and the stationmaster will 
facilitate the 7:50 departure of the 
MoPac’s Southerner and bring it into 
“points west” staging track 3. The 
session comes to an end at this point, 
and the two operators certainly feel 
like they’ve put in a full day’s work!

Night operations
When you factor in all of the freight 

traffc that is simultaneously moving 
on the layout, my operating sessions 
are certainly a beehive of activity. 
From a passenger train perspective, 
some sessions see more activity  
than others.

As one would expect, NOUPT saw 
fewer train arrivals and departures 
during the wee hours of the morning. 
To compensate, I wanted to make those 
less traffc-intense night sessions more 
interesting. I accomplished this by 
installing blue Christmas lights in the 
valance and under the third deck to 
simulate a full moon. Because the 
station alone has more than 300 
light-emitting diodes (LEDs), the third 
deck is particularly stunning during 
these “lights-out” sessions. 

Operators are equipped with small 
fashlights for reading switch lists and 
other paperwork. Likewise, the 
dispatcher has a lamp to allow him to 
perform his duties. This not only 
creates a truly realistic atmosphere for 
the night sessions but also makes them 
more operationally demanding with the 
added element of darkness.

Passenger train potential
I hope my report has illustrated that 

the operational aspects of passenger 

train modeling are not only possible 
but also very interesting on a home 
layout. I consider it to be one of the 
most neglected aspects of our hobby. 
The simulation of activity in and 
around a major passenger terminal is 
incredibly challenging and rewarding. I 
encourage you to look for ways to 
incorporate some degree of passenger 
train presence on your layout.  MRP

Cliff Powers has been a model 
railroader since age 10. An elementary 

educator for nearly 20 years, Cliff is 
currently serving as both lower school 
STEM Lab instructor and Technology 
Integration Specialist. He and Jennifer 
have been married 22 years and have 
three children. The MA&G was featured 
in Great Model Railroads 2013 (“Way 
down yonder in New Orleans”) and  
GMR 2007 (“The South has risen 
again”), and it was also part of Allen 
Keller’s video series Great Model 
Railroads Volume 54. Cliff also enjoys 
playing the piano.

9. Cliff has devoted a lot of attention not only to the rail-related structures such 
as the Railway Express Agency building in the background but also to  
commercial businesses, such as the used car lot, that line the terminal tracks.

10. This long warehouse to the left on the upper deck conceals a five-track 
“points west” staging yard for consists from the SP, MP, T&P, IC, and KCS. Its 
roof is removable for access and maintenance.

  



1. An eastbound freight crosses Wall 
Creek Viaduct in the Siskiyou 
Mountains. Strips of light-emitting-
diode (LED) lights illuminate this scene 
on the lower deck of Larry Over’s  
N scale Southern Pacific Siskiyou 
Line, which was inspired by a track 
plan in Model Railroad Planning 1997.

  



 

Southern Pacifc’s

Siskiyou Line 
in N scale

By Larry Over//Photos by Tim Miller

A branch line with mainline character set in the late 1970s
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Espee’s Siskiyou Line 
N scale (1:160)
Room size:  25 x 27 feet
Scale of plan: 5∕16" = 1'-0", 24" grid
Numbered arrows indicate photo locations
Illustration by Kellie Jaeger

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

T
he origin of my N scale 
Southern Pacifc Siskiyou Line 
layout dates to my childhood. 
I’m a native Oregonian who 

grew up on the SP’s Toledo branch. 
Since I was old enough to remember, 
I’ve seen SP’s long and heavy Toledo 
Hauler come into town. It was often 
pulled by solid sets huge six-axle 

engines like EMD SD9s and, for a time, 
SD45s. There was always a GP9 or SD9 
stationed in Toledo to work the many 
lumber mills and the large paper mill, 
as well as some other industries.

My father often took me down to the 
yard to look at the locomotives. This 
frmly established that the SP and its 
six-axle (C-C) locomotives became part 

of my childhood as I developed a 
sincere interest in both prototype 
railroads and model railroading.

What to model?

I’ve modeled in N scale since 1970, 
but until recently I didn’t have the time 
or space to plan a large layout. I’ve 
been fortunate enough to view 
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 Oregon’s many Class 1 mountain rail- 
roads, such as Union Pacifc’s Blue 
Mountain Crossing, the Great Northern-
Spokane, Portland & Seattle (later 
Burlington Northern) Inside Gateway, 
and the SP’s Cascade Crossing and 
Siskiyou lines. 

My goal was to realistically model 
an Oregon mountain main line. The 
prototypes I considered were the SP’s 
Modoc Line, the Inside Gateway, and 
the Siskiyou Line. I used a decision 
matrix like the one Bernard Kempinski 
described in Model Railroad Planning 
2006 to decide on a prototype.

While I was reviewing the pluses 
and minuses of each line, I happened to 
scan MRP 1997. In that issue, Don 
Mitchell described a multi-deck N scale 
bedroom-sized layout for the SP Shasta 
Route. From my many hikes along the 
Siskiyou Line, the pictures I had taken, 
and my knowledge of the topography, it 
dawned on me that the route had the 
same “Z” curves Don described in the 
Shasta Route design.

Name: Southern Pacifc’s Siskiyou 
Line
Scale: N (1:160)
Size: 25 x 27 feet
Prototype: Southern Pacifc
Locale: Pacifc Northwest
Era: late 1970s
Style: multi-deck walk-in
Mainline run: 220 feet 
Minimum radius: 18" 
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: 3.3 percent
Train length: 11 feet
Benchwork: conventional grid
Height: 48" to 67" 
Roadbed: Vinylbed
Track: Peco code 55
Scenery: cardboard lattice with 
masking tape and plaster
Backdrop: .060" styrene
Control: Digitrax duplex-radio DCC

The layout at a glance

2. Ashland Yard, with Medford/Eugene staging hidden behind the backdrop, is 
on the right. Visible to its left on the lower level is Wall Creek Viaduct, with 
Siskiyou Summit above it. The Gregory Loops are under construction at left.
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That gave me the idea to switch the 
Siskiyou locations with the Shasta 
ones. So, with suitable modifcations, 
Dunsmuir Yard became Ashland Yard, 
Cantara Loop became Dollarhide 
Curve, and Mount Shasta became 
Siskiyou Summit.

Don’s design allowed my trains to 
climb prototypically from Ashland to 
Siskiyou Summit, just as the SP had 
done, yet stay within a reasonable 
space to allow development for the rest 
of the layout. This ft together perfectly 
with my prototype, so I knew this was 

the railroad I would model. Don had 
worked out all the diffculties for me 
concerning maximum grade, the space 
needed to construct the Z-curve area, 
and the minimum radius.

Several other factors also favored 
the Siskiyou Line: the incredible route 
over the Siskiyous, which was laid out 
by William Hood in the late 1880s; the 
mountain scenery; the use of large 
six-axle units, including Alco Centuries 
and EMD tunnel motors; and large sets 
of helper engines.

This section of the Siskiyou Line is 
rarely modeled. Bruce Chubb has a 
portion modeled in HO scale, and Joe 
Fugate’s HO scale mushroom-style 
Siskiyou Line depicts the northern 
part. It’s offcially a branch line in the 
late 1970s that I model, but has the 
characteristics of a heavy mountain 
main line. The scenic variety of the line 
on the southern half of the railroad 
south of Hilt, Calif., was another plus.

I chose the late 1970s because the 
Southern Pacifc was still a viable 
railroad, and heavy trains with 6-axle 

3. The head-end power of a 
westbound freight circles back to 
cross above and soon over the rest of 
its train, which includes a set of 
mid-train helpers. Larry used a typical 
SP snowshed to transition smoothly 
between levels.

4. This view shows both decks as the railroad climbs up the Siskiyous. An 
eastbound freight is crossing Wall Creek Viaduct on its way down to Ashland. 
Tunnel 15 and the transition between decks is in the background.
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power were routinely dispatched over 
the line west to Black Butte, Calif., and 
east to Eugene, Ore. (In SP timetables, 
west is toward San Francisco and east 
is away from the Bay Area.) The 1970s 
were also the years when I photo-
graphed and hiked much of the line.

Online industries

Most Siskiyou Line traffc was 
related to the lumber industry. This 
often came from mills farther east on 
the Siskiyou Line and from many mills 
in the Medford and Rogue Valley areas.

In addition, the Rogue Valley is 
known for pears, peaches, apples, and 
other types of fruit due to the favorable 
climate. I’ve represented a portion of 
this with two fruit-packing plants, 
which are serviced by mechanical 
refrigerator cars. This “hot” perishable 
traffc is represented by a small 
piggyback terminal that loads refriger-
ated trailers on fatcars.

The SP didn’t have a piggyback 
service for refrigerated trailers on the 
Siskiyou Line due to tunnel height 

restrictions. But I feel this traffc adds 
operational interest and is in keeping 
with the overall theme of the Siskiyou 
Line and the industries it served.

The southern end of the Siskiyou 
Line, south of Hornbrook, is agricultur-
ally rich. It will be represented by 

industries that serve agriculture, such 
as grain loading, farm equipment 
transport, and crop storage.

The large paper mill at Weed will 
require a dedicated local because of its 
multiple tracks and the traffc gener-
ated. The east end has no industries 

5. A train exits tunnel 13 while a 
westbound waits in the siding next to 
the eclectic maintenance of way 
structures at Siskiyou Summit. This 
relatively finished area shows how the 
railroad will appear as Larry com­
pletes more scenery.

6. Larry’s scenery and fascia­construction techniques are on display in this 
view of westbound MERV (Medford­to­Roseville freight) crossing the Klamath 
River Bridge and moving along the Klamath River Canyon.
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between Belleview and Hilt, Calif., as 
per the prototype.

Geographical tour
The layout is a linear point-to-point 

design with open staging representing 
Eugene and Medford on the east end of 
the system and scenicked open staging 
representing Black Butte and Roseville 
on the west end.

I was able to expand Don’s minimum 
radius to 18"; most curves are 19" or 
larger. All mainline curves are super-
elevated with easements.

Mainline turnouts are no. 8s, and 
yards have no. 6 or larger turnouts. 
The track is Peco code 55 fextrack 
with Peco Electrofrog turnouts. This 
line was Automatic Block Signal 
territory, with all switches operated 
manually by a switchman or brakeman, 
and I wanted to represent this authen-
tic aspect of the Siskiyou Line. All 101 
turnouts are therefore operated with 
Blue Point manual controls.

The maximum grade is 3.3 percent 
over Siskiyou Summit, and the profle 
closely represents the prototype grade 
on both its east and west approaches.

I included a turntable and round-
house at Ashland Yard. The yard itself 

is designed from John Signor’s excel-
lent book, Rails in the Shadow of Mount 

Shasta. It includes a yard plan of 
Ashland and one of Hornbrook, Calif. 
These were a tremendous help in 
designing the track plan.

The turntable and roundhouse were 
gone by the time I’m modeling, but 
I included both because of the interest-
ing operation of a turntable.

The track starts its climb after 
passing the sawmill at Belleview, and 
the 3-percent-plus grade continues up 
to the east siding switch at Siskiyou 
Summit. I decided to terminate the 
grade at this point because the height 
above the foor was 67", and I felt that 
this was high enough.

On the way up the grade to the 
summit, trains pass through tunnels 15 
and 14. A large loop between these 
tunnels provides a turnback curve as 
far out on the mountain ridge as 
possible. This allows the head-end 
units to pass above the helper engines 
on most freight trains. I incorporated 
this into my design; a typical 25- to 
32-car train duplicates this passing of 
hauler and helper engines.

Towering Wall Creek Viaduct is 
located west of tunnels 14 and 15. 

Because of the 183-foot height of this 
bridge, I couldn’t place it in its proper 
place and still have room for the lower 
deck below it. I therefore moved the 
viaduct to the lower deck, just after 
trains pass through Dollarhide Curve. 
This accommodated a largely scratch-
built viaduct that’s four feet long and 
the proper scale height.

Once trains pass through Tunnel 13 
at Siskiyou Summit, they begin the 
western decent of the Siskiyou Moun-
tains. I’ve represented this by including 
a scaled-down version of the Gregory 
Loops, which are complete turnback 
curves that the prototype employed to 
keep the grade to a maximum of just 
over 3.3 percent.

Another hill is encountered past the 
small industrial area of Hilt, Calif. 
Bailey Hill has another severe grade, 
and eastbound trains face another hil 
on their way toward Ashland.

For the old helper area of Horn-
brook, I used the track plan in John 
Signor’s book. I located industries at 
both ends of the yard for operational 
interest and included a helper track.

There was a grade in either direc-
tion out of Hornbrook. Westbound 
trains cross the scenic Klamath River 

7. A close-up view of both finished and unfinished scenery 
shows the cardboard lattice that Larry uses to create 
mountain landforms. The lead units of this westbound 

freight have exited tunnel 14 as the midtrain helpers pass 
through prototypically short tunnel 15 below. UP units were 
common on the SP in the 1970s and ’80s.
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Canyon and then transition into rugged 
Agar Canyon. They traverse another 
grade at Snowden Hill, with majestic 
Mount Shasta in the background.

The next community is Montague, 
where the Southern Pacifc inter-
changed with the Yreka Western. 
Including this interchange adds 
switching interest. I included one other 
branch line: the Southern Pacifc’s 
White City Branch. In reality, the White 
City Branch comes off the Siskiyou Line 
east of Ashland, but I transposed it to 
the west end of Belleview. 

Trains continue through the 
communities of Granada and Gazelle. 
The industrial area of Weed, Calif., is 
represented by what will become a 
large Georgia Pacifc paper and pulp 
mill and bag plant. Actually, Roseburg 
Lumber Co. had a very large sawmill at 
Weed, but I worked at a paper mill 
during summers in college, so I know 
the car variety serving a paper mill is 
greater than a lumber mill.

Passing Weed, trains enter the 
west-end staging at Black Butte, Calif. 
This is where the Siskiyou inter-
changes with the Shasta Line, the 
newer main line built into Oregon in 
1927. The visible staging allows some 
scenic representation of Black Butte, as 
well as having four of the six staging 
tracks more than 11 feet long.

Design and construction
I designed the operation to be 

representative of Southern Pacifc’s 
ABS practices. This line used lower-
quadrant semaphore signals, a feature  
I want to add to the layout. The 
Siskiyou Line used both timetable-and-
train-order and track-warrant controls. 
All train movements are controlled by 
Digitrax duplex wireless Digital 
Command Control throttles. The Blue 
Point switch controls require operating 
crews to walk to a switch to line it. 

The layout is designed to accom-
modate six to eight operators in a 
 comfortable environment. Aisles are 
wide enough to allow operators to pass 
without any bottlenecks. 

The stand-alone, double-deck part 
of the layout from Don Mitchell’s plan 
is constructed of three walls of 2 x 4 
studs anchored to the room foor.  
I secured standard open-grid bench-
work to this foundation. This has 
proven to be a very solid construction 
method that really minimizes the 
amount of space needed for the three 
freestanding walls of this portion of 
the layout. The large peninsula 
representing the Klamath River and 
Snowden Hill was constructed with 
this same method.

Even though the layout is located in 
a large area (25 x 27 feet), many 
compromises had to be made concern-
ing the amount of track represented 
from Ashland to Black Butte. Multiple 
Layout Design Elements – Wall Creek 
Viaduct, Siskiyou Summit, the loop 
between tunnels 14 and 15, Montague, 
Weed, and others – were incorporated 
early in the design. [Layout Design 
Elements, or LDEs, are visually and 
operationally recognizable models of 
actual locations. –Ed.]

By using this approach, I was able to 
incorporate the important features of 
each LDE without unduly compressing 
the scene to the extent that it no longer 
was representative of the prototype. 
Certainly selective compressions were 
an important part of designing the 
LDEs, but I tried very hard to maintain 
the key features of the prototype.

I wanted a mountain railroad that 
required the use of helpers and 
allowed train crews to follow their 
trains without passing through any 
scene more than once. I believe the 
design achieves this operational goal.

The portion of the line west of 
Siskiyou Summit was designed in four 
segments over a 3-year period.  
I started the initial design in December 
2005. At this point, all track is in place 
except the turntable, and all trains are 
operational. Scenery has been com-
pleted in several areas. Scenery 
construction and layout design are my 
favorite aspects of the hobby.

I would say I’m very satisfed with 
the design. I believe it will support 
interesting operation for years to 
come. An important part of attaining 
my goals for the layout was designing it 
over the course of several years after 
careful reviews of photos and diagrams 
of the prototype.

I also enjoy studying published 
track plans. One can learn and adapt 
something from many plans to his or 
her own layout. I’m most grateful to 
Don Mitchell for his Shasta Route plan, 
which led me to the Siskiyou plan.

Every time I have an opportunity to 
work on or operate the layout, I’m 
reminded what a truly wonderful 
hobby I have to enjoy. MRP

Larry Over is a maxillofacial prostho­
dontist who lives with his wife, Beth, and 
three children in Eugene, Ore. His other 
interests include skiing, golf, and family 
time. Son Johnny shares Dad’s interest 
in model railroading.

Learning points

• Favorite prototype locomotives 
may help you choose a proto-
type, era, and locale to model.
• Studying and adopting portions

of published track plans may 
ease layout-design chores.
• Modeling a prototype railroad is

essentially stringing together a 
series of Layout Design Ele-
ments.
• Locating switch controls near the

associated turnout rather than on 
a central control panel puts 
crews where the action is.

8. The Gregory Loops are on the west side of the climb up to Siskiyou Summit, 
with Siskiyou Summit tunnel just to the right of the photo. Black Butte/Roseville 
staging and the site of a large paper mill complex at Weed are at left.
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T
he Santa Fe’s First & Alice Street 
Yard was a compact industrial 
area along the waterfront in 

Oakland, Calif. It had no direct rail 
connection with the rest of the far-fung 
Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Ry. The yard 
did have a little-used interchange track 
connecting with the Southern Pacifc, but 
most of its traffc came and went by way 
of the “Santa Fe Navy,” railroad-owned 
car-foat barges and tugboats that plied 
San Francisco Bay and connected with 
fve other rail-marine terminals.

I frst became aware of Alice Street 
when I operated an HO scale shelf 
layout based on this prototype built by 
my friend Bill Childers in Fort Worth, 
Texas. It featured industrial switching 
concentrated in a small area along a 
narrow shelf, and it used the car foats 
both to move a variety of cars on and 
off the layout and to store them as if in 
staging. I’d seen other model railroad 
designs and actual layouts featuring 
this kind of operation but hadn’t 
associated this concept with the 

AT&SF. (Yet I should have, having  
seen photos of Santa Fe tugs, one  
even painted in a variation of the 
famous “warbonnet” passenger diesel 
color scheme.)

I learned more about Alice Street 
from Bill’s article in the 3rd Quarter 
2001 issue of the Santa Fe Ry. Historical 
& Modeling Society’s Warbonnet 
magazine. That issue also showed  
his Alice Street layout. More  
recently, an article by Warbonnet  
editor John R. Signor in the 1st Quarter 

Alice Street  
 in 4x8 feet
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The Santa Fe’s First & Alice Street 
Yard was an isolated industrial district 
in Oakland, Calif., connected to the 
rest of the system by car floats. In this 
1952 view, a General Electric 
44-tonner switches reefers on the 
team tracks. The building at right is 
one of two at Alice Street used by the 
Merchants Express & Drayage Co. 
John R. Signor collection photo

2011 issue covered the Santa Fe’s  
San Francisco Bay rail-marine  
operations more generally.

(You can fnd back issues of the 
Warbonnet at atsfry.net. You don’t have 
to be a society member to buy them.) 

All of this prototype information 
contributed to the N scale track plan 
shown here, which frst appeared in 
the February 2011 Model Railroader.  
I was allocated only a few paragraphs 
there to explain my layout design, 
although I had more to say. Model 

Railroad Planning editor Tony Koester 
thought you’d appreciate my sharing 
those further thoughts here.

So why is it a 4 x 8?
Before I retired from the magazine’s 

staff, MR editor Neil Besougloff wanted 
to offer readers a variety of track plans 
for the common 4 x 8-foot layout size 
that so many hobbyists begin with. He 
asked each of us on the staff to design 
a layout of that size, guaranteeing that 
they’d all be different.

By Andy Sperandeo//
Photos used by permission of the Santa Fe Ry. Historical & Modeling Society

A highly prototypical N scale track plan for a 

Santa Fe rail-marine operation in Oakland, Calif.
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We were all aware of the advice 
offered by MRP’s editor and other 
layout-design gurus to cut the 4 x 8 
sheet of whatever material into narrow 
strips and build shelf layouts. But Neil 
was aware of that too, and he told us  
that he wanted plans for 4 x 8-foot table 
layouts, not shelf railroads.

To make the assignment more 
interesting, I decided to try to come up 
with a prototype-based track plan. And 
when I think of prototypes, I naturally 
start with my own favorite, the Santa 
Fe. Reviewing familiar AT&SF station 
and yard layouts to fnd a suitable 
modeling subject, the First & Alice 
Street Yard quickly came to the fore. It 
had several appealing features:

• Shape: Okay, it wasn’t a rectangle, 
but it seemed close enough to the 1:2 
proportions of the 4 x 8 to allow a 
reasonably true-to-life N scale track 
arrangement. I like following a proto-
type track layout because it tends to 
impose realistic operating patterns on 
us hobby railroaders.

• Marine connection: Staging can be 
a challenge on the smallest layouts, but 
car foats allow rolling stock to readily 
move to and from the rest of the Santa 
Fe system and the national rail  
network. As I’d seen on Bill Childers’ 
layout, car foats can also serve a 
storage function just like the cassettes 
used in British-style fddle yards. 

• History: Although the First & Alice 
Street Yard was eventually ripped out 
in favor of expanded parking for 
Oakland’s Jack London Square, it  
was a functioning terminal operation 
from 1904 through the 1950s. (The 
freight agency closed in 1958, and  
the freight house was razed in 1966.) 

In this aerial view of the Alice Street complex from 1921, the freight slip is at the lower left on the Oakland Estuary, First 
Street runs up the right side with Southern Pacific tracks in the street, and Alice Street crosses First at the fifth 
intersection up from the bottom. The Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe freight house extends to the left from the corner of 
First and Alice. John R. Signor collection photo

Looking south along the Oakland waterfront, car float No. 3 is tied up at the Alice 
Street slip along with the Santa Fe tug Richmond. The tall structure to the left is 
the hoist house that adjusted the ferry apron’s height. Vernon Sappers collection photo
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Name: First & Alice Street Yard
Scale: N (1:160)
Size: 4 x 8 feet
Prototype: Atchison, Topeka & 
Santa Fe industrial terminal
Locale: Oakland, Calif.
Era: 1904-1958 (plan based on 
drawing representing the 1940s)
Style: tabletop
Mainline run: no main line
Minimum radius: 12"
Minimum turnout: no. 5
Maximum grade: none
Train length: switching opera-
tions only

The track plan at a glance

First & Alice Street Yard
Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Ry.

N scale (1:160)
Layout size: 4 x 8 feet
Scale of plan: 1" = 1'-0", 12" grid
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Illustration by Rick Johnson

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

That gives modelers a choice of 
periods, including Alice Street’s own 
steam-diesel transition in 1952, when 
0-6-0s gave way to 44-ton General 
Electric steeple-cab units.

• Point-to-point schematic: At frst 
glance the real Alice Street layout 
might look like a typical oval model 
railroad, but look closer. There was no 
continuous running at Alice Street, and 
the crews didn’t take the engine from 
one end to the other unless there was 
work to do when they got there.

The same is true of this track plan. 
I’m sure many of you will think of 
joining the layout’s SP connection and 
one of the team tracks to make an 
ordinary oval, but I hope you won’t.  
As it stands, Alice Street is small, but 
it’s really a railroad.

Track plan details
I chose a minimum radius of 12", a 

little larger than the “N scale minimum” 
of 93 ⁄4". This will make the equipment 
look better and make it easier to shove 
long cuts of cars reliably. I’d still advise 
keeping most of the rolling stock to less 
than 50 scale feet in length. I’ll also 
suggest body-mounting all the couplers 
for reliability in switching. You don’t 
need so many cars on this layout that 
this should be a great burden, although 
with car-foat cassettes you can expand 
your roster as much as you’d like.

The plan shows the center locations 
for the major curves. Use these to 
assist in accurately drawing out the 
track layout on whatever tabletop 
material you choose. I drew the  
plan using the specifcations of  
Atlas code 55 turnouts, and the 
matching code 55 fextrack would look 
good in Alice Street’s industrial setting.

Experienced N scalers know that 
Atlas code 55 track hasn’t always been 
readily available, and if you really want 
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The Santa Fe Navy

Car float No. 4 is taken west through the Oakland Estuary by an unidentified 
Santa Fe tugboat in 1923. Alice Street was one of five freight terminals 
connected by water to the Ferry Point slips near the railroad’s Richmond 
Yard. Richmond was the northern terminus of the Valley Division main line 
from Bakersfield. Vernon Sappers collection photo

to get your Alice Street layout started 
quickly, you can look at handlaying the 
track. This is a small enough model 
railroad that tracklaying from scratch 
wouldn’t be an endless chore, and 
you’d learn a lot too. When you know 
how to build your own turnouts, the 
commercial products pretty much lose 
whatever mysteries they once held.

I’ve labeled each edge of the plan for 
the boundary features that defned the 
Alice Street property. The left edge on 
the page is the Oakland Estuary, the 
waterfront at Alice Street. The top edge 
is Alice Street itself, and the right edge 
is First Street, where the Southern 
Pacifc’s main line ran right down the 
middle of the roadway. The lower 
boundary is the property line of an 
industry, the Sunset Lumber Co. The 
yard space along the spur there can be 
detailed with stacks of lumber being 
loaded into freight cars.

I’ve also included the road grid  
for this area on the plan. Such a grid  
is one of the most characteristic 
features of urban districts, and here  
it helps to put Alice Street in its City  
of Oakland setting.

Where do the car foats go?
On the plan I’ve indicated only the 

apron that connects to the car foats 
and the hoist house that raises and 
lowers the apron to match the free-
board of the barge. The three tracks on 
the apron are tightly spaced as on the 
prototype and don’t allow clearance on 
more than one track at a time. This 
reduced the width and weight of the 
apron, with the tracks spreading out 
again on the barge to allow loading on 
three parallel tracks.

An extension shelf, perhaps a 
temporary clamp-on in the manner of 
David Popp’s extensions for the MR 
Beer Line project layout, shown in the 
Jan. 2009 issue, could be added to the 
Alice Street 4 x 8 to support a car foat 
and even a tug. This would allow you to 
use car foat barges – if not detailed 
models, at least wooden planks with 
lengths of track – as staging cassettes 
to move cars on and off the layout. See 
“The Santa Fe Navy” at left for informa-
tion on the prototype vessels.
 
Industries

The wharf and the freight station/
team track complex were probably the 
busiest “industries” in Alice Street’s 
heyday. The wharf is rather com-
pressed on the layout because of space 
constraints, but the freight station can 
boast a near-prototypical complement 
of tracks – a bit foreshortened, of 
course. The good news is that as 

The last tugboat built new for the Santa Fe was dressed with a streamlined 
superstructure and a red and silver “warbonnet” paint scheme. A yellow 
oval-cross Santa Fe emblem decorated the front of the Edward J. Engel’s 
wheelhouse. Kansas State Historical Society collection photo

The Santa Fe’s early car floats were wooden barges with steel chafng 
surfaces. Numbered 1 through 3, they were 261 feet long and had a beam 
(width) of 41'-6". The 3rd Quarter 2001 Warbonnet includes a scale drawing. 
Two all-steel barges were added later.

The newest steel foats, Nos. 6 through 9, were 260 feet long with a 38-foot 
beam. All of the steel barges had rudders to assist in maneuvering and were 
steered from an elevated wheelhouse at the stern. For scale drawings, see the 
1st Quarter 2011 Warbonnet. The barges held 8 to 13 cars.

Santa Fe tugboats moved the unpowered barges around the Bay. There 
were eight of these over the years, but usually only three or four in service at 
one time. The Edward J. Engle of 1945 was built with a streamlined super-
structure dressed in warbonnet-style red and silver. The last two boats, the 
John P. Hayden and the Paul P. Hastings, were seagoing tugs built for the 
U.S. Army in 1945. They began their Santa Fe service in 1948, after which the 
remaining older tugs were retired or sold.

The Santa Fe navy was based at Ferry Point, near the railroad’s Richmond 
freight yard, terminal of the Valley Division main line from Bakersfeld. From 
Ferry Point, car foats served fve other terminals around San Francisco Bay. 
Besides Alice Street, these included Alameda, China Basin and Powell Street 
in San Francisco, and the North Western Pacifc terminal in Tiburon.

For modeling information, I recommend Richard Dietrichson’s article, 
“Modeling the Santa Fe Navy in N scale,” in the 2nd Quarter 2011 Warbonnet. 
It includes scale drawings of the tugs Hastings and Hayden. – A.S.
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Learning points

• It’s possible to accurately model 
a carefully selected part of a 
prototype railroad on the classic 
4 x 8-foot table.
• The car foats that connected the 

railroad to the rail network can 
serve as portable staging yards 
or fxed fddle yards.
• Despite the railroad’s small

footprint, it served several  
major industries.
• Unloading or loading a barge 

isn’t as simple as it may seem.
• Either steam or diesel operation 

is appropriate.
• This plan offers the opportunity 

to do some marine modeling.

trans-shipment points rather than 
actual producing or consuming 
industries, these can use many types 
of cars.

The Merchants Express & Drayage 
buildings serve a similar function to 
the freight station as terminals for  
a local trucking operation. Both 
Merchants Express and the freight 
station can load merchandise and LCL 
(less-than-carload-lot) cars for sched-
uled car foat (and ultimately freight 
train) connections. Both can also load 
and unload cars on parallel tracks: 
Spot the cars so their doors line up to 
allow placing bridge plates to connect 
the outer car to the loading dock 
through the inner car.

The Sunset Lumber Co. was a 
sawmill operation and a major shipper, 
so several cars at a time can be spotted 
for loading on its long spur. Remember 
that for most of Alice Street’s operating 
life, fnished lumber mainly moved in 
boxcars, with fatcars and gondolas 
used for rough-cut lumber and larger 
timbers. Bulkhead fats carrying 
packaged lumber and wallboard didn’t 
come on the scene until the middle 
1950s. One source says Sunset Lumber 
closed in 1945, but keeping it in 
business for a few years more would be 
a reasonable compromise.

The other industries are labeled  
on the track plan. Hunt Hatch received 
produce by boat from the Sacramento 
River Delta and packed it for shipping. 
The Aermotor Windmill Co. is a  
branch of that large manufacturer 
specializing in windmills and other 
machinery for ships. This is a  
business most of us might not  
think to include on a model railroad, 
and that’s one of the pleasures of 
following a specifc prototype. 

There can be challenges too: The 
H.L. Hinman Co. is identifed, but I 
haven’t been able to learn what kind of 
a business it was. I’ll bet some MRP 
reader out there knows all about it.

Operation
I’d begin a shift at Alice Street by 

pulling outbound cars from their spots 
and lining them up for loading on the 
next car foat, giving priority to loaded 
merchandise and LCL cars and other 
outbound loads. When the barge 
comes in the activity shifts to pulling 
inbound cars off and shoving outbound 
cars on.

There’s a convention among model 
railroaders to unload cars alternately 
from either side of a barge, and to load 
by reversing that procedure, but that’s 
not necessarily how it was done. It all 
depended on where the loaded and 
empty cars were and how their weight 
was distributed on the barge. The 
exact order of moving cars on and off 
was up to the captain of the vessel, and 
you can make out switch lists requiring 
varied loading procedures based on 
those factors. The 1st Quarter 2011 
Warbonnet includes a selection of Santa 
Fe “Rules Concerning Barge Loading.”

The engine switching the barge 
used idler fatcars, called “boat fats,” 
to reach across the apron and onto  
the barge. Engines could run on and  
off barges – as they regularly did to get  
to and from maintenance shops –  
but in normal switching it was just 
simpler and safer to keep the engine’s 
weight onshore. 

When the inbound cars are  
landed and the barge “sails” with the 
outbounds aboard, I’d write out a 
switch list showing how the inbound 
cars stand on the track and give some 
thought to the most convenient order 

of spotting. That would probably be to 
start with the freight house and team 
track cars and work back around the 
rest of the layout. Before that, however, 
I’d line up cars that need to be on the 
other end of the engine and spot them 
in a runaround track, ideally one we’ll 
pass on the way to the freight house.

A couple of the prototype features 
of Alice Street can add variety to the 
switching. You can have car inspectors 
go over outbound cars and tag any 
with defects – as determined by a 
random card drawing – to be spotted 
on the RIP (repair-in-place) track for at 
least one operating shift. The RIP can 
also be used as a clean-out spot to 
clean a car before loading.

Other cars can be designated for 
weighing on the track scale, either 
before or after loading, sometimes 
both, depending on the commodity 
being shipped. Remember not to weigh 
tank cars, though. Their billing is 
determined by volume in gallons rather 
than by weight.

When all the cars are spotted, take 
the engine to the house and put her 
away until the next “day,” which can 
start whenever you’d like. Before that, 
put on your freight agent hat and check 
the waybills of the cars spotted on the 
layout. Write up a switch list of 
outbound cars for the next Alice Street 
engine foreman to pull, and line up a 
new set of inbound cars on the next 
barge to arrive. With just a little 
housekeeping, the fun at Alice Street 
can go on and on.  MRP

 
Andy Sperandeo, contributing editor to 
Model Railroader, served as the 
magazine’s editor and then executive 
editor until he retired in 2011. He is 
editor of Great Model Railroads, which, 
like MRP, is an annual issue of MR.

Although taken at Ferry Point in 1962, this photo shows the same kind of apron 
hoist used at Alice Street, and the three tracks on the car float squeezing 
together to meet the closely spaced tracks on the apron. Jack Whitmeyer photo
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A moving 
experience

By Harry Bilger//Model photos by the author

A new layout ft for a retirement home

M
y HO scale model railroad 
depicting Moscow, Idaho, 
was featured in Model 
Railroad Planning 2008. I 

described the planning and design 
process I used to capture my memories 
of the Northern Pacifc and Union 
Pacifc operations in the fall of 1965 
when I had just arrived as a graduate 
student at the University of Idaho. 

I enjoyed all aspects of that layout 
for seven years: the initial planning and 
design, renovation of the building to 
house it, backdrop painting, bench-
work, wiring, tracklaying, scratchbuild-
ing and kitbashing of the many 
distinctive structures, and most of all 
running HO scale versions of trains I 
remember seeing in person.  

In September 2011, my wife and         
I moved from our country home of 24 
years to Denton, Texas, just north of 
Fort Worth. At the time we realized 
that it was becoming increasingly 
diffcult for us to care for our rural 
property and manage our lifestyle.  

The return of a health problem also 
slowed me down considerably.

The time for a major change in our 
lifestyle had fnally arrived, so we 
moved into a retirement community 
that provides a caring environment 
and independence. Many services are 
included, and good medical and other 
resources, including two universities, 
are close at hand. Our worries for the 
future have been greatly diminished.

My HO layout had not been built to 
move, so I had to abandon it. Although 
I was sad to dismantle it, I was pleased 
with what I had accomplished and was  
looking forward to the opportunities  
and challenges of a new railroad. 

As an update, I’ll briefy describe 
the improvements I made to the 
original layout as well as the planning, 
design, and current status of my new 
layout. [See sidebar: “Updates on the 
old layout.” – Ed.] 

My goal is to encourage those of you 
facing a major relocation, even if it’s 
due to accommodating advancing age, 

to continue to enjoy your model 
railroading endeavors.

Railroad in the dining room?
Giving up that layout was diffcult. It 

looked great and operated beautifully. I 
enjoyed it immensely and was looking 
forward to several more years of 
structure building, detailing, and 
operating. Although it wasn’t complete 
(are they ever?), I had fulflled my 
major objective, which was to re-create 
my memories of the Northern Pacifc 
and Union Pacifc in Moscow when I 
lived there from 1965–67. I was very 
proud of that layout, especially so 
when others who were familiar with 
the Moscow rail scene told me that I 
had captured the look and feel of that 
time and place.

Expanding the staging area and 
including the Northern Pacifc’s Sweet  
Avenue spur instead of the fctional 
town of Grangemont greatly enhanced 
the layout’s realism and cohesiveness. 
I had also come to realize that when 

Harry Bilger and his wife, Pearl, didn’t need a dining room in their house, so he built his HO scale Great Northern layout 
modeling Moscow, Idaho, in that space. Their dog, Molly, likes to be close to Harry when he’s working on the railroad.  
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lacking a large space, a narrowly 
focused layout based on one town or 
portion of a town worked best for me. 
But it was time to move on.

Our new house has only slightly less 
space than our old one, but it is 
arranged differently and has one fewer 
rooms. Finding suitable space for a 
layout didn’t look promising until one 
evening my wife said, “It would be nice 
if you could build the layout in the 
dining room where I could see you 
when you were working on your 
railroad.”  Well, yes, that idea would 
certainly work!   

That space is 11"-0" by 11'-6" in what 
would normally be the open dining 
area between the living room and 
kitchen. But since we have plenty of 
room to eat in the kitchen and there’s 
another entrance through the central 
hallway, the dining room became our 
train room.

What to model?

The big question then became what 
to model in that room, as it was 
apparent that I could not adequately 
duplicate the scenes from my previous 
layout in about half the space. I 
considered modeling the Texas & 
Pacifc in Sherman, Texas, where my 
boyhood home was literally a stone’s 
throw from the tracks, or some part of 
the Chicago Terminal area of the 
Milwaukee Road, where I began my 
professional career. 

Back to Moscow

But my mind kept returning to that 
interesting scene at “A” and Almon 
streets in Moscow, with the Great 
Northern depot and the Dumas Seed 
Co. plant that I had often thought had 
great possibilities as the focal point of 
a layout. So this time around it would 
be my third railroad in Moscow, Idaho: 
the Great Northern in the fall of 1965.

Moscow was at the end of the Ninth 
Subdivision of the Kalispell Division in 
1965, 96 miles south of Spokane, Wash. 
The GN branch to Moscow had 
originally been built as an electric 
railway in 1908 by the Spokane & 
Inland Empire RR, which was pur-
chased by GN subsidiary Spokane, 
Coeur d’Alene & Palouse in 1927. 
Electric operations had been discontin-
ued in 1942, and in 1952 the route was 
changed to use the UP between 
Spokane and Fairfeld, Wash. A train 
worked down the branch from Spokane 
to Moscow on Monday, Wednesday, 
and Friday, returning to Spokane the 
next day. By the mid-’60s, the custom-
ary power for these trains was one or 
two GP7s, GP9s, or SD9s.

The Great Northern served several 
online customers in town: the Dumas, 
Western Valley, and O’Donnell seed 
companies, handling seed and dried 
peas; Helbling Bros. farm implements; 
and a Humble Oil Co. dealer. There was 
also business for the team track, plus 
interchange traffc with both the NP 
and UP. Maximum permissible speed 
on the branch was 25 mph, with a 
10-mph restriction in Moscow.  

I set only a few simple but important 
requirements for the new layout: It had 
to have a prototypical track arrange-
ment and appearance to provide for 
realistic operations. The focal point 
would be the depot and Dumas Seed, 
plus several other online customers.

The NP/UP interchange tracks and 
Spokane staging would provide access 
to the rest of the rail network. It had to 
operate reliably, be easily constructed 
and dismantled, and be easily acces-

sible without a duckunder. I also 
wanted a comfortable and uncrowded 
operating area, with room for a couple 
of operators or guests. And it had to 
visually complement our living space.

Inland Empire Electric Line: Spokane 

to Coeur d’Alene and the Palouse by 
Clive Carter (Museum of North Idaho, 
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, 2009) is an 
excellent history for students of the 
Great Northern in the Pacifc North-
west. The track charts, photos and 
operational information in this book 
were very helpful to me. The Great 
Northern and Northern Pacifc Joint 
Archives located at the Jackson Street 
Roundhouse in St. Paul, Minn., are 
another treasure trove for modelers of 
those roads. Its website provides 
on-line access for maps, building plans, 
photos, and other useful resources. 

As on my previous Moscow layout, I 
used railroad maps to lay out a 

Prototype (1987) and model photos show the Dumas Seed Co. pea processing 
and warehouse buildings with sidings on both sides of the curving Great 
Northern main track at Almon and “A” streets in Moscow, Idaho. Harry is using 
structures from his old layout as stand-ins to help visualize whole scenes.
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prototypical plan. The GN’s track 
arrangement in Moscow wasn’t 
complex, and by using a digital copy of 
an original GN map from the archives, I 
was able to ft an almost perfectly 
scaled copy of the existing depot track 
arrangement and Dumas Seed plant 
into the layout.

The only signifcant compromise 
required by my space for that scene 
was that I had to introduce a curve into 

the approach from the north rather 
than have the track come straight into 
town, but I was able to maintain the 
approximate lengths of the main track 
and siding. I also found several color 
photographs of the depot in the 
archives. 

Although I had taken no photos of 
the GN while living in Moscow, I shot a 
couple of pictures of the Dumas Seed 
elevators in 1987. Fellow railroad 
enthusiasts Blair Kooistra and David 
Lehlbach have also given me their 
photos of the remaining evidence of 
the GN there in 2005 and 2006. Moscow 
resident Jim Davis again gave me good 
local information.

Downsizing the scene
 The new layout is about half the 

size as my previous one, but it has the 
advantage of being where my wife can 
enjoy it with me. Since it’s smaller and 
considerably less complex, the layout 
has proceeded much more quickly, 
even though I’m working more slowly. 

I probably spent more time thinking 
about and designing the plan for the 

layout than I spent on basic construc-
tion. But that was time very well spent. 
I used Empire Express layout design 
software by Haddon Software (www.
haddonsoftware.com), which I’ve used 
before, to ensure that I would have an 
accurate track plan that ft my available 
space. It even helped me to size the 
benchwork sections.   

I constructed an L-girder base that’s  
attached to wall studs with screws at 
several locations to give the bench-
work more rigidity. Then I fastened 
open-grid boxes made of 1 x 3 pine, 18" 
or 24" wide and from two to six feet 
long, on top of the L-girders and bolted 
them together. The top of each box was 
made of ¾" birch plywood, topped with 
½" acoustic tile, and 5 ⁄32" sheet cork. 

Whenever it might become neces-
sary to dismantle the layout, it should 
come apart relatively easily. I used a 
permanent marker to label and write 
assembly notes on the benchwork and 
mark the locations where the boxes 
were attached to the L-girders and 
where the L-girders are fastened to the 
wall studs.

Learning points

• Rethinking a layout’s basic plan
can enhance its scenic and 
operational possibilities.

• Moving to smaller living quarters
need not bring modeling activi-
ties to an abrupt end.

• Narrowing one’s focus can create
a satisfying plan for a compact 
space.

• Basing a layout on cherished
memories adds to the satisfac-
tion of seeing it come to life.

Northern Pacific GP9 no. 308 is returning an empty GN 
boxcar to the Moscow transfer tracks and delivering a Gulf, 
Mobile & Ohio box for the Dumas Seed Co.; GN will return 
the GM&O car to the NP after it has been loaded by Dumas 

for shipment to a Campbell Soup plant in the Midwest. The 
little transfer yard also serves the Union Pacific. The cars 
in the background behind the Geep are standing on the 
Spokane staging tracks.

The GN depot and Dumas Seed Co. elevator in Moscow 
are visible in this black-and-white 1970s photo. Maynard 

Rikard photo, collection of Sheldon Perry. 

This photo shows the GN depot as it looked in 1971 at “A” 
and Almon streets; it was built in 1912 by the Spokane & 
Inland Empire RR. David S. Lehlbach collection

  



 Model Railroad Planning 2014 33

Photographs taken during the 
construction and assembly process, 
plus written disassembly instructions, 
are in a document available for future 
reference by me or whoever has to 
disassemble the railroad.

The cork top provided a neat and 
clean working surface for the layout as  
I transferred the track plan from my 
computer to the layout surface. I put a 
3" grid on the plan and then printed it 
full size on individual sheets of paper. 
The sheets were pinned and taped to 
the cork surface, which I marked with a 
2-foot-square grid to align them. I slid 
sheets of artist’s graphite (carbon 
paper could be used instead) under  
the printed plan and traced heavily 
over the track lines with a soft pencil, 
transferring the location of the tracks 
to the cork surface. 

After removing the papers from the 
layout, I went over the track lines with 
a dark marker and used that as a guide 
to lay N scale cork roadbed. I used the 

thinner N scale roadbed instead of HO 
roadbed because the GN tracks in 
Moscow seldom showed much eleva-
tion above the surrounding terrain.

Once I had the roadbed fastened 
down, I cut through the cork with a 
sharp knife along the intersections of 
all the box joints so that the roadbed 
would separate if the boxes are taken 
apart for a move. When I paint the 
track, I’ll add dots of paint on the rails 
or ties to note where the track should 
be cut for dismantling. 

All of my new trackwork is in place 
except for a couple of feet of the house 
track, which I’ll complete after building 
the depot. The main line is Peco code 
83 fextrack and turnouts. It has a light  
look that more closely resembles the 
appearance of the small rail in the 
prototype tracks in Moscow compared 
to other code 83 track. I used Shino-
hara code 70 fextrack on some of the 
spur tracks for variety; the staging 
tracks are Walthers code 83.  

A gate fts between the staging and 
Moscow tracks to provide access to the 
center of the layout, and this creates a 
nice transition. Although the top of the 
layout blocks the sliding doorway to 

 The new track plan
HO scale (1:87.1)
Room size:  11’ x 11’-6”
Scale of plan: 1∕2" = 1'-0", 24" grid
Illustration by Jay Smith
Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.
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Name: Great Northern in
Moscow, Idaho
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 11'-0" x 11'-6"
Prototypes: GN with Northern
Pacifc and Union Pacifc
Locale: northern Idaho
Era: fall 1965
Style: single deck
Height: 52"
Mainline run: 32 feet 
Minimum radius: 32"
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: none
Train length: 4 feet

The NEW layout at a glance
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the kitchen, I left it open, and our dogs 
use it regularly. 

Since I wanted the layout to look     
attractive, I covered the benchwork  
facing the living room with bead-board 
paneling, which will be painted the 
wall color. The layout became opera-
tional after I fnished the wiring and 
installed the DCC system. Everything 
works reliably, and I’m having fun 
running trains once again. We’ve even 

had some of our new neighbors stop by 
to see what I’m up to.

What lies ahead
I’m very pleased with the progress 

I’ve been able make to date. The next 
stages – painting, ballasting, and 
weathering the track; adding initial 
scenery; scratchbuilding some neat 
structures; fnishing some more GN 
locomotives and boxcars; and putting 

the railroad through its paces duplicat-
ing the GN’s operation in Moscow – all 
promise to be exciting. It’ll be reward-
ing to re-create this vanished scene. 

The railroads that I remember in 
Moscow are all gone, and the tracks 
have been removed. Burlington 
Northern abandoned the NP and GN 
branches; the old UP line between Mos-
cow and Pullman is now a bike-and-
hike trail. The trains I knew run no 

Following the article on my layout in Whitesboro, 
Texas, in MRP 2008, I continued to work on the section 
along the wall with the painted backdrop and the 8th Street 
side of the layout. This included expansion of the Moscow 
Idaho Seed Company plant and completion of the Latah 
County Grain Growers elevator complex, both of which I 
had begun for an earlier layout. I also scratchbuilt models 
of the UP depot and the large Crites-Moscow Growers 
facility facing 8th Street.
    After enjoying the layout for about a year and operating 
with temporary staging tracks, I discovered that while I 
really liked to run the local trains switching the industries in 
town, the Northern Pacifc Pullman Switcher crew didn’t 
have enough of its own local work to do. I also decided 
that I could make better use of the available space on the 
other side of the room.
    My frst improvement was to move the Grangemont side 
of the benchwork against the far wall, gaining valuable 
operator space in the center of the layout and adding some 
extra running track and broader curves to the ends. Then 

Updates on the old layout

double-ended staging tracks went in along the wall behind 
the foreground scene and on an extended shelf over my 
workbench and paint booth area.
    There were two logical alternatives for the new space on 
the layout. My frst idea was to add the Great Northern Ry. by 
including its depot, a couple of elevators, and the GN inter- 
change yard with the NP and Union Pacifc. I had long 
thought that the GN’s depot at “A” and Almon streets, with 
the large Dumas Seed Co. mill and warehouse on both sides 
of an adjacent curve, would make an interesting model. But 
that location was in another part of town and might seem at 
odds with the layout’s focus on NP and UP operations. 
Alternatively, I could add the NP’s spur along Sweet Avenue.
    After several months of contemplation, which included 
drawing plans for both options and studying the operational 
possibilities, I decided to expand the work available for the 
Pullman Switcher by adding the Sweet Avenue spur. This 
industrial spur extended almost a quarter mile and was 
separated from the NP main tracks by Paradise Creek. 
Terminating at the Central Pre-Mix concrete plant west of   

Above: Harry’s original Moscow layout, viewed from the 
roof of the Moscow Idaho Seed Co. elevator, shows the 
Union Pacific depot at 8th Street and the UP and NP 
tracks. The scenery in this area was relatively complete. 
Harry painted the backdrop based on his memories of 

the Palouse countryside. Top right: Looking the other 
way at the UP depot in downtown Moscow shows the grain 
elevators that generated traffic for the UP, NP, and GN. 
Above right: This view of the original layout shows the 
hand-painted backdrop and its state of completion.  
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more, but I can still remember watch-
ing the Pullman Switcher coming into 
town with its bell swinging, seeing and 
hearing UP 222 idling on the engine 
track, and visiting with NP engineer 
Dan Bass as he leaned from the 
window of Budd car B-30 during his 
brief station stops. 

During my short time in Moscow, I 
had been in daily contact with the NP 
and UP, but seldom ventured across 

town to the GN. I spent hours watching 
and photographing the action at the 
GN passenger depot in Spokane on 
several visits, but in Moscow I had 
seen a GN locomotive at work only 
once and at a considerable distance.  
However, its bright orange-and-dark- 
green image under an autumn sky is 
still etched in my memory. 

And now I can re-create in my own 
home that beautiful locomotive 

working on the Great Northern in 
Moscow, Idaho. MRP

Harry Bilger grew up with trains right 
outside his bedroom window and built 
his first layout as a teenager. He worked 
as a systems analyst and project manager 
for the Milwaukee Road in Chicago and 
is a retired faculty member of Austin 
College in Sherman, Texas. Harry and 
wife Pearl are enjoying their new home.
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the depot across the creek, it also served the Texaco, Shell, 
and Standard Oil of California fuel dealers and Williams Inc., 
a farm insecticides distributor.
    An aerial photo taken during the 1960s shows several 
freight cars at both Central Pre-Mix and Williams, and at 
least one chemical tank car on the spur. An enlarged view  
of that aerial photo serendipitously dropped right into a 
scale plan of that side of the layout. This allowed me to 
model the Central Pre-Mix operation on a bump-out into the 
now enlarged open space.
    Modeling the Sweet Avenue line added lots of operating 
interest and modeling possibilities. To properly work that 
spur, the local’s crew had to make a long pull of cars back 
to the main track, sort out those going back on to the spur 
along with new cars, and then shove back into the spur, 
making sure everything was in the proper order. 
    Central Pre-Mix was a busy industry, receiving both 
aggregate and cement hoppers. I remember the plant as a 
large open area with lots of aggregate piles, heavy build-
ings, and concrete trucks, and I enjoyed kitbashing and 
scratchbuilding structures and the rock unloading area to 
try and capture that look. I included the Great Northern by 
modeling a small shared interchange yard so GN locomo-
tives could swap cars with the other railroads in town.
    The layout was now just the right size for me. I was very 
pleased with my decision to keep the layout purely Moscow, 
and I enjoyed seeing it come to life with the structures I was 

building for it. I could enjoy spending a few minutes or all 
evening switching with the locals, and I occasionally added 
the NP Budd car’s morning run from Spokane to Lewiston 
to interfere with the Pullman Switcher’s usual routine.
    While I was building the Sweet Avenue spur, I continued 
to research the distinctive Moscow structures that went with 
this area. I was nearly ready to begin building them when we 
made the decision to move. – H.B.

Name: Moscow, Idaho
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 11'-6" x 23'-6"
Prototype: Northern Pacifc and Union Pacifc with 
Great Northern interchange traffc
Locale: northern Idaho
Era: fall 1965
Style: around-the-walls
Height: 52"
Mainline run: 36 feet (NP), 32 feet (UP)
Minimum radius: 31"
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: none
Train length: 4 feet

The MODIFIED layout at a glance
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I
magine a one-industry model 
railroad that would provide an 
excuse to run most types of freight 
cars, offer hours of challenging 

switching enjoyment, and highlight the 
operations of two Class 1 railroads. 
That’s exactly what was once found in 
the Post Cereals manufacturing 
complex, located on the east side of 
Battle Creek, Mich., along the major 
railway crossing of the Grand Trunk 

for breakfast

By Lawrence Bolton and Bill Neale

N and HO track plans focusing on the Post Cereal 

manufacturing complex in Battle Creek, Mich.

Switching
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Western RR (later Canadian National) 
and the New York Central (later Penn 
Central, Conrail, and now Norfolk 
Southern).

Some background
Post Cereals was founded in 1895 as 

the Postum Cereal Co. by C.W. Post. 
After acquiring several other food 
brands, including Jell-O gelatin in 1925, 
Baker’s Chocolate in 1927, Maxwell 
House Coffee in 1928, and Birdseye 
Frozen Foods in 1929, Post Cereals 
changed its name to General Foods 
Corp. In 1985, General Foods was 
acquired by Phillip Morris Companies. 
Phillip Morris merged General Foods 
with Kraft Foods to form the Kraft 
General Foods Division in 1989. 

But wait, there’s more! A 1995 
reorganization changed the name to 
Kraft Foods. In 2007, Kraft divested 

busy Post Cereals, which then merged 
with Ralcorp Holdings, becoming Post 
Foods LLC. In 2012, Ralcorp spun off 
Post Foods; today it is a stand-alone 
entity known as Post Holdings Inc.

Through all the changes, the 
complex known locally as Post has 
been an important customer of the 
railroads serving Battle Creek.

An interesting era
The mid-1970s saw the greatest 

variety of rolling stock serving the 
plant. Raw materials arrived by boxcar, 
covered hopper, tank car, and refrig-
erator car. Outbound shipments of 
cereal were still predominantly in 
40-foot boxcars. The plant received 
occasional hopper shipments of coal, 
by then a back-up fuel.

For motive power, the GTW em-
ployed Alco S-2 or S-4 switchers for 
frst- and second-trick (shift) switching 
assignments. The railroad also used 
EMD NW2 and SW9s, but they tended 
to be concentrated where General 
Motors plants were switched.

Penn Central crews switched Post 
on the third trick (midnight–8 a.m.) 
with an ex-NYC EMD GP7 or GP9. 

Crews from the GTW usually did not 
use a caboose, as it was a short shove 
on the main line to return to the City 
Yard. Penn Central crews used one of 
the NYC 18000-series transfer caboos-
es, as they had to run from Hinman 
Yard on the east side of Battle Creek to 
Rumley Yard on the west side.

Modeling an earlier era would 
substantially reduce the variety of rail 
cars. Inbound shipments, such as 
grain, would be in boxcars. There were 
no specialized covered hoppers. 
Moving the era closer to the present 
lessens the amount of rail traffc, with 
trucks handling more traffc, including 
most outbound loads.   

Operation at the cereal plant
A typical shift for the GTW Post 

Assignment in 1975 would fnd the 
engine crew reporting for duty at the 
Battle Creek enginehouse. The switch 
crew went on duty at the City Yard 
offce. The engine crew inspected its 
locomotive (usually an Alco S-2, nos. 
8091-8111 and 8119-8121, or an Alco S-4, 
nos. 8082-8090 and 8196-8205), then 
departed on the outbound engine-
house track. The outbound took them 
to the City Yard offce, where they met 
up with the switch crew. The City Yard 
and adjacent Verona Yard were used to 
switch cars destined for Battle Creek’s 
cereal plants. (In addition to Post, 
Battle Creek is home to Kellogg’s and 
Ralston Foods.)

Near the yard offce, there was a 
scale track used for weighing cars 
loaded with bulk commodities. Cereal 
required clean boxcars for loading. To 
accommodate this requirement, Verona 

Learning points

• A layout that focuses one large 
industry rather than several 
smaller ones may provide very 
interesting switching challenges.
• Era choice is important if traffc 

and equipment variety are 
important considerations.
• One industry may be switched by 

two or more railroads, enhancing 
modeling opportunities.
• A switching layout is a good 

choice for a modest space such 
as a spare bedroom.
• Each scale offers different 

advantages and disadvantages 
that should be carefully weighed 
before picking one for a given 
modeling project.

Alco S-4 8084 is about to pull cereal 
loads from 29 Building of the Post 
Cereal Manufacturing complex. 
Authors Larry Bolton and Bill Neale 
explain how the operations of 
railroads working this plant can be 
effectively modeled on a HO or N 
scale layout. L.R. Bolton photo

There’s no mistaking the owner of 20 Building at the Post plant in Battle Creek, 
Mich. This industry has been a longtime fixture in the city. Two Airslide covered 
hoppers are visible at spots 67 and 66. Stan Sienicki photo

  



38 Model Railroad Planning 2014
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+2.5" Post cereal plant 
in Battle Creek, Mich.
N scale (1:160)
Room size:  12 x 14 feet
Scale of plan: 1∕2" = 1'-0", 24" grid
Illustration by Rick Johnson

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.
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Yard included a cleaning track. A yard 
transfer air-brake test was made after 
moving the engine onto the track 
designated by the City Yard yardmas-
ter for cars destined for Post.

Trains entered the eastward main 
track from the City Yard at a hand-
thrown switch, so the yardmaster 
requested permission for the move-
ment from the train dispatcher and 
then relayed the orders to the crew.

Automatic Block System (ABS) rules 
were in effect on the main tracks, but 
movement from City Yard to Post was 
against the current of traffc. Since 
yard limits were also in effect on the 
eastward main track, the Post Assign-
ment could run west on it, clearing by 

the time any regular (scheduled) trains 
were due to leave Battle Creek station. 
In 1975, this would be only no. 64, 
Amtrak’s Blue Water Limited.

Once on the main, the Post Assign-
ment pulled west to Nichols Tower. If it 
was not “lined up,” the engineer 
sounded four short blats on the 
single-chime air horn to get the 
attention of the Penn Central tower 
operator. Upon receiving a signal, the 
train pulled just west of interlocking 
limits over a hand-thrown switch, 
which provided entry to Post. 

In addition to opening the switch, 
the crew also had to open a gate and 
derail before shoving into Post. A short 
shove past the Carton and Container 

Name: Post cereal plant
Scale: HO (1:87.1) or N (1:160)
Size: 12'-0" x 14'-0"
Prototype: Grand Trunk Western 
and Penn Central
Locale: Battle Creek, Mich.
Era: 1970s
Style: single deck
Mainline run: not applicable
Minimum radius: 30" HO, 18" N
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: HO: 2 percent 
HO, N: 3 percent
Train length: not applicable

Track plans at a glance
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Illustration by Rick Johnson

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

GTW staging
(hidden by buildings)

Division brought the train to the 
in-plant Grenville Yard.

At the yard was a shanty where the 
conductor contacted the GTW yard-
master to report the train was clear of 
the Main Track. He also contacted the 
coordinator at Post for instructions 
about the day’s switching movements.  

After the crew received the switch 
lists, they classifed inbound cars into 
the 13 tracks. Every track in Post 
except the Hole Track was an uphill 
shove from the main line; cars wouldn’t 
roll away when being pushed in, but 
had to be secured so as not to roll out. 

For the rest of their shift, the crew 
pulled and spotted cars as required by 
the lists. With more than 80 spots, it 

took an experienced conductor to get 
everything lined up properly. 

At the end of the shift, switch list 
instructions directed the crew to leave 
off-spot cars as follows: empties in 
Tracks 4 and 5; outbound cars for the 
other railroad in Tracks 6 and 7; and 
unspotted inbound cars in Tracks 8, 9, 
and 13. The crew took outbounds via 
GTW with them, merely reversing how 
they got to Post.

Penn Central crews worked out of 
Hinman Yard east of Post after their 
Main Yard closed. The railroad’s entry 
was off the eastbound no. 2 main. A 
crossover between the main tracks 
allowed access when running on 
westbound no. 1 main. A Post watch-

man controlled a gate on the PC 
connecting track into the cereal plant.

PC crews received switching 
instructions the same way as their 
GTW counterparts. When switching 
was completed, off-spot cars were 
handled per the switch list instructions 
described previously. Outbound 
shipments via PC went with these 
crews and handled to Hinman Yard or 
Rumley Yard.

A map was included on the switch 
list that crews received from the Post 
Coordinator. It was printed upside 
down from a normal map; perhaps 
because both railroads entered Post 
from the north, the map was drawn as 
the railroad crews viewed the plant.  
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Traffc evolution

The Post facility underwent almost 
continuous change during the 20th 
century. In the early 1900s, production 
buildings were added as demand for 
breakfast cereal surged. Architectural 
details and construction techniques 
refect the advances made during the 
period. Equipment changes for more 
effcient production drove changes to 
the facility during the middle of the 
century. This is most evident in 
exterior overhead walkways, convey-
ers, and pipes to move ingredients and 
fnished product between buildings.  

New distribution warehouses were 
constructed in 1983 and 1993. Prior to 
that, production occurred on the upper 

foors, with warehousing and shipping 
on the lower level. The opening of new 
distribution warehouses moved the 
shipping functions away from the 
rail-served production buildings into 
truck-friendly structures. The actual 
switch-list map in use in 1975 was last 
updated March 1960, so I redrew it to 
refect the track arrangement in 1975. 

Cereal shipped in 40-foot boxcars 
out of Buildings 4, 16, 16A, 17, 18, 29, 
and 32, since door spacing was set for 
this size of car. General Foods had a 
feet of leased 40-foot plug-door 
boxcars to augment the cars supplied 
by the railroads.

Individual doors for loading the cars 
at the buildings were identifed by spot 

numbers. Where an “A” track is shown 
at a building, boxcars were also loaded 
on them by spotting the cars with their 
doors lined up with cars already 
spotted on adjacent tracks, then using 
metal plates to span the gaps between 
the car doorways.

For example, the coordinator might 
specify 10 boxcars be spotted at 29 
Building for loading. This would be 
indicated on the switch list as spots 56, 
57, 58, 59, 60, 56A, 57A, 58A, 59A, and 
60A. The boxcars would have to 
arranged in the correct order at 
Grenville Yard before shoving toward 
29 Building, as precious little room for 
lining up cars at the spots was avail-
able. Spots on the map not used for 
cereal loading were for receiving 
material for the production processes.

What the map and description of 
spots don’t show is that the entire 
complex is built on a hillside, with the 
northwest corner of the property at 
the lowest elevation, rising to the 
highest point in the southeast corner. 
Entering Post from the Grand Trunk 
Western was an uphill shove to reach 
any of the spots. Spotting loaded grain 
hoppers when the rail was wet or 
slippery with spilled grain was quite 
challenging. Judicious use of air- and 

S-4 8084 pulls a load from 29 Building; 
CRDX 5424 is leased by General 
Foods for cereal loading only. To the 
left is 4 Building; 20 Building is at 
right. The GATX tank car at spot 81 
probably holds vegetable oil for the 
“fat tanks” to the right. The blue silos 
hold corn and oat flour. L.R. Bolton photo

This view down a man-made canyon between buildings looks west at an 
Airslide covered hopper at spot 67 alongside 20 Building. 5 and 6 Buildings are 
at right; 15 Tanks are to the left. Stan Sienicki photo
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handbrakes, along with knowing where 
to fnd derails, was also necessary to 
complete switching tasks.

A model of this facility could have 
grades on the approaches to the spots 
to capture the feel of the prototype, 
then level off at the spots to prevent 
runaway cars.

The cereal loading spots along 
Buildings 4, 29, and 32 were covered by 
huge awning or shed structures to 
protect the fnished product from the 
elements while being loaded. These 
structures would probably have to be 
eliminated or made removable to 
provide access on a model railroad.

Check Wikipedia for more historical 
information on General Foods, C.W. 
Post, and Post Cereals and the Willard 
Library at www.willard.lib.mi.us/
historical/bcphotos, which contains 
many photos of the Post plant. Much of 
the information on Post operations 
came from interviews with retired 
Grand Trunk Western yardmasters, 
conductors, and engineers who were 
responsible for switching Post.

Developing the plans
Track plans for the Post facility have 

been developed for a bedroom-sized 
space, as the size is ideal for a switch-
ing layout. Larger rooms usually lend 
themselves more mainline-oriented 
layouts, so a 12 x 14-ft. space works 
very well. 

These two switching layouts are 
based on a railroad that serves a single 
primary industry, and not the usual 
variety of miscellaneous individual 
businesses. With more than 100 spots 
in the Post plant, the prototype’s 
switch job was challenging and 
time-consuming. Making the plans in 
both HO and N scales provided an 
interesting contrast and shows just 
what it takes to model a large proto-
typical industry in either scale.  

Of course, large structures are 
needed for either scale. Quickly made 
mock-ups can initially stand in for 
permanent models. However, much of 
the fun of running either of these 
layouts will be the pushing and pulling 
of cuts of cars through the “canyons” 
between detailed industrial buildings. 

Recently, some trend-setting 
modelers have been building layouts 
considerably lower than the usual 
chest level. Doug Tagsold’s Toledo 
Terminal is one of these. Operators sit 
in rolling offce chairs and run their 
trains. This allows a prototypical 
appearance to the operator when 
seated and easy access to track behind 
structures when standing up. Since 
these two Post Cereal plants have 

many tracks with buildings on both 
sides, maybe a lower layout height 
would be a good choice.   

The variety of levels and complexity 
of track makes this industry visually 
interesting. Building it on a table top 
with all the track at the same level 
would remove some of the visual 
interest, but would make it consider-

ably easier to achieve a prototype-
based layout with plenty of operational 
possibility for multiple people. 

Some of the staging on the N scale 
version is predicated on the main lines 
being lower than the industrial areas, 
allowing the staging yards to develop 
under the scenic portions, so building 
the entire layout without elevation 

This is the north side of 16 Building (center) and the corner of 16A at left, with 
spot 9 boarded over; spot 9½ is out of sight to the left. At right-center is 
covered spot 19½ for unloading coal for the powerhouse. Between 6 Building 
(right) and 16 is a coal storage silo and tall stack. The track in the foreground 
leads to spots on the north side 17 and 18 Buildings. Stan Sienicki photo
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changes would eliminate the staging as 
designed. Perhaps a nearby closet or 
adjacent room could be used. 

N scale plan
In N scale, almost the entire 

industrial plant can be modeled 
track-for-track. Even a rudimentary 
continuous run can be built using the 
Penn Central main line. The continuous 
run would require a duckunder or 
removable bridge or gate to allow 

access to the center aisle. The track 
completing the continuous run could 
be omitted and the layout operated 
without it. However, a lift-out, swing 
gate, or duckunder is easily construct-
ed, and the continuous run adds 
access to the majority of staging for 
the layout.  

I split the three levels of the Post 
plant so that the highest one runs 
along the wall to the left of the plan. 
The middle and lower levels are on the 

peninsula that extends into the center 
of the room. By putting the yard along 
the second wall, the yard can be 
placed with the same relationship to 
the plant as on the prototype. This will 
make the switch job a little easier.  

The area behind and below the 
structures can be used to stage both 
the Penn Central and the Grand Trunk 
Western trains. GTW switched frst and 
second trick, while PC worked the 
plant on the third trick. Since the 

The switch-list map on page 41 shows where the 
railcars of various ingredients to make cereal and boxcars 
to be loaded with fnished product were to be spotted in 
the Post plant. Each spot has a specifc function, having 
either a loading door or facilities to unload raw materials 
from the cars.

This list details each spot, giving an indication of its 
function as well as the type of cars that served it. While the 

plant’s primary purpose was to produce one type of 
product, it saw a wide variety of railcar types, adding a lot 
of operational interest.

What you can’t see from the map, or even this list, is 
some of the spots were located at different levels within 
the plant. Where cars might be spotted on the lowest foor 
for loading on one side of a building, raw materials might 
come in on a second or even third foor on the other.

Use of spots on switch-list map

SPOT BLDG COMMODITY/PRODUCT
REC/ 

SHIP

TYPE OF 

RAILCAR
 NOTES

1 3 Wax R Tank Wax used to make bags & boxes moisture resistant.

Unknown
South-

west of 3
Coal R Hopper

Coal was stockpiled on the ground. It was reloaded into hoppers and 
shuttled to Spot 19½ as needed.

4-10 3 Cardboard and paper board R Box

Boxes S Box C&C also produced boxes for other companies.

4-8 17 & 18 Cereal S Box

9,9½ 16 & 16A Cereal S Box

12, 14 5
Cereal S Box

Spot 13 was eliminated to allow spotting 50-foot cars. The north side 
of the building was known as the MC House (for NYC subsidiary 
Michigan Central), and the south side as the Grand Trunk House.

Coloring and favoring R Box

19½ 6 Coal R Hopper
6 Building is the powerhouse. Coal was dumped into a covered pit, 
then conveyed into a concrete silo until fed to the boilers.

33, 35 and 36 16 &16A Cereal S Box

37-40 17 & 18 Used to hold empty boxcars for loading at Spots 33-36.

49, 50
15 Wheat, rice, and corn R Covered

15 Tanks is a large concrete elevator for storing and supplying Durum 
wheat to 17 Building; red and white wheat, corn, and rice to 29 
Building.

Tanks     Hopper

51-55 22

Spots 51-55 primarily used to hold loaded covered hoppers waiting to 
be unloaded at 15 Tanks. The spots along the north side of 22 Building 
would occasionally be used to receive maintenance items such as 
pipe, structural steel and stainless sheet.

56-60 29 Cereal S  Box

61-65 32 Cereal S Box

66, 67 20 Oat four R
Airslide Covered 

Hopper

68 32 Granular sugar R   
Airlslide Covered 

Hopper

69 32 Corn four R Covered Hopper Unloaded with a portable conveyor

70 9  Animal feed S Covered Hopper
9 Building was primarily vertical steel tanks for storing and loading 
feed.

71, 72 12 Animal feed S
Box or Covered 

Hopper
12 Building is the Feed Plant where cereal-making by-products are 
mixed to produce animal feed.

73 32 Tang drink mix S Box

74 11 Rice, grits, bran and wheat R Covered Hopper
Auger ran under track allowing unloading on “A” Track, Spot 74 A. 11 
Tanks supplied Buildings 4, 20 & 32.

75-79 4 Cereal S Box

81 20 Salt R Covered Hopper A salt pit was located at the southeast corner of 20 Building.

81 20 Vegetable oil R Tank
Storage units called “fat tanks” were also located at the southeast 
corner of 20 Building.

82 15 Corn syrup R Tank
On the south side of 15 Tanks were storage tanks where corn syrup 
was unloaded.

Unknown
South of 

22
Liquid sugar R Tank

On the south side of 22 Building was a spur track where liquid sugar 
was unloaded for Buildings 17 and 18. The spot did not appear on the 
switch list.

83, 84 19 Raisins, nuts R Refrigerator
Other fruit was also delivered to 19 Building. In the 1960s, 19 Building 
contained a dehydration plant where fruit and shrimp were freeze 
dried.
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railroad switched Post once a trick, the 
staging is more than adequate. 

If the builder decided to simplify the 
railroad, it could be built without 
staging, and the short modeled 
sections of both railroads could hold 
the shifter job as a visibly staged train.

However, the extra track in staging 
could come in handy. What modeler 
does not have more cars than he can 
possibly use on his or her layout? The 
hidden staging also adds intrigue to 
what is a really a fairly simple layout.   

The Grand Trunk job would pull out 
from either staging yard at the ends of 
the railroad. It would pull or back into 
the main yard area adjacent to Gren-
ville St. and start work. Many of the 
cars in the yard are either “off-spot” 
and awaiting the shifter to move them 
to the positions required, or they are 
outbound cars awaiting pickup. The 
outbound cars would need to be sorted 
into PC or GTW destinations, then east 
or west. Newly arrived cars might be 
placed off-spot, while the off-spot cars 
already there would be spotted at 
specifc doors in the plant. 

The Penn Central switch job would 
come out of staging and traverse three 
sides of the railroad before backing 
onto the ramp track connecting the PC 
to the Post track. It would probably 
back down to the yard and, like the 
GTW job, do its set-up work in prepara-
tion for spotting and pulling the loads 
and empties inside the plant.  

HO scale plan
Using HO scale instead of N obvi-

ously consumes the room space at a 
more rapid pace, so the design of the 
prototype must be compressed and 
manipulated to ft. In this case, the 
yard has been pulled forward, adjacent 
to the middle level of industrial tracks. 
The upper level runs along one wall 
and the lower level along the other. 
The yard also has substantially fewer 
tracks, which might make the switch 
job more of a challenge. 

Including both the Penn Central and 
the Grand Trunk Western, along with 
Nichols Tower, is easily accomplished 
in N scale. For an HO plan, it requires 
some creative manipulation.

The lower-level Post track is off the 
PC and not the GTW lead, as in the 
prototype. It sits 180 degrees away 
from the other levels and the yard. 
This requires the switch job of one 
railroad to traverse the connector 
between the lines and to switch on the 
other railroad’s track. With joint 
switching rights, the two lines would 
have shared some track, so this 
arrangement does not seem too 

far-fetched. Additionally, it creates a 
3-legged puzzle that should intrigue 
those who enjoy switching. 

To make this back-and-forth 
arrangement work, the staging track 
nearest the wall should be kept empty. 
It’s actually an extended switch lead 
that allows the engines of one railroad 
to utilize the other railroad’s track and 
reach the entire plant. There are three 
staging tracks at each end that can 
hold 6- to 7-foot long trains. These 
tracks would allow a three-trick switch-
ing by each railroad. Again, the GTW 
switched for two shifts and the PC 
worked the third.  

All of the industrial track is cap-
tured one way or another, although 
many of the tracks are shorter than 
those on the prototype. The Carton 
and Container spurs run the opposite 
direction from the prototype, but they 
occupy an important empty space that 
would not have been usable otherwise. 
The prototype Post track is arranged 
to minimize runarounds and double-
spots. This design has more switching 
challenges than the prototype does, 
but that is often a good thing for our 
model railroads.  

Summary
One of the most enjoyable aspects 

of creating an industrial landscape is 
the opportunity to construct visually 
and operationally interesting track 
arrangements. The HO version of this 
prototype includes some custom 
trackwork. If that is too challenging for 
the builder, those specifc track 
elements can be eliminated or modifed 
to accommodate the use of commercial 
products. The N scale layout can be 

built almost entirely using existing 
off-the-shelf track and other compo-
nents.

Both layouts have adequate aisle 
space for two or three operators; many 
more would hamper operation. 
Perhaps a three-man PC crew could 
take on the switch job for one of the 
railroads, doing all the work for that 
railroad and that trick. After that crew 
completes its work, a second crew 
could run the GTW job. Working as a 
team, the engineer, conductor, and 
brakeman could work the entire plant, 
pulling, spotting, and sorting cars. 

Attempting to squeeze and twist an 
enormous industry like this Post Cereal 
plant into a 12 x 14-foot space is a 
challenge. Many more permutations 
than those shown here are possible.

These provide an examples in two 
popular scales of what might be a 
reasonable and fun model railroad to 
build and operate based on a very 
interesting prototype. MRP

Larry Bolton’s interest in model 
railroading began 50 years ago with a 
Marx train set and a father who took 
him to watch trains in Niles, Mich. He 
worked for the Grand Trunk Western and 
Canadian National for 33 years as an 
engineer and as a supervisor of engi-
neers and rules examiner before retiring 
in 2010. He and his wife, Janice, live in 
Battle Creek, Mich.

Bill Neale, a model railroader since 
childhood who has earned his Master 
Model Railroader certificate from the 
NMRA and is an active member of the 
Pennsylvania RR Technical & Historical 
Society, is modeling PRR’s Panhandle 
line in HO scale.

GTW’s City Job, led by an ex-Santa Fe caboose and Alco S-4 8084, crosses the 
Penn Central at Nichols Tower with cars from the Ralston Plant. At the end of its 
trick, GTW’s Post Assignment crew would shove outbound cars past Nichols 
Tower, but usually not with a caboose. L.R. Bolton photo
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5 layouts, 4 scales  
in 14 x 34 inches!
All of this in the footprint of a bookshelf

By Bill DeBuvitz
Photos by the author

A
re you an armchair model 
railroader who thinks 
you don’t have enough 

room for a layout? How about a 
layout in a space of 14 by 34 
inches? How about fve layouts in 
that same space? You don’t even 
have to choose your favorite 
modeling scale!

The trick is to think vertically. 
I have a “normal” HO layout, 
about 6 x 8 feet, but I like to 
experiment with other scales. 
This led to the fve layouts shown 
here. Building them was fun, and 
it gave me a chance to try 
different scenery techniques 
before I used them on my main 
layout. And, believe it or not, they 
are fun to operate. Here’s a 
description of each one.

Learning points

• You just thought you didn’t have 
enough space for a layout!
• Small, stacked layouts provide 

the opportunity to try working 
with several scales and/or 
gauges.
• They also allow you to 

experiment with various scenery 
techniques before embarking on 
a larger project.
• Traction (electric) railroads and 

trolley lines make the required 
sharp curves appear more 
prototypical.
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For the top shelf, I decided to build 
an HO traction layout. It’s a fgure-8 
plan with two sidings. As one would 
expect in HO, there were a few surpris-
es along the way, but I was pleased to 
fnd that even some brass models can 
easily handle the 5½"-radius curves.

This Z scale shelf was the second 
shelf I built. I was curious about Z scale 
and bought a MicroTrains train set and 
was very surprised with the operation 
of the F7 locomotive. It ran smoother 
than most of my N scale locomotives. I 
then bought a GP9 for switching.

This shelf has a loop with seven 
sidings and a reverse branch. I in-
stalled uncoupling magnets under the 
tracks, and discovered that reliable 
hands-free switching is practical. 

This middle shelf was the frst 
layout I built on this bookshelf. It’s an 
N scale switching layout. I have 
MicroTrains uncoupling magnets under 
the tracks, so I can do hands-free 
switching as I move cars from one side 
of the river to the other.

This N scale shelf was the last one  
I built on this bookshelf. I wanted to 
have an layout that offered continuous 
running. This layout has a fgure 8 
within a loop and four sidings. 

Some of my eight-wheel locomotives 
can handle the sharp curves, but I do 
most of my switching with two Bach-
mann Plymouth diesels wired together 
for better power pickup (see November 
2009 Model Railroader Workshop).

The O scale traction layout is  
on the bottom shelf. I bought some 
ETS-Semafor trolley track and a 
powered Corgi PCC Car at a train show. 
The layout projects out a bit from the  
14" x 34" footprint because of that 
passing siding. 

The interurban station on the right 
is a recent addition. It nicely disguises 
the track as it disappears behind the 
city buildings and provides a second 
stop for the cars.
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Simple plan, 
plenty of action!

By Lance Mindheim//Photos by the author

This plan, equivalent to two 4 x 8 sheets, follows 

prototype practices to create operating interest

I
n the real world, seemingly simple 
tasks can get complicated in a 
hurry. In the photo above, note the 
spacer boxcar required between 

the locomotive and chlorine tank car. 
The street behind the tank car is 
protected by fusees.

The engineer can’t see the conduc-
tor and must operate accordingly. 
Before even starting the move, all gates 

and derails must be unlocked and 
opened. 

Copying some of these prototype 
practices adds interest and essentially 
stretches the size of a model railroad.

When it comes to model railroad 
design, simplicity and operational 
interest are not mutually exclusive. 
Lean, open, effcient designs that 
closely match the prototype approach, 

where safety and effciency are major 
concerns, can produce very satisfying 
experiences in terms of operational 
interest and visual appeal.

Model railroaders often make things 
unnecessarily diffcult for themselves 
during the design process. There’s a 
tendency to try to re-create the wheel 
when, in reality, many of the design 
problems we face were solved by 

There’s more going on than readily 
meets the eye as a CSX crew switches 
in Miami, Fla., on January 10, 2010. 
Note the spacer boxcar behind the 
GP39-2. Unseen are gates to be 
unlocked, derails to remove, grade 
crossings to be protected, and speed 
restrictions to be observed.
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professionals in the engineering and 
operations departments of the full-size 
railroads. These 1:1-scale master 
designs are fully documented and 
easily accessible through aerial photos, 
publicly available track charts, San-
born fre-insurance maps, and other 
sources. All we have to do is copy them 
and shorten the track lengths for 
model use.

The disconnect comes from what 
are often opposing viewpoints between 
the prototype and the modeler. 
Railroads design their track so that 
operations can be carried out as 
effciently, fuidly, safely, and proftably 
as possible. By contrast, we model 
railroaders are in the entertainment 
business. We want a railroad we fnd 
satisfying and enjoyable.

Achieving this is so important to us 
that we often begin the design process 
from a negative, panic-oriented 
viewpoint where we tell ourselves we 
won’t be suffciently entertained unless 
drastic measures are taken. We 
shoehorn in more of everything, only 
to fnd the result doesn’t look too much 
like the real world we originally set out 
to model.

What we’re overlooking
It actually doesn’t take much space 

to create an affordable, easily built, 
realistic, and satisfying model railroad.

In the course of their daily opera-
tions, full-size railroads employ dozens 
of fascinating, easy-to-model steps that 
increase the length of time it takes to 
get things done. Many modelers don’t 
work these steps into their operating 
sessions simply because they’re 
unaware of them. If as modelers we can 
expand our knowledge of these 
procedures and modify them for model 
railroad use, what was once a brief 
train-running experience becomes a 
longer, entertaining re-enactment of 
the railroading we fnd so fascinating.

No staging;
session starts
with assumption
that incoming
train has
just arrived

Food processor by spot
Paint

Newspaper

Logistics warehouse To main line

Shoving moveHazmat spacer cars

Stone products LPG dealer

Street

Paint mfgr.

Car-storing track Team track platform

HoppersTank carsBoxcars

Gate

Street

Food processor

Empties to pull
Incoming loads

Empties to pull
Incoming loads
Car being unloaded; leave in place
Numbers indicate car spot location

LPG dealer

Facing-point industries
worked in separate
session for efficiency

Stone products

Plastics

Newspaper

A southeastern U.S. 
switching layout

HO scale (1:87)
Room size:  12 x 13 feet
Scale of plan: 3∕8" = 1'-0", 12" grid
Numbered arrows indicate photo locations
Illustration by Rick Johnson

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

FP1   FP2   FP3   FP5   FP6   FP8

1      2      3      4      5      6      7

1        2       3        4       5               6    7                   8

7

Name: CSX industrial branch
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 12'-0" x 13'-0"
Prototype: composite plan based 
on CSX
Locale: Southeast
Era: modern
Style: single deck
Branchline run: 31 ft.
Minimum radius: 24" 
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: none
Train length: not applicable

The track plan at a glance
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So what procedures and practices 
are talking about? Will they sap the fun 
out of modeling? Certainly not! The 
starting point is simply to increase 
your knowledge. At that point, you can 
pick and choose what to copy and 
modify, and what to skip. Knowing 
about the procedures lets you make  
informed decisions.

Where to begin
The frst place to start would be 

speed limits. Railroads limit coupling 
speed to 4 mph and shoving moves to 
15 mph, and in general they like to keep 
speeds on industrial and branch lines 
in the 10- to 15-mph range. Just 
running at scale speeds will stretch the 
length of your layout.

Another prototype procedure is the 
brake test. Waiting 15 minutes for this 
may be a bit much for many operators, 
but allowing a minute or two after 
cutting a new car into a train would 
make operations more relaxing. 

Grade crossings are another 
example. Many municipalities get testy 
when their streets are blocked when a 
local is going about its switching. To 
keep the locals happy, the train must 
be broken at grade crossings so traffc 
can pass. 

Hazardous loads such as chemicals 
and fammable gases, by rule, must be 
separated from the locomotive by 
spacer cars. 

Finally, rail customers are very 
particular about where a car is 
spotted. They get unhappy when the 
tank car they ordered is dropped 50 
yards from the unloading hoses and in 
its place is a boxcar of cans for the 
loading door on the next track over.

Obtaining needed knowledge
Modeling meets and online forums 

are often populated by professional 
railroaders who are happy to pass on 
information. The Operations Special 
Interest Group is another (www.opsig.

org) resource. General searches on 
Google and YouTube also yield a 
wealth of information.

Here’s the takeaway point: The more 
you understand and copy how an 
actual railroad works, the less track it 
typically takes to keep you entertained.

The SPPA layout
With only nine turnouts, the Simple 

Plan, Plenty of Action (SPPA) layout 
would be both simple and inexpensive 
to build. The standard 24" curve radius 
could be easily formed with Atlas 
sectional track pieces. At 64 square 
feet, the surface area is equivalent to 
two 4 x 8-foot plywood sheets. The 
layout is 18" wide, so benchwork could 
be constructed by ripping two ¾"-thick 
4 x 8 sheets lengthwise, or on shelf-
bracket-supported hollow-core doors.

Selecting industries
Industry selection for a model 

railroad can make or break the plan 
when it comes to realism and opera-
tional interest. Newcomers to the 
hobby, infuenced by ads and catalog 
covers, might include a mine, a harbor, 
an old industry, or all three. But if we 
want to model an actual railroad, we 
should let the real world be our guide. 

Staying within the realm of plausibil-
ity, we want industries that are typical 
and have operational interest. An 
aggregate loader may be prototypical, 
but shoving 100-car trains beneath the 
tipple at 2 mph would get tedious in a 
hurry. However, a food processor, 
warehouse, or freight house requiring 
specifc cars at certain loading doors 
offers more fun per square foot. 

In short, have at least one or two 
industries that are not only plausible 

Learning points

• The more we understand and 
copy prototype operations, the 
less layout square footage it 
takes to keep us entertained.
• Copying prototype track 

arrangements by employing 
Layout Design Elements (visually 
and operationally recognizable 
models of actual locations) is a 
path to successful layout design, 
even if the railroad as a whole is 
freelanced.
• Selecting suitable industries

greatly enhances the operating 
potential of a model railroad.
• Full-size railroads go to great

lengths to avoid complicated 
switching puzzles.

Cars often must not only be delivered to the proper industry but also placed at 
the proper spot (often a door or unloading facility) within that industry. This food 
producer receives covered hoppers of plastic pellets for packaging, boxcars 
containing food ingredients and packaging materials, and tank cars of 
vegetable oil. Nothing is shipped outbound by rail.
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but are dependent upon specifc car 
spots. Following this logic, the SPPA 
plan includes two large, multi-spot 
industries (warehouse and food 
processor), along with a half-dozen 
smaller industries.

As you follow along, you’ll see that 
as straightforward as this plan is, it 
will produce multi-hour, sophisticated 
operating sessions. Avoid the tempta-
tion to add additional turnouts and 
rail-served industries to the plan. 
Doing so would detract from the 
appearance of the design and simply 
be excess capacity that probably 
would not be used.

Operating the SPPA
I’m an advocate of holding frequent 

operating sessions, even if they are 
short, impromptu, solo ones by the 
layout owner. In addition to improving 
overall reliability, frequent running 
keeps us engaged in the hobby, which 
is what it’s all about in the frst place. 
The SPPA could be operated two ways. 
One is a 30-minute, after-dinner session 
where the layout owner just switches 
an industry or two. The second 
scenario would be the full-blown 
“show,” a more formal session. 

You may be surprised to learn that 
the full session would likely exceed two 
hours and reach that length through a 
methodical, rhythmic, un-frustrating 
series of choreographed events. Let’s 
take a look.

The track plan shows the setup and 
staging for a session that’s likely to 
exceed two hours. In the real world, 
not every industry would be switched 
every day. Also, to minimize the need 
for runaround moves, the industries 
with trailing-point switches would be 
switched one day, the industries with 
facing points switched another.

For our purposes, the session will 
involve switching one “complex” 
industry (the food processor) and two 
smaller industries. The session starts 
with the train pre-blocked on the main. 
No staging is needed, since we can 
assume the train just arrived on the 
scene at the start of the session. 

Although there are a number of 
ways to handle a job, the conductor 
would likely make quick work of the 
two smaller industries to get those out 
of the way frst. Note that at the 
newspaper plant, the plastic pellet hop-
pers will have to be pulled frst and 
re-spotted when you’re done. You did 
remember to take the time to release 
the hand brakes before moving the 
cars, didn’t you? Did you reset the 
handbrakes on the spotted cars before 
leaving the area?

Once the two smaller industries are 
switched, the conductor would turn his 
attention to the more involved task of 
switching the food processor. Here we 
have the common situation of having to 
deal with cars that are still being 
unloaded blocking access to empty 
cars that need to be pulled and 
incoming cars that need to be spotted. 

The conductor would likely pull all 
of the empties and still-to-be unloaded 
cars and temporarily put them on the 
sorting track – known as the “grand 
pull.” After that, it’s just a long but 
simple sequence of shuttling back and 
forth to spot the incoming loads and 
replace the original still-to-be-unload-
ed cars.

As you go about your work, you 
need to make sure the grade crossing 
isn’t blocked for signifcant time 
periods. You might want to have the 
crew lay some fusees in the street for 
additional crossing protection as you 
work (see “Add simulated fusees to 
your operating session” in the January 
2010 MR). When you’re done, hand 
brakes need to be set on all of the cars. 
Once you have your work done and are 
ready to head back to the yard, you’ll 
need to perform an air test. On the 
prototype, that would take about 15 
minutes; I usually allow just a few.

Notice that the turnouts at the LPG 
plant and the stone products dealer 

have their points facing in the opposite 
direction. For the sake of effciency, the 
railroad would likely switch these on a 
different day. This two-industry 
session would work well when you’re in 
the mood for a short operating session. 

Remember that for these facilities, 
you’ll be shoving, so speeds would 
never exceed 15 mph. Frankly, shoving 
or not, industrial park switching speed 
limits are generally 10 mph. Also, since 
you will be bringing in loaded LPG 
cars, you must have fve spacer cars 
between the LPG loads and locomotive 
at all times.

Simple, realistic, and fulflling
I hope it is now evident that the 

SPPA combines in a compact package a 
simple to construct, highly realistic 
layout that provides relaxing yet fully 
engaging operating sessions that can 
challenge and entertain you for several 
hours at a time. MRP

Lance Mindheim is a frequent 
contributor to Model Railroader who 
lives in Silver Spring, Md., with wife, 
Cathy and son, Zachary. He’s a civil 
engineer and owner of the Shelf Layouts 
Company Inc.(www.shelflayouts.com), a 
custom layout design and building firm. 
His Miami-based HO scale Downtown 
Spur layout appeared in Model Railroad 
Planning 2009.

A distinction should be made between planning and design. They aren’t 
the same. Planning has to do with strategic issues, such as your overall 
objectives, as well as self-awareness. If you don’t know what you want your 
model railroad to do for you, it’s pretty hard to come up with a satisfying 
design. Only after those key strategic issues have been addressed can you 
start with the simpler design factors such as curve radii, track arrangements, 
needed structures, and more. 

Failure to address the more introspective strategic planning issues frst 
puts you at risk for correctly drawing the wrong layout. By that, I mean a 
design that is technically correct and yet doesn’t target your true interests, 
lifestyle, and circumstances.

High on the list of strategic planning questions to ask ourselves is how long 
do we really want a typical operating session to last? How long do we 
typically want the “show” to run? Be realistic. If it’s two or three hours, do you 
need a design that takes eight hours to operate? As a rough rule of thumb, 
assume a complex, multi-spot industry (fve or more spots) takes 75 minutes 
to work. Assume that swapping a load for an empty takes about 15 minutes 
by the time you clear grade crossings, unlock gates, and wait for your 
conductor to complete these tasks and return to the train. This means that a 
design with one complex industry and three small industries would produce a 
2-hour session. That’s four industries. Double that number to eight to allow for 
variety from session to session.

Bottom line: A well-designed layout with eight industries should serve up 
two-hours-plus operating sessions. If two hours is the burnout point for you 
and your guests, do you need a layout jammed with 20 industries? Food for 
thought. – L.M.

Planning vs. design

  



Big train, 
           small layout

By Erik Block and Evan Daes//Photos by the authors

An exhibition layout that delivers more than meets the eye

Rugged mountain scenery and big power pulling a long train help to disguise the fact that what appears to be big-time 
railroading set in British Columbia actually takes place on a short, cleverly folded figure-8 main line.
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E
ven though our home is in 
Belgium, we both love modern 
North American trains and 
landscapes. And it’s our 

ongoing dream to run long trains in  
HO scale. 

One previous project was a large 
logging layout, the Nitinat River Ry., 
but it couldn’t accommodate long 
trains. Moreover, we quickly learned 
about the diffculties of moving it to 
display at model railroad shows. Two 
trucks were needed to transport it, 
which added signifcantly to the cost.

So this time we sought a more 
practical and creative solution. Evan 
also wanted to enter the design in a 
competition for small layouts. After  
a lot of brainstorming, he proposed a 
“round” railroad. The new exhibition 
layout would be small, yet capable of 
handling a long train, giving visitors a 

Colorful six-axle locomotives convey the drama of long trains winding through the 
rocks, but four-axle power operates better on the sharp curves and crossing.  
A short siding adds scenic interest and could be used set off or pick up a car. 

Segments of the inner and outer “loops” are visible in the top photo. Vertical 
layers of lightweight foam insulation board were sculpted to straddle and hide 
the inner loop as well as become the basic scenery landforms (bottom).
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Joints between 
layout quadrants

Siding

Hidden 
diamond
crossing

Outer radius: 27.5"

Inner radius: 24"

Portable BC Rail
exhibition layout
HO (1:87.1)
Layout size: 37" x 5'-0" 
Scale of plan: 3∕4" = 1'-0", 12" grid
Illustration by Jay Smith

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

sense of big-time railroading in  
North America. 

A portable design
The result of these goals was a 

portable layout set in the late 1990s 
that’s only about 10 square feet. The 
layout is essentially a 1.6-meter (about 
5-foot) diameter cylinder.

The track arrangement is simply a 
folded-over fgure 8. It’s designed so 
viewers see only the bigger circle on the 
outside and not the smaller one inside. 
At four meters (13 feet) long, the train is 
almost the same length of the inner 
circle’s track. If you could see the action 
at the hidden crossing, you’d fnd that 
the caboose barely clears the diamond 
before the lead unit roars across.

The layout consists of four pie-
shaped sections. Each section has its 
own hand-painted backdrop. We chose 
light-emitting diodes to illuminate  
the layout since they give off less heat 
and last longer than fuorescent or 
incandescent lighting. 

The train is visible on three sections 
of the layout; the fourth section is 

disguised as a rock cliff with the 
crossing hidden underneath. Here, the 
train goes from the visible outer circle 
to the hidden inner circle.

The shallow scenery, rugged rocks, 
and painted backdrops provide a sense 
of depth and make the railroad – and 
the train –  look even longer.

Lightweight construction
Moving this layout to exhibitions is 

easy as the layout is supported by a 
lightweight aluminum frame. The 
layout itself is made of cardboard, 
plywood, and particle board. Lights 
and cables are already in place in 
every section and just need to be 
plugged in.

We can set it up in only 10 minutes. 
It takes us longer to get all of the 
rolling stock out of the boxes and  
on the rails.

Prototypical scenery
The scenery is based on the BC Rail 

(now Canadian National Ry.) line  
along the coast between North 
Vancouver and Squamish, B.C.  
Here, full-size trains pass through a 
series of tunnels, which proved 
benefcial. On our layout, we use 
tunnels between the sections  
and to cover the joints between  
two modules.

The main challenge we faced was 
that the depth of each module is only 
20cm (8"). The rocks and landforms 
had to be thin to maintain adequate 

clearances. We made the basic  
landscape structure with Styrodur, a 
lightweight foam insulation board used 
in construction (similar to extruded-
foam insulation board). We covered 
the foam board with Woodland Scenics 
and Noch plaster cloth. We then used 
Amaco Sculptamold to shape the 
landscape and rocks. We colored the 
rocks with washes of pigments and 
acrylic paints.  

Once the rocks and other landforms 
were dry, we covered them with scenic 
materials from Woodland Scenics, 
MiniNatur, and Anita Decor (from 
Germany), as well as natural materials. 
We made most of the trees out of 
twisted wire, static grass, and  
Woodland Scenics foam.

Name: Beautiful British Columbia
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 5-foot-diameter cylinder
Prototype: BC Rail
Locale: British Columbia
Era: 1998
Style: single deck
Mainline run: 26'-6"
Minimum radius: 24"
Minimum turnout: no. 5
Maximum grade: none
Train length: 13 feet
Benchwork: aluminum frame
Height: 51"
Roadbed: cork
Track: handlaid and Peco with 
concrete ties
Scenery: plaster-impregnated 
gauze and Sculptamold  
over foam
Backdrop: thin plywood
Control: Model Rectifer Corp. 
Prodigy Advance DCC

The layout at a glance

Learning points

• Group brainstorming, in this case 
quite literally “out of the box,” 
can point to workable solutions.
• The folded fgure-8 design gives 

long trains a surprisingly long run 
and puzzles viewers, who see the 
track plan as a simple loop.
• The cylindrical design allows the 

layout to be built as four  
pie-shaped wedges that are 
easily and quickly assembled at 
a train show.
• LED lighting increases reliability 

while reducing heat output and 
power consumption.
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Despite the layout’s small size,  
we managed to incorporate several 
different scenic views. Each section is 
literally a world of its own. 

An exhibition layout
Of course, a layout of this design is 

strictly for shows. You can’t switch, 
although we did add one short siding 
in the front where a car could be set 
out or picked up to add some drama. 

We can run only one big train or two 
smaller ones in the same direction, but 
this is perfect for exhibitions. People 
like to ask questions, especially about 
the rocks. It isn’t easy to monitor the 
train all day, but that’s OK. The train 
runs and we talk!

This simple design could therefore 
be useful as a pattern for others who 
take their layout to exhibitions or train 
shows. MRP

Erik Block and Evan Daes are 
members of a group of modelers called 
Branchlines and Backwoods that is 
interested in American railroading. Erik 
is a professional zookeeper. Evan is a 
Belgian RR catenary inspector. Both are 
married to spouses who support their 
hobby interests.

These two photos show the exhibition layout sans skirting (top) and with the layout’s LED lighting system turned on 
(bottom). The four pie-shaped sections rest atop the aluminum framing shown in the top photo.
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 T
he Chicago area has a well-
deserved reputation as a 
railroading hot spot. Freight 

operations were and still are extensive, 
transcontinental passenger traffc 
centered on the Chicago hub, and a 
impressive network of commuter lines 
extends across the region. Capturing 
even a portion of this activity in HO in 
my client’s midsized space of about 160 
square feet was challenging.

Building on commuter traffc
In this case, it helped that the layout 

was to be focused on the Chicago & 
North Western (C&NW) commuter 

traffc from North Western Station to 
the western suburbs. This push-pull 
system was well known for keeping 
rebuilt General Motors’ Electro-Motive 
Division E units in operation until the 
late 1980s and early 1990s hauling 
commuter coaches for the C&NW and 
later Metra.

Although freight operating potential 
was also to be incorporated into the 
layout, my frst order of business was 
developing a layout schematic that 
offered the longest runs possible 
between passenger stations. It helped 
that North Western Station was 
stub-ended. This made it compact in 

both real life and in model form and a 
logical terminus for the layout itself.

Since some commuter runs ended at 
Wheaton, Ill., this was a reasonable 
point for the western end of the visible 
layout. Stub-ended staging beyond 
Wheaton would accommodate a few 
commuter trains and is made practical 
because of the push-pull nature of the 
train sets. 

Multiple passes to the rescue
While many layout designs strive to 

have trains pass through each scene 
only once, clearly this approach would 
not provide long runs between the 

A Chicago & North Western commuter train behind General Motors’ Electro-Motive Division E8 no. 510 heads through 
West Chicago, Ill., in 1978 with a long consist of bi-level commuter cars. Note the blanked-off Mars light housing.

 North Western’s

 Chicago commute 
By Byron Henderson//Photos by Mark Llanuza

Making the most of a narrow space with a multi-pass layout
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Name: Oak Park & Western
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 8'-0" x 20'-2"
Prototype: Chicago & North 
Western
Locale: Chicago and suburbs
Era: late 1960s to 1970s
Style: around the walls with lift-out 
entry
Mainline run: 85 feet
Minimum radius: 27"
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: 2.5 percent
Train length: 6 to 10 feet

The layout at a glance

desired half-dozen commuter stations. 
The long, relatively narrow space didn’t 
allow for a central peninsula when 
aisles were included. Fortunately, the 
door to the room opened out, so 
bridging the entrance would be 
relatively straightforward.

I opted instead for a multiple-pass 
schematic, with commuter trains 
circling the room twice. An around-the-
walls layout with the aisle in the middle 
is usually the best choice in relatively 
narrow rooms. This also allowed a 
broader minimum radius to suit the 
long passenger equipment.

To provide some visual separation 
of the multiple laps, I started with the 
“outer” loop at a slightly higher 
elevation and the “inner” loop a bit 
lower and in front. I also tried to set 
scenes together in a way that allowed 
them to complement the scene on the 
other lap, as I discuss below.

Don’t forget the freight!
Freight trains operated along these 

same lines, so I looked for ways to 
overlay the freight traffc onto the 
rough layout footprint I’d developed. 

The client’s primary desire was for 
local switching operation with just a bit 
of through freight. This allowed me to 
plan for a much smaller scope for the 
freight facilities than would be required 
to truly refect the considerable freight 
activity in the area.

The desired operating pattern for 
freight trains was to include through 
trains from the east and west making 
setouts and pickups in a visible yard, 
from which local freights could 
operate. And if possible, the layout 
should refect some interchange 
operation, in keeping with Chicago’s 
status as a major interchange point. 

Freight traffc from Wood Street 
Yard to the south joined this line just 
west of North Western Station and 
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Street to move to the left-hand main 
(this is the C&NW, after all!).

Oak Park was a key location for the 
client, who once lived nearby. Here the 
track crosses a viaduct with apartment 
buildings in the foreground. Just 
beyond, a slightly undersized concrete 
platform provides a location for a 
passenger station stop.

Maximizing multiple laps
Continuing westward, the tracks 

pass through a wooded area suggest-
ing the forest preserves. Most of this 
will be represented on the backdrop, 
although the trees for the Salt Creek 
crossing scene in front and below help 
add to the wooded ambience. This 
doubling-up of scenic elements helps 
turn the downside of side-by-side 
scenes on different laps to a bit of an 
advantage. The woods could also be 
extended across the lift-out or swing 
gate that crosses the room entrance.

At Maywood, a compact depot and 
small platform between the tracks 
provide another commuter service 
location, and there is also some 
freelanced freight switching activity. A 
curved crossover guides westward 
trains under the overhead railroad 
tracks, which cross above on embank-
ments and bridges. 

In another “doubling-up” opportu-
nity, these same physical overhead 
rails represent the side-by-side Indiana 
Harbor Belt (IHB) and Baltimore & 
Ohio Chicago Terminal (B&OCT) 
tracks on this lap of the C&NW main 
line and suggest the overhead crossing 
of the double-track Chicago Great 
Western (CGW) on the second lap.

Proviso in name only
The freight yard is ridiculously 

small to adequately suggest the 
massive Proviso yards, but it should be 
reasonably functional to originate a 
local and support local industry 
switching and interchange. If the 
cognitive dissonance is too much, one 
could always dub it Northlake, Erie 
Street, or Stone Park, which would give 
those in the know an idea where it’s 
supposed to be located in the real 
world without the expectations that 
come with naming it “Proviso.”

The yard has one double-ended 
track that can be used as an arrival/
departure track, as well as a through 
connection to the north that segregates 
the switching of the freelanced indus-
try (fats) from the main. The other 
yard tracks are stub ended to provide 
more usable length. Interchange with 
the IHB/B&OCT takes place at one end 
of the yard nearest the overpass.

carried on to the east through massive 
Proviso Yard to West Chicago Yard  
and beyond.

Making a split
As I played around with different 

staging scenarios, I thought that I 
would get the most beneft from 
representing Wood Street Yard and 
West Chicago Yard with one double-
ended staging yard. However, this 
arrangement potentially shortened the 
end of the commuter run.

Rather than having the commuter 
trains and freight trains share the 
same staging yards, I unprototypically 
separated the west end of the com-
muter and freight lines. This allowed 
me to include the Wheaton station by 
overlapping it with the visible freight 
yard. Moreover, it was a good balance 
between the conficting trade-offs. As 
part of this trade-off and a conse-
quence of laying out the multi-pass 
main line, the freight connection from 
Wood Street Yard connects from the 
north rather than the south – another 
useful compromise.

North Western Station
A trip around the layout from east 

to west allows us to look at some of the 
design decisions. North Western 
Station is compressed but resembles 

the real arrangement in a number of 
details, including the left-hand turn as 
trains depart. Its actual location among 
multistory buildings allows the use of 
low-relief buildings and fats to provide 
an interesting visual contrast with the 
less-dense areas to the west.

Passenger trains departing west-
ward from North Western Station pass 
a near-scale representation of often-
photographed Lake Street Tower, with 
the tall building fats concealing the 
Wood Street staging lead to the rear. 
The famous Chicago El (dummy tracks 
on a bridge) passes above the tracks 
leading from the yard. A compact 
passenger engine terminal somewhat 
suggests the real thing, but it requires 
the farthest-back track to be empty for 
engines to cross over in the station 
throat and back down into the switch-
back connection to service. This would 
happen rarely in model operation.

Continuing westward, a double 
crossover adds some trackwork 
interest (and a signaling opportunity 
for the client, who counts that as a 
major interest). Passenger tracks are 
joined by the line from staging repre-
senting the connection to Wood Street 
Yard. Crossovers allow passenger 
trains to move between main lines as 
needed and a second crossover allows 
freight trains entering from Wood 

A sea of C&NW bi-level commuter cars at North Western Station in downtown 
Chicago await the call to duty on a misty, foggy day in 1975, when the C&NW 
was the only Chicago railroad making a profit on commuter operations. Metra 
has since taken over those operations in the Windy City.
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Chicago”). Passenger traffc carries on 
to Wheaton, where most commuter 
trains will lay over before the return 
run eastward to North Western Station. 
There is an extension of the main line 
to one or more additional hidden 
stub-end staging tracks below Oak 
Park to provide for occasional passen-
ger service to the “end of the line.”

To keep the overall grades as 
manageable as possible, the clearance 
above freight staging is very tight. This 
would require hand throws in the yard 
above or careful remote placement and 
linkage of switch machines. This is not 
a trade-off I would recommend for 
every layout, but it was acceptable for 
this client to coil in as much main line 
as possible. Any restaging work needed 
between sessions would require the 
trains to be pulled out onto the visible 
layout, re-staged as necessary, and 
then placed back into staging.

Freights amid commuters
The track plan supports three or 

four commuter train sets (or more) in 
fairly rapid shuttle runs back and forth 
across the layout from North Western 
Station to Wheaton, with the occasional 
run on to the western commuter 
staging below Oak Park. The push-pull 
nature of the real-life system doesn’t 
require any turning or re-working of 
consists, so the frequency of commuter 
runs is up to the preferences (and 
number) of the operating crew.

Freight operations will take some 
track time as well. Through trains from 
the east and west (staging) might set 
out and pick up cars in “Proviso.” 
Either a dedicated yard job or the local 

freight will make up trains from these 
setout cars and the interchange cars. 

A local originating from Proviso 
(either the local job or a separate crew) 
can work the industries in each 
direction from the yard. There are a 
couple of tight spots on the layout 
(including the lack of a runaround at 
Maywood) that will demand some 
advance planning for the freight crew.

When the local returns, outbound 
cars could be organized in the yard for 
an east block, a west block, and 
IHB/B&OCT interchange cars. Alter-
nately, separate east and west locals 
from staging could use Proviso as a 
central interchange point. Much of the 
local switching must take place around 
the commuter parade, so it might be 
worth setting aside some “overnight” 
time in the schedule when the locals 
may work without commuter traffc.

Focus and priorities
In a modest space for an HO layout 

encompassing this much territory and 
traffc, it’s important to clearly identify 
priorities and address those frst. In 
this case, optimizing the layout for the 
commuter traffc and then seeking to 
squeeze in some freight switching 
meant a few compromises. But the 
resulting fashes of yellow E units on 
the morning and evening commutes 
will be a great reward!   MRP

Byron Henderson is a regular MRP 
contributor, custom model railroad 
designer (www.layoutvision.com), and 
editor of the Layout Design Special 
Interest Group’s Layout Design Journal. 
For more information visit ldsig.org.

It was a great night to stay off the roads and take the train home as C&NW  
no. 412, an EMD F7A, paused in the blowing snow at Arlington Heights on Jan. 
14, 1979. Three feet of snow fell that night.

A short utility track paralleling the 
yard ladder would be a good place for 
parking the yard loco and/or a local 
engine and a caboose. A yard lead 
extends to the west to keep freight 
work from interfering with through 
trains (passenger or freight), important 
in light of the busy commuter traffc.

Starting the second lap
Beyond the yard, the main is single 

track and descends steeply into 
Elmhurst. Elmhurst includes passenger 
platforms and some industry switch-
ing, including a large freelanced 
industry at the aisle and the stone 
quarry that existed in real life. The 
grade moderates to 1 percent through 
town. This grade is necessary for 
clearance elsewhere but may require  
“chocking” cars during switching.

Beyond Elmhurst, the track  
descends sharply again through the 
prototypical crossing of Highway 83, 
the Illinois Central, and Salt Creek. This 
scene could be quite deep, extending 
several inches below C&NW track 
level, if desired. Creating a heavily 
forested scene in the area will help 
blend it visually with the forested 
scenery on the upper lap to the rear.

Lombard is squeezed into a bit of 
room left on the lower lap. A small 
passenger platform provides another 
commuter stop, and a freelanced 
at-grade crossing with another rail-
road, such as the Soo Line or Elgin, 
Joliet & Eastern, rates an interlocking 
tower and offers the opportunity for 
simulated signaling.

Separated staging
Unlike real life, the railroad splits at 

Lombard, with the freight line ducking 
under the tracks overhead (now 
representing the Chicago Great 
Western) to return to staging (“West 

Learning points

• In a narrow room, placing the
layout against the walls and the 
people in the middle is often a 
winning approach.

• A design based on multiple 
passes through a scene offers 
longer mainline runs and more 
separation between locales.

• Differences in elevation help to 
separate multiple laps.

• Where scenes on different laps 
are directly in front of one 
another, placing similar scenes 
together may offer scenic 
opportunities.  
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S
logging is a word not often heard 
today. But it’s appropriate when 
describing the Reading Co.’s train 

movements up the demanding Locust 
Summit grade west of Gordon, Pa. The 
trains, many heavily laden with 
anthracite (hard) coal, would climb the 
2.6-percent grade at little more than a 
walking pace. 

Although I never personally wit-
nessed this daily battle of man and 
machine against nature, photographs 
from the 1940s and ’50s confrm the 
show was spectacular. Replicating it in 
miniature was my primary objective 
when designing my HO scale layout 
based on the Reading in the coalfelds.

The base at Gordon
Gordon, Pa., was very important to 

the Reading’s anthracite operations. It 
was ideally located between the larger 
railroad centers of Tamaqua and 
Shamokin (see Model Railroad Planning 
1998). With its modest yard and 
notable engine facility, Gordon served 
mainly as a base for helper movements 
and for dispatching mine runs.  

My initial planning focused on 
modeling only the six miles of railroad 
from Gordon to Locust Summit with 
appropriate staging areas. Sandwiched 
between these two points would be the 
ferce Locust Summit grade. Although 
traffc would be primarily coal trains, a 

few symbol freights and a handful of 
passenger runs would fll out the 
schedule. Train speed would be slow 
and deliberate in both directions, given 
the severity of the grade and the yards 
located at each end and the use of 
helper locomotives on the climb up to 
Locust Summit. I envisioned that the 
layout would keep six to eight people 
busy for several hours.

Through research, conversations 
with former employees, and actual site 
visits, I became aware that modeling 
more of the railroads’s anthracite 
operations would make a fascinating 
layout. Armed with this knowledge,  
I decided to expand the layout design 

1. A T-1 helper shoves against a westbound coal drag on the steepest part of the 2.6-percent grade up to Locust Summit 
on Jim Hertzog’s Reading Co. layout. The scene is only 9" wide, but is a focal point of the layout. 

Slogging up to

 Locust Summit
By Jim Hertzog//Photos by Mike Rinkunas

Helpers and mine runs play major roles on the Reading
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Find more plans online in the 
   ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

Name: Reading’s Mahanoy and 
Shamokin branches
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 31 x 40 feet
Prototype: Reading Co.
Locale: eastern Pennsylvania
Era: 1952-57
Style: walk in
Mainline run: 310 feet
Branchline run: 75 feet
Minimum radius: 30" main and 
branch

Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: 2.5 percent
Train length: 12 feet
Benchwork: open grid
Height: 48" (staging at 45") to 61" 
Roadbed: cork and Homasote on 1 ⁄2" 
plywood 
Track: code 83
Scenery: plaster gauze
Backdrop: painted 1 ⁄8" hardboard
Control: Lenz DCC

The layout at a glance

2. Four steam locomotives await their call to service at the Reading Co.’s 
Gordon, Pa., engine terminal. Bulging fireboxes accommodated slow-burning 
anthracite (hard) coal. Hauling coal over the Reading’s daunting Locust Summit 
grade is the theme of Jim Hertzog’s HO scale railroad.

3. Another view of the Gordon engine terminal includes a brutish 2400-hp 
Fairbanks-Morse Train Master that, along with a pair of Baldwins, is a portent of 
the changes afoot in anthracite country. 
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radius I could achieve was about 25", 
too tight for the brass T-1 4-8-4 
locomotives I planned to use. 

Instead, I settled on several longer 
engine-servicing leads. I was also able 
to increase the number of yard tracks 
from fve to seven, with a total capacity 
of about 90 cars. Within the yard limits 
(a distance of nearly 30 feet), there are 
several sidings that serve three raw 
coal loading wharves, a wood products 
company, a feed mill, and a team track. 
Five tracks are dedicated for engine 
service, including two that enter the 
scratchbuilt brick enginehouse.

Most westbound trains stop to pick 
up a helper engine, usually a class K-1 
2-10-2 or one of the renowned class T-1 
Northerns. Several eastbound trains 
also have to stop to release their brake 
retainers, which had previously been 
set at the top of Locust Summit. (Trains 
powered by diesels with dynamic 
brakes have eliminated most, but not 
all, of these stops.) A few road freights 
are required to stop to pick up and set 
out cars. The main line must also be 
kept clear for the six scheduled 
passenger trains, four of which stop at 
the station. 

A typical day at Gordon
During an operating session, up to 

24 trains will originate at, terminate at, 
or pass through Gordon. Six are 
passenger trains, 13 are symbol 
freights, and four are mine runs. 
Because the Reading had a less severe 
route to Newberry Junction via the 
Catawissa branch, several of these 
priority symbol freights would have 
avoided the Locust Summit grade. On 
my layout, however, all these trains 
pass through Gordon. 

Let’s take a closer look at the trains 
that call Gordon home. The originating 

to include more of the Reading’s 
Shamokin Division. My original design 
grew to fll the entire basement and 
includes fve yards, two staging yards, 
three helper districts, 15 coal-loading 
sites, and 300 feet of mostly double-
track main line. My favorite area part 
of the layout remains Gordon and the 
climb up to Locust Summit. 

Gordon Yard
Just like its prototype, Gordon is in 

a valley midway along my layout’s main 
line. Heading east toward Saint 
Nicholas and Tamaqua, the railroad 

climbs a 1.1-percent grade. At the west 
end of the yard, the main begins its 
arduous 2.6-percent climb toward 
Locust Summit and Shamokin. Gordon 
Yard is not the largest yard on my 
layout, but during an operating session 
it’s a very active place on the railroad, 
demanding the full attention of the 
yardmaster and the dispatcher.

My version of Gordon Yard is 
situated in a corner and alcove in my 
basement. I originally intended to use 
the alcove for the enginehouse and 
wye used for turning the locomotives.  
I soon discovered that the best wye 

5. At SU Office at Locust Summit, the helper cuts off of the westbound it 
assisted out of Gordon. The crew will get permission to cross over to the 
eastbound main and run light back to Gordon to await the next assignment.

4. No. 3006, a K-class 2-10-2, is shoving hard on a westbound coal drag as it 
leaves Gordon Yard. Once the pride of the fleet for moving priority freights, the 
Santa Fe types have been bumped to the coal region to finish out their 
remaining years. Note the big chunks of raw hard coal in the hoppers.

Learning points

• Helpers can add considerable 
visual (and now auditory)  
interest to operations while 
extending the time required to 
travel over a given length of  
main line.
• Helper grades have to be an 

integral part of the initial layout 
planning process.
• Choosing to model a helper base 

that also supports mine runs 
doubles the action potential.
• Very narrow shelves (9" wide on 

Jim’s railroad) are adequate for 
many between-town mainline 
runs, even as part of a key scene.
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mine runs are the responsibility of the 
yardmaster. During an operating 
session, three trains are called: the 
Alaska Crew, the Natalie Crew, and the 
Gordon Western. A fourth mine turn, 
the Shamokin Eastern, stops to set out 
local cars on its run eastward to Saint 
Nicholas. Symbol freight GB-4, known 
locally as the Bridgeporter, originates 
at Gordon and leaves early each day, 
mostly with loaded hoppers bound for 
the ports near Philadelphia. A set of 
EMD F units or a Fairbanks-Morse Train 
Master usually handles this job.

Also stopping at Gordon are symbol 
freights PN-7 and counterpart NP-8, 
which run daily between Philadelphia 
and the end of the line at Newberry 
Junction, just west of Williamsport. 
These two trains act as road locals, 
picking up and setting out as required 
and helping keep the yard fuid. 

The only other train to work Gordon 
is TWM-1, the westbound local, which 
originates at Tamaqua and runs to 
West Milton (Newberry staging). It 
takes any leftover cars not picked up 
by PN-7. Gordon can quickly become a 
bottleneck if the yardmaster becomes 
too comfortable.

The mine runs
Symbol freight GB-4 (Gordon-to-

Bridgeport) originates at Gordon. The 
train is primarily loaded hoppers 
destined for a yard near Philadelphia, 
where they are classifed for delivery to 
the docks along the Delaware River. 
Since the coal is weighed and classifed 
at Shamokin, this run-though train 
usually stops at Tamaqua only to drop 
any locals or interchange cars for the 
Lehigh & New England. It will return as 
BG-3 later in the session with empty 
hoppers for the yard crew to classify.

The Shamokin Eastern is usually the 
frst coal train to arrive in Gordon. It’s a 
turn that takes weighed and processed 
coal from Shamokin to Saint Nicholas. 
On the head end will be a block of 
Gordon locals, frequently including 
several cars of coal for the massive 
coaling tower at the locomotive- 
servicing area.

This train sometimes arrives with a 
helper that has assisted from Shamokin 
and will then push it east to Saint 
Nicholas. The helper will return light to 
Gordon and wait for the Shamokin 
Eastern’s return to Shamokin to help 
with its large block of westbound coal.

The Alaska Crew takes empty 
hoppers to the Alaska Colliery located 
near Mount Carmel Junction. Since it’s 
mostly empty cars, this turn is one of 
the few dispatched from Gordon to 
ascend the Locust Summit grade 

without a helper engine. After working 
the Alaska mine and then delivering 
carloads of raw coal to Locust Summit, 
the power usually returns as a caboose 
hop to Gordon.

The Gordon Western begins its 
assignment running eastward as a 
caboose hop to the coal yard at Saint 
Nicholas, where it will pick up a large 
block of westbound coal. Returning 
downgrade to Gordon, the train will 
pick up additional loaded hoppers to 
fll out to maximum tonnage. The train 
will get a rear helper and head west for 
Shamokin, then return with loaded 
eastbound hoppers that will become 
tomorrow’s GB-4. 

The Natalie Crew is an interesting 
mine run that leaves town late in the 
day bound for the un-modeled Natalie 
Coal mine on the Mount Carmel 
branch. It’s a bit atypical, with a large 
head-end block of unprocessed raw 
coal that’s been gathered by the yard 
crew. This coal will be set out at the 
large processing plant at Locust 
Summit. The rest of the train is empty 
hopper cars for the Natalie mine. This 
train doesn’t return to Gordon but 
instead terminates on the branch, 
implying that it’s working the mine. 
Special operating instructions require 
a mid-train helper be placed behind 
the loads and in front of the empties. 

Attacking the grade
Leaving Gordon, the layout is only 

15" wide, which is suffcient to include 
two mainline tracks, two sidings, and 

background mountain scenery. The 
ascending grade is purposely kept 
under 0.5 percent. The main line then 
makes a giant horseshoe curve near 
the Malho Coal Co. at Lavelle with a 
minimum radius of 34". Just past 
Lavelle is Locustdale Junction, where 
the Ashland Upper Route branch heads 
off to the Potts Mine, which is repre-
sented by staging. 

The climb then gets serious for the 
next 40 feet, with grades averaging 
between 1 and 2.5 percent. Although 
the Locust Summit grade is one of the 
layout’s focal points, it’s depicted on a 
shelf only 9" wide. The westbound 
uphill track is liberally “dusted” with 
Floquil Antique White paint airbrushed 
on to simulate heavily sanded rails.  
(I tried powder chalks, but prefer the 
painted effect.)

The backdrop along the right-of-way 
depicts some areas of dense foliage, 
along with the ubiquitous culm, or 
waste piles, as well as a highway 
overpass and a narrow-gauge mine 
girder bridge. 

I hope you’ve enjoyed reading about 
the rationale behind my railroad and 
viewing the action as seen through 
railfan Mike Rinkunas’ camera. MRP 

Jim Hertzog and wife, Gerri, live in 
Mertztown, Pa. He is a sales engineer for 
a precision sheet-metal fabricator. Jim’s 
primary interest is prototypical opera-
tions based on the fallen-flag anthracite 
haulers. The Hertzogs enjoy travel and 
visiting antiques shops.

6. The Potts mine crew waits on the Ashland branch at Locustdale Junction for 
passenger train No. 91 to pass on the main line. The mine run will then take its 
load of raw coal to the processing plant at Locust Summit.
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C
hoosing one – and only one 
– prototype to model or to 
use as a basis for freelancing 
can be among the most 

diffcult decisions we face. I hedged my 
bets a bit when I opted to model my old 
hometown favorite, the Nickel Plate 
Road, by also modeling its interchang-
es with several other local favorites, 
notably the Monon and the Chicago & 
Eastern Illinois. That allowed me to 
model some different motive power 
and equipment to simulate the crossing 
of “foreign” railroads.

But modeling a few locomotives and 
maybe a caboose and passenger car or 
two doesn’t really do justice to the  
“other” railroads.

A key aspect of fatland railroading 
is the interchange of freight cars 
between crossing railroads. An 
interchange is really a “universal indus-
try” in that cars of any type can be 
spotted on an interchange track. 
There’s not even an industry structure 
to build, yet it can generate substantial 
amounts of traffc. 

Loading or unloading cars
A removable cassette can be used to 

remove a cut of, say, unloaded cars 
spotted at an industry and to replace 
them with loaded cars without actually 
removing or adding loads or handling 
the cars. The sketch at right shows 
boxcars, but fatcars or gondolas would 
be better choices, as their loads are 
visible. Elsewhere on the railroad, the 
cassette holding the unloaded cars 
could be plugged into another industry 
that would receive loaded cars and 
return the empties.

This approach could be used to 
swap certain types of cars on and off 
the railroad, as all the waybills would 
remain correct for cars originally 
routed to, and now from, that track.   

Solving two problems at once
So we’re trying to solve two prob-

lems simultaneously: How do we model 

not one but two favorite railroads while 
taking advantage of the potential 
traffc-generation that occurs regularly 
at a busy interchange?

There is a way we can have our cake 
and eat it too: Model the town where 
these two railroads crossed and 
interchanged traffc twice – once on a 
lower deck and again on an upper deck 

Industrial car transfer

Cassette storage

Removable cassette

Freight house or industry

Cassette industrial siding

An industry could receive loaded open cars, and then return empties after the 

cassettes were swapped. A second related industry could use the same 

cassettes to swap inbound empties for outbound loaded cars.

on
 two decks

      Modeling the 

same town

By Tony Koester//drawings by Jay Smith

A ‘vertical’ junction to handle interchange or swap cars
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(see sketch above). The main line of the 
AB&C railroad and its end of the  
interchange track serve as the active 
route on the upper deck, while the two 
lines swap roles and directional 
orientation as the XY&Z’s main track 
becomes the active railroad on the 
lower deck. 

By shifting the lower deck’s crossing 
diamond off to one side, we can model 
a portion of the extended interchange 
track in the quadrant diagonally across 
from the combined depot and inter-
locking tower. And by making part of 
the interchange track a removable 
cassette, perhaps nothing more than a 
length of 2"-thick blue or pink foam, we 
can actually interchange cars between 
the two active railroads. 

A set of storage shelves below this 
interchange can store additional 
cassettes, thus acting as a small fddle 
or staging yard, depending on whether 
the cassettes are swapped during or 
between operating sessions. The 
cassette track wouldn’t even have to be 

powered, as the locomotive could use 
a “handle” of other cars to reach in and 
pick up or set out cars without moving 
onto the cassette.

What’s the catch?
There’s no such thing as a free 

lunch; you always have to give some-
thing to get something. In this case, 
you may need to build the same 
depot-tower scene twice, although  
that could be an easy kitbashing 
project. And instead of having your 
favorite railroad achieve the maximum 
possible mainline run across two 
decks, you have split the territory and 
given each of your favorite railroads 
half as long a run.

But that could be suffcient for each 
railroad’s needs. And you’ve doubled 
your modeling and operating opportu-
nities in the same space. MRP

Tony Koester has been the editor of  
Model Railroad Planning since its 
inaugural issue in 1995.

Learning points

• A second deck provides space to
   model two favorite railroads, with
   one on each deck.
• Removable interchange cas-

settes allow cars to actually be 
interchanged between the two 
otherwise separate railroads.
• The interchange swap can be 

done between operating ses-
sions as a staging yard or during 
sessions like a fddle yard.
• Key structures might have to be
   modeled twice, and the mainline 

run of each railroad would be half 
as long as modeling only one of 
the two railroads on two decks.
• Staging cassettes can also be 

used in other ways to “load” cuts 
of cars spotted at an industry.

Interchanging cars between two railroads, one modeled on each deck, could be 

handled with removable cassettes. Additional cassettes would allow variations 

in the traffic to be introduced between or during operating sessions. 

Vertical interchange

XY&Z RR

AB&C RR

2” foam

North

XY&Z RR
AB&C RR

North

Storage shelves for extra
interchange cassettes

  



Choosing the 
    right place  
at the 
    right time
By James McNab//Model photos by the author

Why and how era choice affects layout design
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W
hen designing a model 
railroad, there’s no 
bigger decision than 
choosing a relatively 

tightly defned era to model. Era choice 
affects every other decision, from what 
motive power should be leading your 
trains to what color to paint fre 
hydrants and stop signs. Many of 
today’s better prototype or prototype-
based modelers place era choice at the 
forefront of every decision.

Too often we allow less-important 
factors, such as season (think fall 
foliage), to overly infuence our choice 
of modeled era. I suspect many of us 
choose modeled eras that recall a 
specifc time or event, perhaps when 
we frst came in contact with a proto-
type railroad at a grade crossing. Fond 
memories from our youth may weigh 
heavily on our choices. 

While there’s nothing wrong with 
allowing a model railroad’s era to serve 
as a time machine back to a nostalgic 
period, it should work in harmony with 
the other factors. Consider, for 

 example, car traffc levels and which 
shippers and receivers were still active 
in a given period. 

By defning our modeled era frst, 
we can eliminate the possibility of 
conficting messages or anachronisms 
from overwhelming our railroads. The 
Union Pacifc in 2000 looked and acted 
a lot different from the UP in 1990, 
much less than in 1950. A ’55 T-Bird 
will be at home on a transition-era 
layout but will be out of place on a 
modern-era one unless you’re model-
ing a classic car show. The more tightly 
we defne our modeled era, the more 
decisions are made for us as layout 
designers, builders, and operators.

I kept my modeled era in the 
forefront of every decision I made as 
I designed my HO scale Iowa Interstate 
Grimes Industrial Track layout. Though 
I had certain operational goals I  
wanted to meet, I found my choice of 
era played a huge role in what I could 
or should model. That, in turn, affected 
every other decision I made. By having 
a narrowly defned era, it ended up 

complementing the overall layout 
design process instead of competing 
with it.

The chicken or the egg
When planning a new layout, we 

generally start with the idea of emulat-
ing one or more of our favorite 

1. The appearance and arrangement 
of the elements on James McNab’s 
Iowa Interstate HO layout were set by 
the era he chose to model. 

2. What would be a simple crossing with a narrower, less-busy street in earlier 
eras has additional protective devices in a later era. Modern crossing signals, 
fiber-optic cable markers, and electrical boxes are just some of the many 
inexpensive details that help firmly establish the modern era of the Grimes Line.

Favorite prototype scenes, such as the Newton Switcher (“Tramp Job”) crossing 
the Grimes Line’s ballasted-deck girder bridge over Hickman Road, led James 
to model the Iowa Interstate. But it took extensive research to select the era 
that best met his design and operational goals. Justin Hardecopf photo

Learning points

• Considering era frst can narrow 
down the myriad choices facing 
the layout designer and builder.
• Narrowing the era depicted on 

the railroad can save money by 
avoiding purchases that could 
create anachronisms.
• Practical considerations about 

era choice – can you obtain or 
build a needed type of car or 
locomotive? – remain.
• A slight era shift may create 

dramatically different modeling 
opportunities and challenges.
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Iowa Interstate

Grimes Line
HO scale (1:87)
Room size: 12’-0” x 18’-8” feet
Scale of plan: 1/2” = 1’-0” (24” grid)
Illustration by Jay Smith

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.

Staging/fiddle 
yard

Buckeye 
Terminal

NW 86th Street

Swanson Depot
Retail Center

Clive

NW 92nd Court

Five Star 
Compounding 
Pharmacy

NW 94th 
Street

Lift-out

Hickman Road 
(U.S. Hwy. 6)

Specialty 
Graphics Inc.

Auto-Jet MufflerSwanson Boulevard

Chicago 
Bridge & Iron

Millard Lumber

Budget 
Storage

PharmTech 
International

NW 100th Street

Douglas Avenue

Urbandale 

Lift-out

Meredith 
Drive

Pallet Recyclers 
of Iowa

Interstate 
35/80

Hwy. 141

DNI 
Ready-Mix

Beisser 
Lumber

NW 54th Avenue

Ryko 
Manufacturing

Grimes 
Name: Iowa Interstate’s Grimes 
Line
Scale: HO (1:87)
Size: 12'-0" x 18'-8"
Prototype: Iowa Interstate
Locale: Des Moines, Iowa, area
Era: September 2008
Style: single deck
Mainline run: 52 feet
Minimum radius: 22"
Minimum turnout: no. 6
Maximum grade: none
Train length: 4 feet
Benchwork: open grid
Height: 58"
Roadbed: extruded foam
Track: code 70 fex
Scenery: joint compound over 
foam
Backdrop: aluminum fashing
Control: CVP EasyDCC

The layout at a glance
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 prototypes. We then select a town, 
area, or region that’s served by the 
prototype – what MRP editor Tony 
Koester calls “Layout Design Ele-
ments,” or LDEs – to model. Once the 
LDEs are selected, era comes into play 
as we pick the time period and region 
in which to place our prototype.

But what if that process were 
reversed? Since we’ve established that 
era affects everything on a prototype-
based model railroad, then shouldn’t 
our modeled time be selected frst in 
the process? (See “The era chose me!” 
on page 68.) 

If your layout goals involve certain 
procedures that refect a specifc time 
frame, such as timetable and train-
order operations or ACI labels, then 
you should probably select an era 
when these were in place. It may mean 
your favorite section of prototype 

railroad won’t be included in your new 
plan, but it could also ensure that 
every LDE works toward the overall 
goal and purpose of the layout.

So should era come frst in the 
design process? It may come down to a 
chicken-or-egg process when planning 
your layout. But before you declare the 
selection of LDEs complete, consider 
what would happen to your plan if you 
selected your era frst. Then rework 
your layout giving era the top priority. 
You may fnd that you come up with a 
completely different design.

Traffc balance

For any layout that’s focused 
primarily on realistic operation, traffc 
levels should serve as the primary 
benchmark in choosing your modeled 
era. Ask layout builders what led them 
to choose their modeled eras, and I’ll 

bet you’ll get a lot of answers along the 
lines of “I like the way it looks at that 
time of year.” We seem to favor that 
rich, green season, usually late spring 
to summer. 

But those warm months with the 
trees in full bloom may not be the time 
when the best variety or quantity of 
freight traffc is moving. If you model a 
Midwest granger line, you may fnd 
that the fall grain rush better meets 
your operating goals. On your proto-
type, wintertime may mark peak car 
movements while offering unique 
modeling challenges. Don’t assume 
that the summer months are the best 
time in which to set your layout 
without doing your homework frst.

On the fip side, you may be better 
served by an era with lower traffc 
levels. If you’re modeling a time when 
your prototype had cars and 

3. Commercial and business signage is a fast and simple way to establish not only the locale but also the era. 
Appropriate images, such as this scratchbuilt billboard along NW 86th Street, enhance the modeled era at little cost.

Iowa Interstate no. 704 pulls two empties from the Chicago 
Bridge & Iron steel plant in Clive, Iowa, in April 2011. Car 
movements at CB&I naturally change over the course of a 
year. Picking a time when the car movements peaked will 
enhance operation. Justin Hardecopf photo

If you’re looking to develop a small, highly detailed car 
roster in a reasonable amount of time, select an era when 
car movements were reduced. In this photo, IAIS no. 709 
leads a single center-beam flat car past the concrete plant 
in West Des Moines. Justin Hardecopf photo
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On our website

James McNab has uploaded videos 
of his HO scale IAIS layout to the 
User Videos section of our website. 
Registered website users can watch 
them at www.ModelRailroader.com.

 locomotives in storage, you can get by 
with a smaller roster. This can help you 
build and maintain a more manageable 
roster without robbing a bank to fund 
the purchases. Selecting an era when 
traffc was down, either historically or 
due to economic factors, can give you 
the opportunity to build a smaller, 
higher-quality feet of motive power 
and rolling stock.

The right balance of industries can 
also affect the choice of a modeled era. 
Rail-served industries will naturally 
come and go over the years. While you 
want to select an era with a decent 
balance of online industries, there’s no 
magic formula for the correct number 
of customers to make a successful 
model railroad. 

On my own layout, I found that if 
I selected an era after two key custom-
ers had closed, it allowed me to create 
a better representation of the proto-
type with less compression. The two 
customers were located at the far ends 

of my prototype’s line. Since I no longer 
needed to represent those two indus-
tries on my layout, I was able to 
shorten my modeled area from 11 miles 
to less than 5 miles. I also could 
simplify my track plan.

Changes through the years
Over the years, railroads often 

modify their physical plant, either by 
adding more tracks to better serve 
their customers or by abandoning and 
removing tracks to reduce mainte-
nance costs. If you no longer need to 
operate 25-car trains of covered 
hoppers, you no longer need sidings 
and spurs long enough to serve trains 
of that length. 

Eras when these spurs were out of 
service are easily represented on your 
layout by weed-covered tracks or 
rotting, sun-bleached ties. You may 
think including these unused tracks in 
your plan is a waste of space and 
modeling time that could be better 

used toward other projects. However, 
these small projects can be added at a 
minimal investment of effort and 
money and serve as visible reminders 
of the history of your railroad. 

Motive power is also subject to era 
changes as new locomotives are 
purchased and obsolete models 
demoted or retired. As better, more 
effcient power comes online, the 
railroad may partake in a kind of 
locomotive hand-me-down, with 
former mainline power ending up on 
secondary lines and industrial tracks. 
It may be correct to have that GP38-2 
on the main in April, but not in August! 

When visitors ask how I chose the modeled era on my 
IAIS Grimes Line layout, I usually respond that “I didn’t 
choose it; the era chose me!” Since I had such clearly 
defned design and operational goals, it immediately 
narrowed down my options as to what era to depict.

The main factor was the closing of Geneser Feed & 
Grain at the north end of the Grimes Line in the summer of 
2008. By not including Geneser, I could allow the entire 
plan to better fll the space with less compression, as 
shorter trains would be the norm. I could also get by with a 
smaller car feet, since I didn’t need to model the extensive 
roster of covered hoppers that would have served Gen-
eser. So the frst benchmark, after July 2008, was in place.

The second benchmark came when the city of Clive 
decided to widen University Avenue at NW 86th Street. 
The Grimes Line runs parallel to University, and the 
crossing was protected by a set of simple fashers. Since 

the busy NW 86th Street crossing had no gates, stop 
boards were placed on both sides of the road. Trains had 
to stop and ensure protection was active before proceed-
ing, adding time to their run. After the road project was 
complete in April 2009, a full set of crossing gates was 
installed and the stop boards removed.

Since I wanted to include the stop boards procedure on 
my layout, I now had a second benchmark: before April 
2009. By identifying just two key design and operational 
factors, my choices for a time period to model were 
narrowed down to a 9-month window. 

The fnal factor was a personal one. I felt I could make 
more convincing scenery in late summer than try to tackle 
the brilliant hues and colors of autumn without overdoing 
it. Additional research on car movements and available 
motive power led me to my modeled time: September 
2008. – J.M.

“The era chose me!”

Geneser Feed and Grain in Grimes, Iowa, would ship its 
last loads in 2008. Modeling a time after that affected the 
design of James’ layout. Justin Hardecopf photo

The stop boards are visible as IAIS 703 eases up to NW 
86th Street in Clive, Iowa. Modeling this on James’ layout 
required an era when it was active. Justin Hardecopf photo 
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Newer power may also be easier to 
acquire in model form, since manufac-
turers usually release more popular 
models of locomotives. If your proto-
type ran unique or rare motive power 
during your modeled era, you may 
have to resort to extensive kitbashing 
and detailing to create an accurate 
locomotive roster. Should you fnd that 
intimidating or lack the time to 
accomplish such tasks, a slight era 
shift may ease that chore.

Lineside updates
One of the best ways to establish 

your modeled era will be properly 
replicating a town’s road grid and 
street traffc. Everything from the make 
and model of cars to road widths and 
street signs will change depending on 
your modeled time. As towns grow 
over the years, automotive traffc 
naturally increases. This leads to grade 
crossings being updated, with cantile-
ver signals and gates replacing cross-
bucks and stop signs. Having era- 
appropriate traffc-control devices will 
help establish your layout’s time frame.

Road widths and lane markings 
have been standardized for some time 
in the United States, but signs for 
surrounding businesses are era- 
specifc. Manufacturers offer a wide 
variety of era-appropriate signs and 
billboards for use on your layout. Make 
sure that the product or service being 
advertised is appropriate for your era 
before you add it to your layout.

Lineside details are a great way to 
further establish your modeled era. 

Street signs, fber-optic markers, and 
electrical boxes are just some of the 
small and inexpensive details that are 
either available commercially or easily 
scratchbuilt. Including these details 
will contribute to the overall plausibil-
ity of your layout.

Now is the time
The choice of modeled era your 

layout will depict is not one to take 
lightly. There’s no perfect era to model, 
nor is one better than the other. Each 
offers unique modeling opportunities, 

and each offers challenges in layout 
design, construction, and operation. 
An effective model railroad design 
features a balance of operational and 
visual attributes that determine and 
refect a modeled era. Observing them 
carefully will help you set your layout 
in the desired time and place. MRP

James McNab is an award-winning 
producer and video editor with more 
than 300 credits to his name. His article 
on layered scenery techniques appeared 
in the October 2013 Model Railroader.

4. Allowing space for scale-width roads is an important era design factor, since modern roads are wider to allow for 
increased traffic. The eight lanes of highway overpass for Interstate 35/80 required nearly two feet of space to model.

5. Progress on James’ IAIS Grimes Line layout has reached its namesake town 
of Grimes, Iowa. The fenced-in main warehouse of Beisser Lumber is visible, 
along with the aggregate yard of the non-rail-served DNI Ready-Mix plant.
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By Paul J. Dolkos 
Photos by the author

They need not be 

barren eyesores

The town of Floresta, Colo., behind the couch, is an attractive addition to Bill and Mary Miller’s basement family room.

Staging 
   yards 
 you can live with
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O
ne of the most popular 
approaches to layout 
planning is a point-to-point 
railroad that runs from a 

staging yard over a modeled section 
and then into another (or a combined) 
staging yard. Typically, the staging 
areas exhibit very basic construction 
– a slab of plywood with parallel 
tracks. Moreover, we often install them 
in out of the way, hard-to-reach 
locations, usually underneath the 
layout or in a back room. I’ve even seen 
one in the rafters, above the ceiling 
tile. Staging yards are usually not much 
to look at, which is one of the reasons 
they end up where they do.

From staging to stunning
When Bill and Mary Miller were 

planning their On3 Colorado &  
Southern layout, they employed the 
point-to-point concept. The staging 
areas at each end included a  
three-track yard plus a turntable  
at the far end to turn the locomotives. 
They were really just simple shelves 
along the walls of a basement family 
room adjacent to the layout area.  
To the Millers’ credit, they put the 
staging out in the open where it was 
readily accessible.

Even though the layout crossed a 
“political boundary” into the family 
room, Mary – like Bill, a National Model 

Railroad Association Master Model 
Railroader – agreed to this plan 
because the staging was relatively 
unobtrusive. Bill even veneered the 
edges of the staging shelves to make it 
look more like furniture. Indeed, that 
seemed to work quite well. 

But that was only the beginning. 
Putting even a modest shelf for staging 
in the family room was a little like 
allowing a camel to stick its nose into 
the tent.

When regular operating sessions 
began, the Millers and their operating 
crews soon realized that it would be 
benefcial for the staging yards to  
be confgured as operating terminals. 
Trains could do more than just termi-
nate. Each road crew would have to do 
all the things that a professional crew 
does when a train ends its run: hostle 
locomotives into the servicing area, 
perhaps classify cars if no yard engine 
is on duty, complete the paperwork, 
and so on. This is far more interesting 
and realistic than just running a train 
into a dead-end siding.

Time for Plan B
Bill began working up some alterna-

tive plans that included a passenger 
station, yard tracks, engine terminal, 
and even some industrial sidings for 
each end of the railroad. The two areas 
would still function as staging, but 

Gunnison, Colo., on the opposite side of the family room, is built into a former closet. Bill and Mary described how they 
modeled this portion of the layout in the Rear Platform section of Model Railroad Planning 1999.
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there would be a lot of operating poten-
tial without signifcantly increasing the 
layout’s square footage. 

In Gunnison, Colo., at the east end 
of the railroad, the track entered 
through a side wall of what was a 

formerly a closet [see page 98 of Model 
Railroad Planning 1999 – Ed.]. The 
closet space, not being long enough to 
accommodate any signifcant amount 
of track, became the town’s business 
district. The space in front of the closet 

and the walls on each side of the closet 
were used for the yard and staging.

On the other side of the room at the 
west end of the railroad, the staging 
shelf was widened from 18" to 27".  
This provided room for the terminal 
tracks for the town of Floresta. Each  
of the areas now requires a full-time 
yardmaster during operating sessions,  
and they have become highly sought-
after assignments.

Manageable even in O scale
One might surmise that open 

staging takes a lot of space. Since the 

The Floresta yard is detailed with many of Mary’s hand-painted figures. Across the tracks is the Colorado Fuel & Iron coal 
breaker, which was the largest anthracite breaker west of the Mississippi River.

Bill Miller moves a passenger train around the Gunnison Yard. In front of the 
train is the track entry into Gunnison from the main layout room; it comes 
through a wall of the former closet shown on the previous page. 

Learning points

• Converting bland staging yards 
into active terminals enhanced 
both operations and appearance.
• Even when a railroad is relatively 

well developed, it pays to keep 
an eye open for enhancement 
possibilities.
• Minimal living space was lost, 

even with an On3 railroad.
• A well-detailed model railroad 

can complement rather than 
detract from the appearance of a 
family living area.

  



 Model Railroad Planning 2014 73

Millers’ railroad is ¼" scale, it could be 
considered a worst-case example. This 
fully visible and now-active staging 
area takes about 2 x 20 feet on each 
side of the room, highlighting the space 
effciency of shelf confgurations.

It helps that the Millers run  
relatively short trains and small 
locomotives. Working in HO or N scale, 
a similar space would yield a sizable 
terminal area that could comfortably 
handle trains of 15 or 20 cars. Such 
confgurations would be ideal where a 
low-density route terminates, has a 
connection with another railroad,  
or portrays the area as a junction or 
division point. 

If traffc is heavy, creating the 
potential for yard congestion, an 
arrival track or two could be added 
outside the yard area where inbound 
trains can wait, which would  
follow prototype practice. If there  
is a requirement for trains running 
beyond the terminal, then some 
conventional staging tracks could be 
added, as the Millers did at the west 
end of their Floresta terminal.

Win-win

The best thing about the Millers’ 
approach is that the functionality of 
the family room has been retained.  
The two upgraded, active, and fully 
scenicked staging areas are out of the 
way, yet they make the space more 
interesting and welcoming, even for 
visiting non-model railroaders. 

The camel seems to have snuggled 
all the way into the tent, but it’s turned 
out to be nice company. MRP

Accomplished model railroader and 
photographer Paul Dolkos is a regular 
contributor to Model Railroad Planning, 
Model Railroader, and Great Model 
Railroads magazines.

A road bridge was installed to hide  
the end of the Gunnison yard and 
interchange tracks where they end  
at a wall.

Bill does some yard switching in the Floresta terminal yard, which was 
upgraded from a simple three-track staging yard on a shelf.

At the west end of Floresta (seen on the right), the Millers are installing an 
extension to serve as the connection at Delta Junction with the Rio Grande. The 
shelf is removable so it can be stored between operating sessions.
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Enhancing a 
published track plan

By Ryan Moats//Photos by the author

An Atlas plan and prototype track maps inspired  

this 1870s Colorado narrow-gauge layout

M
y layout lives in an 
1,100-square-foot unfnished 
basement where it shares 
space with my woodshop 

and storage for my war game collec-
tion. In addition, the “real-estate 
negotiations” involved building a set of 
cabinets to provide general storage 
space. Bottom line: The layout would 
live on top of the cabinets. 

The important dimension is the 11 
feet from the corner to an 18" bump-
out for the front door. This dimension 
exactly matched that needed for Track 
Plan 205, “Narrow Switching Railroad 
for Tight Spaces” [see opposite page 
– Ed.] from Atlas’ Custom-Line Layouts 
for HO Scale Railroads, 2nd edition 
(Atlas Model Railroad Co., out of print). 
This became the genesis of the layout.

I’m a narrow-gauge fanatic, but I 
have a younger son who is more 
interested in watching continuous 
running. I therefore decided to build 
the switching portion of the layout as 
narrow gauge and negotiate for two 
additional “blobs” on the end to install 

a dual-gauge loop for continuous 
running. The resulting area is slightly 
more than 70 square feet.

By the time I fnished my initial 
construction, but before I started 
adding scenery to the layout, my 
interest in model railroading had 
grown from switching puzzles to more 
prototypical operation. With my son’s 
interest in model railroading waning, 
the continuous-running loop was now 
just taking up valuable space. 

As fate would have it, I had to 
remove the wye and the corner cabinet 
under it because of water damage 
caused by a series of thunderstorms. 
To avoid a repeat, I moved the remain-
ing cabinets in a foot from the walls, 
which reduced the available space to 
about 65 square feet.

The reduced space led me to reset 
my priorities to:
• Constructing a point-to-point model    
   railroad that would allow for prototype-
   based operations
• Backdating the layout to the 1870s
• Incorporating both the practices and 

1. This view of the HOn3 Blackhawk & 
Central City RR shows lower 
Blackhawk in the left foreground, 
upper Blackhawk above it, and Central 
City’s elevated wye at right rear, which 
is reached by a switchback.

2. The yard at lower Blackhawk has 
three double-ended tracks and two 
storage tracks. The main continues to 
upper Blackhawk at lower right.
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       track design of the Colorado 
       Central RR, the frst narrow-gauge  
       railroad into the Rockies

• Scratchbuilding structures and   
  other models and handlaying the 
  track and turnouts as part of 
  completing the National Model 
  Railroad Association (NMRA) 
  Achievement Program’s require-
  ments for Master Model Railroader.

Adapting the plan to the area
Since I wasn’t interested in building 

a turntable, my àrst step was to make 
room for the wye tracks that anchor 
the original Atlas plan. Rather than 
keep it in the corner, I rotated the Atlas 
plan 90 degrees counterclockwise and 
placed the wye away from the corner in 
the left-hand blob.

The second consideration was the 
impact of the construction practices of 
the CCRR on my layout standards. The 
minimum radius the CCRR used was a 
very tight 40 degrees (a little more 
than a 20” radius in HO scale), and the 
ruling grade for the railroad was a stiff 
4.5 percent. Given the amount of 
available space, I also looked at the 
2-foot-gauge Gilpin Tramway, which 
had a minimum radius of 60 feet (8.3" 
in HO). I decided to blend these two 
and use a radius of 16". The only 
exception is an 18"-radius curve at 
Beaver Brook to create a passing or 
runaround track.

Given the CCRR’s operating speeds 
(5 mph running west and 10 mph 
running east), transition curves 
(easements) or superelevation would 
not be necessary. Since I planned to 
handlay all of the turnouts, I chose  
no. 4 two-way stub and no. 4 three-way 
stub turnouts as my standard, both of 
which have a diverging radius of 99 feet 
(13.5" in HO).

Yard location and design
Having established these standards, 

I considered yard location and design. 
I’d already built a set of cars, and when 
it came time to letter them, I named my 
new pike the Blackhawk & Central City. 

This railroad would be headquartered 
in Blackhawk, Colo. (in my history, the 
town’s name is one word rather than 
two) and build up to Central City and 
down to Forks Creek, where it inter-
changes with the Colorado Central. 

Since I wanted to put the yard in 
Blackhawk, I started with the proto-
type Colorado Central’s track arrange-
ment in Black Hawk. My initial solution 
was to blend the yard ladder from the 
switching layout with the track 
arrangement of the prototype to form a 
stub-track yard in the left-hand blob. 
After a discussion with some local 
modelers, I connected the stubs by a 
length of track that includes some 
additional storage spots to support 
runaround moves.

Industrial tracks
I replaced some of the industry 

tracks on the original Atlas plan with 
prototypical CCRR spurs. While the 
CCRR built up the Clear Creek, my 
B&CC would be building down that 
creek, so I had to consider how this 
might affect the track design. As a  
result I had to include runaround 
tracks in several places. 

During planning, I treated the 
industry tracks as modules and moved 

them around the layout until I was 
happy with their locations. The sites of 
these industries, combined with the 
curve standards, drove the routing of 
the main line.

Folded-over main line
It was becoming obvious that the 

main line was going to fold over itself, 
so this was a natural point to incorpo-
rate the CCRR’s grade standards. I put 
the major grades on the transitions 
between industry modules, which 
should ease operation. I also included 
short “to-scale” grades for industry 
spots and tracks that were farther 
away from the operator. This would 
provide the operator with the feeling of 

The roots of the original Atlas track plan (above) are still evident in Ryan’s plan 
(page 76) after he relocated the wye, added a second wye, and expanded the 
footprint and point-to-point mainline run. The resulting layout area is slightly 
more than 70 square feet. Plan courtesy Atlas Model Railroad Co.

3. The stub-ended yard at Forks Staging feeds one end of the railroad. It will be 
hidden from view when the scenery is complete.
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standing in Clear Creek and looking up 
the slope. 

These small grades include the 
engine-servicing track, an addition that 
came from reading John Armstrong’s 
Track Planning for Realistic Operation 
(Kalmbach Publishing Co.), which I 
located off the tail of the central wye of 
the original plan. While this necessi-
tated shrinking the length of some of 
the remaining industrial sidings, I felt 
that it was a better use of space. I could 
then include another locomotive 
watering location, an ash track, a 
three-track enginehouse, and most of 
the Blackhawk industries, which were 
served by team tracks.

Name: Blackhawk & Central City RR
Scale: HOn3 (1:87.1, 3 foot gauge)
Size: 10'-0" x 11'-6"
Prototype: based on Colorado 
Central RR
Locale: Colorado
Era: 1870s
Style: single deck
Mainline run: 87 feet 
Minimum radius: 16"

Minimum turnout: no. 4 stub
Maximum grade: 4.5 percent
Train length: 1 to 2 feet
Benchwork: open grid
Height: 36" to 44" 
Roadbed: cork on plywood
Track: handlaid code 70
Scenery: to be determined
Backdrop: to be determined
Control: NCE DCC with radio cabs

The layout at a glance
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Blackhawk 
& Central City RR
HO scale (1:87.1)
Layout size:  10'-0" x 11-6"
Scale of plan: 5/8" = 1'-0" (12" grid)
All curves 16" radius unless marked
All turnouts are no. 4 stub switches
Numbered arrows indicate photo locations
Illustration by Jay Smith
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Towns along the main line
The next part of the layout design 

was the routing of the track up to 
Central City. Here I followed the 
prototype and used a switchback 
placed in the narrow right-hand part  
of the layout, with Central City being in 
the center of the right-hand blob. Since 
I didn’t have a mine in Central City, I 
augmented the switchback with a 
siding to access Sleepy Hollow Mine. 

Rather than just have stub tracks or 
runarounds in Central City, I put in 
another wye so I could turn engines.

The last part of the design was to 
fnish the run from Blackhawk to Forks 
Creek. Here again, curve standards 
drove the routing of the main line. 
There would be a long hidden straight 
run behind the switchback that would 
emerge at the Forks Creek interchange, 
modeled by three stub tracks, whose 
ends would be hidden by scenery.  

The end result is a total of more 
than two scale miles of track.

Changing times
Several of my industry spots have 

changed names as research has 
verifed what industries were in the 
Black Hawk and Central City areas in 
1870. In addition, my plans for scenery 
have changed. I’ve realized that leaving 
the run from the Kimber Mill to Forks 
Creek visible with a canyon wall on the 
back side of the switchback would 
allow me to model the run up the Clear 
Creek gorge – a salient feature of the 
CCRR prototype.  

Despite my changes, the roots of the 
original Atlas plan are still evident. I 

hope the Blackhawk & Central City will 
encourage others to modify a pub-
lished plan to better ft their own goals 
and available space. MRP

Ryan Moats is a senior software 
engineer at IBM. His interest in Colorado 
narrow gauge dates to his youth, but 

serious modeling efforts began when he 
joined the NMRA in 2006 and began 
building his basement layout. His 
experience with assembling a plastic 
model mine kit was so frustrating that 
he decided that he could build a better 
model from scratch. The rest, as they 
say, is history.

Learning points

• Every track plan has to start
somewhere, and a published 
plan may provide the basis for an 
enhanced plan tailored to your 
specifc needs and space.
• Adapting a carefully chosen plan

to embody the main features of a 
prototype railroad is practical.
• Connecting or otherwise tying a

freelanced railroad to one or 
more prototype railroads 
enhances its plausibility.
• Using Layout Design Elements

from specifc prototype locations 
helps to ensure workable, 
realistic designs for similar 
freelanced locations.
• Treating industry tracks as

modules and moving them 
around until pleasing locations 
were found proved helpful.

4. The spur that will serve Blackhawk Foundry ducks under the high trestle that 
leads to Central City. Two tracks for a small car shop branch off the main above 
the site of the foundry.

5. The Boston & Colorado Smelter sidings are located on the lower level in front 
of the switchbacks that allow the B&CC to climb up to Central City. The gondola 
marks the location of Sleepy Hollow Mine.

6. Central City marks the high end of the layout, where a wye allows 
locomotives to be turned for the trip back through Blackhawk to Forks staging.
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Space-saving 
wye-less wyes

By Jason Klocke//Photos by Clark Propst

Modeling the functions of wyes in less space

W
yes are important features  
on most prototype railroads.  
They connect branch lines 
to main lines as well as 

allowing locomotives or entire trains to 
be turned. It’s often diffcult, though, to 
fnd enough space for a full-size wye on 
our model railroads. That was the case 
with my HO scale Chicago Great 
Western Rochester Branch layout. 
However, I found a way to model the 
functions of a pair of wyes I needed 
without taking up all that space.  

Modeling and era choices
I chose to model the CGW’s Roches-

ter branch on my layout because of its 
iron ore operations from the 1940s 
until 1967. Mining was uncommon for 
this part of the Midwest, so it adds a 
bit of variety to granger railroad 
operations. For more information on 
the topic, see the book More Chicago 

Great Western in Minnesota by John 
Luecke (Grenadier Publications, 2009). 

I also have family ties to the area 
and am familiar with the towns along 
the line. The branch produced much 
needed tonnage for the CGW, especial-
ly the iron ore operations around 
Ostrander. During the mining season, it 
wasn’t uncommon for the Rochester-
McIntire train to pick up 40 to 50 loads 
nightly. Extra jobs were also called at 
times to move additional ore tonnage. 

An operating hub
In 1890, the Winona & Southwestern 

Ry. built a railroad line west out of 
Winona, Minn., on the Mississippi River 
to Simpson, a hamlet 7 miles south      
of Rochester, Minn. There it turned 
south toward Iowa. The builders had 
hopes of reaching the rail hub of 
Omaha, but like many early railroad 
endeavors, the track ended short of the 

original objective. In this case, the 
W&SW ended at the farming commu-
nity of Osage, Iowa, and an Illinois 
Central connection.

The W&SW crossed the Chicago 
Great Western’s main line between 
Minneapolis and Chicago at McIntire, 
Iowa. After the CGW took over this 
railroad, the McIntire crossing was 
replaced with switches that turned the 
former W&SW line into its Rochester 
and Osage branches. 

Rochester was the operations hub 
for the district. From there turns ran 
south to McIntire and Osage and east 
to Winona through a wye at Simpson 
[see map]. Northbound trains return-
ing from McIntire would set out cars 
for Winona on a siding in the Simpson 
wye. Conversely, trains returning west 
from Winona would leave their south-
bound cars at Simpson for trains out of 
Rochester on their way to McIntire.

Jason Klocke had to figure out how to 
compress a couple of wyes into his 
HO Chicago Great Western Rochester 
Branch to create realistic switching for 
trains like this southbound Rochester- 
to-McIntire Turn at Ostrander, Minn. 
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Prototype wye
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Learning points

• Except for the ability to turn
locomotives or trains, the 
operational functions of a wye 
can be modeled without the 
space-eating tail track.
• A wye where cars were left for

mainline trains to pick up serves 
as a busy industry.
• A low view block can mask the

truncated tail track. 
• It’s important to use cars and

locomotives as a means of 
gauging the “wye’s” track length 
to ensure there’s enough room to 
meet operational objectives.

Iron ore was mined in southeastern 
Minnesota near the town of Ostrander, 
so the CGW built a line eastward to the 
open-pit mines. The lines were con-
nected by a wye north of Ostrander, 
with the main line running north-south 
and a lead to the mines heading east. 

Trains bound for Rochester would 
shove empties to the mines using the 
north leg of the wye. Southbound 
trains would back in through the south 
leg of the wye to pick up loads of ore. 

Throughout the summer, 30 to 100 
two- and three-bay standard hoppers 
were loaded daily and shipped out to 
Granite City Steel in Granite City, Ill.

The “wye” at Ostrander
I wanted to capture the operations 

on this unique section of railroad, but 
didn’t have room for the wyes. Instead, 
I devised plans to incorporate the 
operations at each location without 
using any space-eating wyes. 

The wye-less wye at Ostrander is 
just a siding spaced well away from the 
main line with its center hidden from 
view by a low backdrop. The backdrop 
hides the standing cars and missing 
wye tail track, but still allows easy 
access to the hoppers for loading. 

Rochester trains heading south 
toward McIntire can back into the 
south leg of the siding to pickup any 
outbound loads (seven hoppers). On 
the return trip to Rochester, the “Turn” 
sets out empty hoppers in the north 
leg of the siding, simulating the 
prototype’s backing movement to the 
mines. In reality, the hoppers are just 
being pushed out of sight behind the 
view block.

The “wye” at Simpson
Construction of the Simpson wye 

started with the siding along the south 
leg of the wye. I placed two EMD F 
units (called “motors” on the CGW) on 

the siding’s tail track to ensure there 
was enough headroom to make a 
runaround move. Cars from Winona 
are placed on the siding by hand prior 
to an operating session. They’re picked 
up by the southbound train out of 
Rochester to McIntire. On this train’s 
return trip to Rochester, Winona 
setouts have to be blocked behind the 
motors. The motors then head into the 
wye siding, cut off the Winona cars, 
and back out onto the south leg of the 
wye. Seven 40-foot freight cars were 
used to set the distance between the 
siding turnouts. 

Where the main line curved to the 
left (north) to parallel the other wall, I 
placed the turnout that led into the 
3-foot-long east leg of the “wye-less” 
wye [see drawing]. A train returning 
from Winona can be staged on this 
short section of track with its south-
bound cars and placed on the south-
leg siding. Houses and trees conceal 

A low backdrop screens the view of hoppers hidden on the south leg of the 
“wye” at Ostrander, which simulates the Hanna Mine Spur. The CGW shoved 
cars back for 9 miles to the mine and pick up iron ore loaded in triple hoppers.  
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the disconnected east end of the wye. 
With this arrangement, it is practical to 
replicate the switching moves of both 
the McIntire and Winona Turns. 

On the layout, all the loads from the 
Rochester branch, outbound cars from 
the Winona branch (which are placed 
on the layout at Simpson), plus the iron 
ore loads from the Hanna Mine Spur at 
Ostrander, are picked up by the 
southbound Rochester-McIntire way 
freight and taken to McIntire. There the 
cars are picked up by the mainline 
manifest freights for forwarding to all 
points of the compass. 

This allowed me to model a segment 
of the CGW main line between Oelwein, 
Iowa, and St. Paul, Minn., which was a 
heavy tonnage corridor for the CGW. In 
my era, it was standard procedure to 
run consists of six F units (9,000-hp) on 
these road freights between St. Paul 
and Oelwein pulling trains of 150 or 
more cars. 

The McIntire yard, where the 
branch to Rochester begins, was a 
small affair with only three yard tracks 
and a siding. The CGW didn’t assign a 
yard switcher to this tiny northern 
Iowa town of 200. This meant that the 
various branchline and mainline train 
crews had to spend many hours using 
their road engines to sort their own 
cars to make the work down the line 
more effcient. 

This yard is the center of operations 
on my HO layout and, as on the 
prototype, many cars move through 
this yard, feeding the branch to 
Rochester and Winona (via Simpson 
wye), and heading off the branch for 
other points on the CGW such as 
Omaha/Council Bluffs, Kansas City, 
Chicago, and Minneapolis-St. Paul. 

An operational success
Having a main line feeding a branch 

this way gives a more prototypical feel 
to the entire layout. Visiting modelers 
have enjoyed operating the layout and 
seeing the cars move from the main 
line to the branches and back again.  

I have been researching the area I 
model for about six years and have 
been in the process of building the 
layout for the past fve. It is now about 
half fnished. MRP

Jason Klocke, 35, lives in Humboldt, 
Iowa. He’s worked for several railroads, 
including Iowa Interstate and now 
Canadian National, where he is a 
locomotive engineer. The Chicago Great 
Western has been a life-long interest. He 
enjoys reading, biking, and scratchbuild-
ing structures and detailing freight cars 
and locomotives.

At the north switch of the Ostrander wye, empties are shoved in behind the low 
backdrop that’s camouflaged with shrubbery to hide the cars and give the 
illusion of empty cars being delivered for loading at the mine’s wash plant.

The Winona Local is at the west end of the Simpson wye preparing to set out 
cars on the run-around track at left. The train is westbound and sitting on the 
Winona main. These cars will be picked up later by the Rochester-McIntire Turn 
and taken to McIntire for pick up by mainline freights. Jason doesn’t model the 
line to Winona, so it and the east leg of the wye disappear behind the backdrop. 

This overview of the Simpson wye shows (left to right) the Winona main, 
runaround track, and Rochester-McIntire main. Jason made the soybean rows 
in the foreground by coating large brown pipe cleaners with Noch leaves.
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W
hen we lay track, it’s 
reason able to assume we 
plan to run trains on it. But 

we may want to include some track that 
functions only as scenery; no train will 
ever ride those rails. “Dummy” track 
may help reinforce our layout’s story or 
provide interesting scenic options.  

Years ago, I visited an HO scale 
layout in Baltimore that depicted that 
city’s busy Pennsylvania Station. The 
builder, Fred Wirth, pointed out some 
tracks in the station complex that were 
not connected to the other station 
tracks, but this wasn’t obvious to the 
viewer. They stopped under a bridge at 
one end and stubbed behind the 
station building at the other. This 
enabled Fred to include additional 
platform tracks without devoting space 
to more turnouts in the crowded 
station throat.

At the time, I’d never given any 
thought to installing non-operational 
track, but this seemed like a really 
novel idea. Now I see more and more 
opportunities to employ the concept. 

For example, we could add some 
non-serviceable tracks to visually bulk 
up a freight yard. Or, since many of us 
have more locomotives than we 
operate, a line of “out-of-service” 
engines could be parked on a discon-
nected length of track. They would 
probably receive more attention there 
than in a wall cabinet.

A competing railroad
Another idea for including dummy 

tracks is to represent a parallel or 
competing rail line. Doug Gurin 

On Paul Dolkos’ prototypically 
freelanced Boston & Maine layout, he 
created an interchange with the St. 
Johnsbury & Lamoille County RR 
where it crossed Paul’s B&M. The 
crossing track was not operational, 
but it justified an active interchange.  

discussed this in Model Railroad 
Planning 1996 (“Modeling competing 
railroads,” p. 64). I agree with Doug’s 
“O&LD vs. NEW” idea that this right-of-
way should scenically contrast with 
the operational track. If the operating 
railroad is highly maintained, then the 
scenic treatment of the other line 
should suggest a one-train-a-day, 
weed-grown branch, or vice versa.

An even stronger contrast would be 
created by short stretch of a heavy-
duty electrifed railroad such as the 
Pennsylvania, Virginian, Milwaukee 
Road, or Great Northern. Or it could 
represent an interurban or trolley line. 
The point is to clearly establish a 
separate identity for the “scenic” track.  

If the scene location has some 
depth, one might introduce forced 
perspective by representing the other 
railroad in a smaller scale –  installing a 

stretch of N scale track on an HO 
railroad, for instance.

Diamond crossings
Where space is at a premium, one 

can install a dummy railroad track 
crossing your line at grade. On a 
narrow shelf, this requires little more 
than a foot or two of track running 
from the backdrop or wall to the aisle 
edge. A photo glued to the backdrop 
showing the track continuing into the 
distance would be better than a plain 
blue sky, but there is no way to 
disguise the abrupt joint between the 
3-D modeling and 2-D photo other than 
to hide it under, say, an overpass. 
Space permitting, it’s therefore more 
convincing to have the far end disap-
pear around a curve or behind a 
building rather than to have it come to 
an abrupt halt against the backdrop. 

A Boston & Maine local freight picks up cars on the interchange of Paul’s former 
HO railroad. Since any type and quantity of freight car can appear on an 
interchange track, it’s regarded as a “universal industry.”

No-so-dumb 

dummy tracks
By Paul J. Dolkos//Photos by the author except where noted

Tracks not trod by moving trains can still add interest
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The only electrical consideration is 
that the dummy-track rails don’t bridge 
the active line’s electrifed rails in the 
center of the diamond. This also 
applies to dummy rails that bridge the 
space between parallel active tracks.

Scenic details at a diamond crossing 
almost always includes some sort of 
signal system, although it may be just a 
set of stop signs or a gate that swings 
across the track. Other scenic items at 
the crossing that may be appropriate 
are an interlocking tower, a joint 
(perhaps L-shaped) depot, a mainten-
ance shed, or other facilities. 

The signals or gate at the crossing 
can be operational, requiring train 
crews to go through a procedure to 
obtain clearance across the diamond. 
The late Jim Graham’s S scale railroad 
had a motorized gate at a dummy UP 
crossing blocking the way when a 
trains approached. To swing the gate 
into the clear, the crew would push a 
button on the fascia. It activated a 
circuit that would open the gate or not, 
pseudo-randomly. One had to wait one 
minute to make another request. 
Eventually, the gate would swing open 
and the train could proceed.

Perhaps one day we’ll be able to buy 
an “interlocking in a box” that allows 
us to program in the crossing (dummy) 
railroad’s train schedule and – assum-
ing the interlocking limits are not 
occupied by a train on the active 
railroad – knock down the home 
railroad’s signals at predetermined 
intervals, and even play a sound bite of 
the dummy railroad’s wheels hammer-
ing across the diamond.

Another, much simpler, example of 
obtaining clearance across a diamond 
is on John King’s 1949-era Baltimore & 
Ohio Shenandoah Valley Subdivision 
where it crosses a dummy Norfolk & 
Western line. The scene is still under 
construction, so there are no signals 
yet. But all B&O trains stop as if the 
crossing signal is red. John has placed 
a coin there (minimum investment: one 
penny) with instructions. Flip the coin: 
heads, you can proceed; tails, wait a 
minute and try again. The purpose of 
Jim’s and John’s procedures is to create 
an event during a run that stretches 
out the trip.

Multiple crossings
I have seen prototype railroads, 

particularly in the Midwest, where 
three or more railroads cross at grade 
in close proximity. In Griffth, Ind., fve 
different railroads crossed; at the tower 
location alone, three lines converged, 
two of them double-tracked. This 
required eight diamonds, some of 
which were in a city street. 

It’s a very impressive track arrange-
ment that wouldn’t take up much 
layout space using dummy tracks for 
all but the operational railroad, much 
as Mike Schafer has done on his 

Learning points

• Unpowered tracks not connected 
to the operating railroad offer 
scenic and even operational 
opportunities.
• A “dummy” competing railroad, 

perhaps modeled in a smaller 
scale in a forced-perspective 
scene, could make effective 
scenery.
• Most crossings between two 

railroads can be modeled with 
one railroad represented by a 
dummy track, and the inter-
change (“universal industry”) at 
most crossings can add substan-
tial amounts of traffc.
• A dummy engine-servicing or 

storage track can provide a place 
to display extra locomotives.

To illustrate the illusion of foreign-road traffic created by a dummy crossing, 
Paul posed a freight crossing the Boston & Maine.
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The Illinois Central crossed over the part of the Monon that Lance Mindheim modeled in N scale. This non-operational 
stretch of the single-track IC disappeared around a curve and stubbed at the benchwork edge. Just out of sight on the 
left were two operational spurs designated as interchange tracks, but the connection was imaginary.

A short stretch of the Monon’s Chicago-to-Louisville main line crosses the modeled Nickel Plate Road’s St. Louis Division 
at Linden, Ind., on editor Tony Koester’s HO scale model railroad. The active interchange tracks continue behind the 
backdrop; each track holds 30 cars. Tony Koester photo

Interchange tracks

Monon main line
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prototype-based freelanced Illinois & 
St. Louis (MRP 2005, p. 24).

Elevations and interchanges
Another crossing scenario is a 

railroad on a bridge crossing above 
another line. Which one becomes the 
dummy line and the other operational 
depends on the benchwork confgura-
tion and the scene envisioned. Again, 
you may want to consider how the two 
railroads can be visually differentiated.

A scene where two railroads cross 
may also be an interchange point. You 
don’t necessarily need to make a 
connection with the other track. On the 
prototype, the connection was often 
out of sight of the crossing. But the 
interchange provides switching activity 
for the active railroad.

Less is more
Incorporating dummy track on a 

model railroad provides an opportu-
nity to model interesting scenes that 
are otherwise may not be practical, 
and perhaps even in a smaller scale. It 
enables you to simply hint at the 
presence of track without the need for 
physical connections. While you might 
say you’re struggling to squeeze in just 
the track arrangements you want to 
operate on, suggesting complexity may 
be better than actually creating it. Less 
can be more! MRP

Paul Dolkos, a frequent contributor to 
Model Railroader and its special issues, 
models Baltimore’s harbor and industrial 
areas in HO and keeps an eye out for 
interesting design ideas on other layouts.

A foot of flextrack behind the Monon freight house at right in Frankfort, Ind., on Tony Koester’s HO scale Nickel Plate 
model railroad provides a visible but disconnected destination for cars interchanged to the Monon, represented by the 
short dummy track crossing the Nickel Plate at left. Tony Koester photo

Truncated and unpowered radial roundhouse tracks allow a wider aisle. The  
cutaway roundhouse could display a scene of a locomotive being repaired or 
inspected between runs. Tony Koester photo

This smashboard crossing gate at a 
CSX-Norfolk Southern diamond at 
Dock Junction in Brunswick, Ga., 
photographed in February 2010, could 
serve as a prototype for an interesting, 
possibly operating, trackside detail at 
a dummy crossing.

A dummy interurban line paralleling 
the “steam road” you’re actually 
modeling – like Iowa’s Charles City 
Western alongside the Rock Island at 
Marble Rock in November 1963 – 
could add scenic interest and possibly 
an operating interchange.
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A passenger terminal 
in 15x18 feet

By K. Clarke Crandell

Careful planning and slip switches help this HO track 

plan ft a big-city station on narrow shelves

As a model railroader, I’m always 
looking for more layout space. My 
workshop is in a basement room that’s 
underneath a new addition to my 
home. Separated from the rest of the 
basement, this six-sided room also was 
the ideal space to add around-the-walls 
staging for my model railroad. The 
room still serves as my workshop, but 
my plans for an unscenicked staging 
yard have expanded into this track 
plan for a stub-end passenger terminal 
and adjoining coach yard.

Throughout the project, I referred 
to the third edition of Track Planning 
for Realistic Operation by John  
Armstrong (Kalmbach Publishing Co.). 
I’ve read this and previous editions 
cover-to-cover countless times, and 
the book continues to provide indis-
pensable guidance and information.

Track plan design
The room’s entrance allows enough 

space for an aisle and narrow bench-

work for the double-track main line 
that connects to the rest of the layout.

The tracks into the terminal curve 
along the walls with radii of 36" or 
greater. The broad curves are impor-
tant, as I plan to run full-length trains 
of scale 85-foot long passenger cars. 

The curves should also be broad 
enough to handle Electro-Motive 
Division E-units or other passenger 
diesels, although I plan to add a 
locomotive servicing terminal to the 
layout beyond the yard throat. Inbound 
passenger trains will stop at the 
locomotive terminal so that the road 
power can be replaced by switchers 
that will then pull or push the trains 
into the terminal. Outbound trains will 
also stop at the locomotive terminal to 
receive their road engines before 
heading out on the main. 

While designing the routes into and 
out of the passenger terminal, I wanted 
as much switching fexibility as 
possible. I also wanted to keep the 

arrival tracks (1 to 4) isolated from the 
departure tracks (5 to 9). To achieve 
these goals I added tracks 10 to 12, 
which are used as switcher pockets. In 
addition to holding a switcher, track 12 
is also long enough to serve as a 
business-car track.

I intended to use no. 6 double 
crossovers between tracks 2 and 3,  
4 and 5, and 6 and 7. I ordered one of 
the crossovers, and when it arrived 
discovered that it was more than 18" 
long. Two-thirds of this piece of track 
would be hidden by the station, so  
I chose a different approach. Since the 
crossovers had to accommodate only 
the station switchers, a class A5 0-4-0 
steamer and a Fairbanks-Morse H10-44 
four-axle diesel, I used no. 4 turnouts 
to make single crossovers. 

I’m installing double-slip switches at 
the yard throat. The slip switches save 
space on my relatively narrow bench-
work and add to the prototypical favor 
of a large railroad passenger terminal.

A Pennsylvania RR GG1 pulls a train 
into one of the upper-level platforms 
at the Philadelphia 30th Street Station. 
The main station building visible in the 
background also has tracks running 
underneath it, and was the inspiration 
for K. Clarke Crandell’s track plan. 
Pennsylvania RR photo
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30th Street Station

HO scale (1:87.1)
Room size: 15'-4" x 18'-6"
Scale of plan: 3∕8" = 1'-0", 24" grid
Illustration by Rick Johnson

Find more plans online in the 
ModelRailroader.com Track Plan Database.
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Other design changes occurred 
after I started constructing this part of 
the layout. I extended tracks 2 and 3 to 
run through the terminal to connect 
with the coach yards and freight 
staging. After laying Track 1 and the 
coach yard tracks, I realized I’d have 
enough space for this connection if  
I used a Shinohara no. 7½ right-hand 
curved turnout (Walthers part  
no. 948-8889). This turnout eliminated 
the need for a crossover between 
Tracks 2 and 3, and added fexibility for 
switching the coach yards. 

Since the coach yard would also 
serve as a staging yard, I added Atlas 
no. 519 code 83 rerailers to the coach 
yard ladder tracks. This will make 
staging long passenger cars much 
easier and faster. 

Modeling ideas
My main modeling interest is the 

Pennsylvania RR in the steam-to-diesel 
transition era. Although the track plan 

models a stub-end terminal, it’s a loose 
interpretation of the Pennsylvania RR’s 
30th Street Station in Philadelphia. The 
station tracks will run under the main 
building, like the prototype. I don’t 
plan to model the prototype’s catenary 
or upper-level tracks.

I’m going to use Walthers’ Union 
Station (part no. 933-3094) for the main 
station building, and I’ll also need four 
sets of Walthers’ train sheds (part  
no. 933-2949). I’ll scratchbuild the 
passenger platforms from styrene.

I’m using building fats to represent 
the “new” 30th Street Post Offce as 
well as the old 9th and Market Street 
post offce [The “new” post offce was 
built in the mid-1930s at the same time 
as 30th Street Station. – Ed.] I’ll elevate 
the station and the new post offce on a 
sheet of tempered hardboard. The old 
post offce will be along the north wall. 

Although I’m still not sure what the 
rest of my model railroad will look like, 
I’m happy with the 30th Street station 

scene. I hope my track plan inspires 
you to add some passenger traffc to 
your layout. MRP

Retired firefighter K. Clarke Crandell 
has been a model railroader since junior 
high school. He and his wife live in 
Stevens Point, Wis. This is his first article 
for Model Railroad Planning.

Name: 30th Street Station
Scale: HO (1:87.1)
Size: 15'-4" x 18'-6"
Prototype: Pennsylvania RR
Locale: Philadelphia
Era: late 1940s to early 1950s
Style: around the walls
Mainline run: not applicable
Minimum radius: 36"
Minimum turnout: no. 6 unless noted
Maximum grade: none

The layout at a glance
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South Bend railroading
When I arrived home just a short 

time ago, I was pleased to see that the 
mail carrier had delivered my copy of 
Model Railroad Planning 2013.  Dave 
Fodness did a great job of telling his 
railroad’s interesting story, and the 
images that accompany the text are 
very well done. Kalmbach’s Jay Smith 
did a great job with the graphics, 
especially the prototype railroad map 
of South Bend. 

Dan Lawecki
South Bend, Ind.

Dave Fodness’s article about a 
branch line meeting a short line was 
creative and very accessible.

Joe Brugger
Portland, Ore.

Just a quick note to say how much 
I’m enjoying the 2013 issue of MRP. 
Every year there is an article that 
surprises me, usually from a modeler 
I’m not familiar with, and this year it’s 
Dave Fodness’ shelf layout. 

I’d love to know a bit more about the 
background trees shown in photo 8: 
How did he achieved a density with the 
trees so you can’t see through them to 
the blue backdrop?

 Jeff Halloin
Eau Claire, Wis.

[I start with bits of Woodland 
Scenics foliage clusters along the 

backdrop/scenery joint to hide that 
edge. Then, if space permits, I place 
the frst layer of trees using natural 
armatures (twigs or whatever from our 
garden) covered with the same foliage 
clusters. I want this layer to be opaque, 
and slightly shorter than the next tree 
layer(s). Last, I place Scenic Express 
SuperTrees covered lightly with either 
fne foam and/or Noch leaves to create 
a see-through effect. – Dave Fodness]

The Missabe Northern
I just received the online version of 

MRP 2013, another wonderful, feature-
flled issue. Jeff Otto’s Missabe North-
ern is an amazingly impressive work. 
The massive docks contrasting with 
relatively diminutive locomotives and 
rolling stock can really be appreciated.

Art Kuperstein
Langhorne, Pa.

Disguising turnback curves
While turnback curves can be a 

problem on a model layout, there are 
prototype examples – apart from well 
known examples such as Horseshoe 
Curve – that lend themselves to either 
small layouts or Layout Design Ele-
ments (LDEs) for larger ones. I used 
Parsons, W.Va., as an LDE in my N scale 
plan of the Western Maryland in the 
July 2008 MR.

I think that prototype turnback 
curves deserve a future article. I would 
be pleased to contribute my examples.

Thanks for producing another excel-
lent MRP.

 Richard Lawrence
Kneesall, Newark

Nottinghamshire, U.K.

After reading Paul Dolkos’s treatise 
in MRP 2013, I am in slight disagree-
ment with the premise that turnback 
curves are the bane of a model 
railroader’s existence. I won’t argue the 
point about 4 x 8 railroads, but 
turnback curves are a necessity in the 
1:1 railroads’ lives.  The Rio Grande’s 
(now UP’s) “Big 10” curves abutting the 
Front Range are a prime example. On a 
map, or possibly on a Google satellite 
hybrid map, trace the main tracks of 
any railroad going through mountain-
ous or hilly terrain and I’m sure you’ll 
fnd a turnback curve or even a near 
loop used to gain elevation.

Bob Carlson,
Mount Angel, Ore.

[As with everything else in life, 
there are good-looking curves, not-so-
good-looking curves, and terrible- 
looking curves. The editor asked me to 
offer suggestions on ways to improve 
the looks of curves that detract from a 
layout’s appearance. – Paul Dolkos]

At the CSX River Street Yard on Bob 
Springs’ and Harry Kelley’s 1:29 
railroad, shortline East Tennessee Ry. 
interchanges with CSX, thereby 
connecting with the North American 
rail network. Bob Springs photo

Large scale indoors
How refreshing it is to see an author 

write so well about the pluses of large 
scale as Bob Springs did in MRP 2013 
(“Single-town railroad in 1:29”). But I 
have a question:

He mentioned that large scale is 
great for interchange and switching. Is 
the act of mainline trains dropping off 
cars to be shunted to various sidings 
what he meant by interchange?

Murray Milligan
Medicine Hat, Alberta, Canada

[Interchange is the process by 
which railroads exchange cars or 

Reader forum

Dave Fodness made his tree line starting with bits of Woodland Scenics foliage 
clusters, added trees made from natural armatures such as twigs covered with 
the foliage clusters, then Scenic Express SuperTrees lightly coated with either 
fine foam and/or Noch leaves to create a see-through effect. Dave Fodness photo
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blocks of loaded cars and return empty 
cars to their owners. Our CSX 
Loganville  local job serves the switch-
ing needs of rail customers within its 
specifed area; that’s the switching 
part. But at CSX’s River Street Yard (at 
Loganville), shortline East Tennessee 
Ry. interchanges with CSX, thereby 
connecting with the North American 
rail network. This interchange activity 
requires no additional track or layout 
space. – Bob Springs]

Enhanced helix
The 2013 issue of MRP was nicely 

balanced. I especially enjoyed Mike 
Burgett’s herniated-helix article.

Richard Main
Melbourne, Australia

Why wyes?
Dan Bourque’s article “10 ways to 

wye” removed a huge mental obstacle 
I’ve had to the design of my new 
railroad.  I’m looking at doing the B&O 
Chicago Terminal, and a wye is an 
essential part of the operation. Dan 
offered several solutions I hadn’t 
considered, including using the wye as 
the start of a helix to a second deck. Of 
course, that meant I had to go back and 
buy MRP editor Tony Koester’s book 
on multi-deck design! This is one of the 
most helpful articles MRP has pub-
lished. Kudos to Dan.

Henry Freeman
Tryon, N.C.

The new Colorado Midland
Andrew Dodge’s Colorado Midland 

design featured in Model Railroad 
Planning 2013 (“Test ftting standard 
gauge into an On3 space”) shows the 
layout entrance ducking under a 45” 
track elevation. This will probably have 
to be worked out as a lift-out or drop 
leaf. Otherwise, the layout should be a 
spectacular show! Moreover, I admire 
the courage to scratchbuild 11 steam 
locomotive models!

Rick Mugele
La Grange, Calif.

[Indeed, the entrance will have to be 
one or the other or a low offce chair 
with casters. As far as modeling 19th 
century railroading is concerned, there 
isn’t much that has been available 
commercially. I even had to build the 
sideframes for each of my tender 
trucks. Pre-1920s equipment has been 
largely overlooked in published scale 
drawings. I had to build my Midland 
50-class engines from incomplete 
Baldwin spec sheets and photos 
because I couldn’t fnd drawings. 

I received a question about whether 
I was able to reuse some of the bench-
work from my On3 railroad. Absolutely 
not. Since the railroads are different, it 
would not do the Midland justice to 
contort it to ft the footprint of the 
South Park. To produce a representa-
tional version of the two railroads 
required different design elements.

Enclosed is a snapshot of my new 
layout. I’ve laid track from Colorado 
Springs/Grand Junction up to Arkansas 
Junction and beyond to near Busk – 
100-plus feet or so with 17 turnouts. 
– Andrew Dodge]

UP’s Geneva Sub
I enjoy MRP very much, but permit 

me to point out a small error in the 
article “Modeling UP’s Geneva Sub in N 
scale” in MRP 2013. Daryl Kruse states 
that “The former Chicago & North 
Western’s Proviso Yard in the Chicago 
suburb of Berwyn.” The Cicero Yard is 
near Berwyn, but the Proviso Yard is 
close to Berkeley.

Far be it for this Australian to 
correct the locals, but my daughter 
lives in Oak Park, just a 10-minute walk 
from the UP main line. When I visit her, 
I do quite a bit of railfanning.

Roger Lloyd
Melbourne, Australia

[He’s absolutely right. – Daryl Kruse]

 What the doctor ordered
This is my 19th issue of Model 

Railroad Planning, and I rank it right up 
there with the frst and second issues 
(1995 and 1996), which are my senti-
mental favorites. Excellent job – 
 exactly what the doctor ordered for a 
cold January day.

Sherm Everlof
Phoenixville, Pa.

This visual progress report on Andrew Dodge’s Proto:48 (O fine scale) Colorado Midland shows that the all-new 
benchwork and track laying are moving right along. Andrew Dodge photo

  



92 Model Railroad Planning 2014

A fascia is normally just cosmetic 
trim along the edge of the benchwork 
that dresses up the layout. It may also 
serve as a mounting surface for switch 
controls or placards with station 
names or track diagrams. But on Steve 
King’s N scale Virginia Midland layout, 
one fascia section serves as an 
impressive shield against errant  
arms knocking trains to the foor.

Steve installed this fascia piece 
along a 24"-wide aisle between the end 
of a peninsula and two narrow track 
shelves along an adjacent wall. Without 

protection, a passing operator’s 
clothing could easily snag a train  
on the shelves pulling the train to the 
foor, Steve reasoned. 

Initially, Steve thought he would use 
long fascia pieces to create a protective 
lip. But the look of two stacked fascias 
and shelves sans scenery didn’t appeal 
to him. That’s when the idea of a large 
mountain-shaped fascia section that 
refects the Appalachian setting of the 
railroad occurred to him.

The fascia is 3 ⁄16" tempered hard-
board (Masonite) fastened to horizontal 

studs to provide a space 2" wide  
for the track running between the  
wall and fascia. The hardboard 
thickness permitted the screw  
fasteners to be countersunk. 

Track access in the middle of the 
panel is provided with two cutouts. 
These will be fnished with either rock 
or concrete tunnel liners. Scenery will 
be blended into the fascia where the 
two track levels exit on the right. When 
viewed from other parts of the rail-
road, Mount Fascia looks like part of 
the backdrop. – Paul J. Dolkos

Planning Tip

Protective fascia
Keeping trains out of harm’s, and elbows’, way

Trains on two levels running along a narrow aisle on Steve King’s N scale Virginia Midland layout are protected with a 
large, mountain-shaped fascia. He cut the fascia from 3 ⁄16" tempered hardboard. Paul J. Dolkos photo
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A few years ago, I spent six days in 
Kansas tying up loose ends in my Alma 
branch research (see “A practical piece 
of the Santa Fe” in MRP 2009). Since my 
last visit two years earlier, the elevator 
track, the dock track and loading dock, 
and the passing siding had disap-
peared. But I discovered the remains of 
the Skelly and Standard Oil bulk 
dealers in the bushes and trees. 

I also visited the Burlingame 
Historical Museum and got the names 
and phone numbers of two people 
whose fathers drove tank wagons at 
Burlingame. One told me that the bulk 
oil plant still exists but has been 
moved, and she sent me photos. 

 I visited the 83-year-old Mel Herren 
who owns the land where the wye was 
located and on both sides of Mill Creek 
where bridge 33-C crossed. We used 
his 4-wheel-drive truck to cross Mill 
Creek so I could photograph and 
measure the trestle pilings.  

From there I drove down to where 
the Santa Fe/Rock Island interchange 
track used to be. The location was 
diffcult to spot because everything 
was grown over or graded. I spent two 
hours at the Alma Co-Op bulk plant 
with my 1966 station plat and a 1942 
aerial photo trying to reconcile the 
two. I thought the plant had been 
moved east from its 1942 location, but  
I had confused the post-war Co-Op 
with the WWII-era Standard Oil plant. 
This new information enabled me to 

get the bulk plant out of the aisle and 
on the other side of the track.

 I visited with Bud and Avis Riggin, 
who helped me get the details right for 
my Harveyville Grange Co-Op elevator 
model. They pointed out that there 
should be small windows looking out 
on the scale and a 2 x 12 plank for the 
person sampling grain to stand on.

 I stopped in Eskridge to measure 
pieces of Alma branch rail on Gary 
Kemble’s property. Gary suggested       
I talk to Charlie Waugh who identifed 
two unlabeled buildings on the station 
plat. He also provided construction 
details such as window and door 
locations not clear in the photos. 

 Before heading to the Kansas City 
airport, I drove to Hessdale to check 
on the condition of the depot. With 
every trip, less and less remains. 

What have I learned through these 
feld trips?

 Do it now: Jump into your 
research. My frst trip to the Alma 
branch was in 1986. If I’d taken only a 
few more photos at Eskridge before 
changes were made to various lumber-
yard buildings, I wouldn’t have to guess 
now when building models. When you 
have a chance to take photos and 
measurements, do it! Do not think, “I’ll 
come back and do this right later.” 

 Play 20 Questions: Talk to as 
many train crews and folks who 
worked in businesses along the 
railroad as you possibly can, and take 

careful notes; better yet, with the 
interviewees’ permission, use a tape 
recorder. Ask them about consists and 
how the trains were serviced and 
operated. Unfortunately, there are 
some questions I would like to ask, but 
the people with the answers are gone.

 Be relentless: Ask the natives 
about local businesses, as they might 
not all show on the station plats and 
other maps. Until a few years ago, I 
didn’t know there had been three 
bulk-oil jobbers at Burlingame. Had I 
known about these back in 1986 when I 
frst made onsite visits, I suspect the 
remains of these bulk plants would 
have been more intact. Through 
interviews with people who worked in 
businesses or whose fathers owned the 
bulk plants, aerial photos, and a 
recently discovered earlier station plat, 
I will be able to approximate these 
facilities on my layout. But photos of 
the facilities in their intact state would 
have been benefcial.

Also be relentless in tracking down 
old snapshots and other information 
such as Sanborn fre-insurance maps. 

Fieldwork: As Henry Ford reput-
edly said, “Get out and get under!” 
Nothing can replace onsite visits.

Show appreciation: Always 
thank the interviewee profusely. 
Usually I take their picture and send 
them a copy. If a person provides data 
for a structure, I send them a photo of 
the model I have built. – Jared Harper

Planning Tip

The value of feld trips
The sooner you do it, the more information you’ll fnd

These two photos show some of what Jared Harper found on recent field trips: the Hessdale depot in poor condition in 
2009, and the Alma Co-op bulk plant a year earlier. Photos by the author
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Northeast Alabama’s Largest!
All Scales - All Major Brands

Tues-Fri 10-6; Sat 9-3
E-mail: modelcitymodels@nti.net

www.modelcitymodels.com

256-435-0095

•

MODEL CITY MODELS
2750 Pelham Rd. South #9

AnnistonALABAMA

DCC Systems, Decoders, Layout Supplies
Professional Installations G to Z scales

Mon-Fri 8:00-5:00, Sat 8:00-Noon
Online Store Too! www.mr-dcc.com
E-mail: Sales@LitchfieldStation.com

623-298-7355

•

LITCHFIELD STATION
1412 N. Central Ave., Ste. D

AvondaleARIZONA

Full line of HO scale trains.
New and used and repair.

Tuesday - Saturday 10:00 - 5:00
www.jackstrainsofaz.com

623-930-5596

•

JACK’S TRAINS
7021 North 57th Dr.

GlendaleARIZONA

Come and see our NEW store!
Tues - Fri 10-5:30, Sat 9-5, Sun 1-4
Shop online at www.aawtrains.com

623-434-6778

•

AN AFFAIR WITH TRAINS
301 W. Deer Valley Road

PhoenixARIZONA

Headquarters for scale hobbies. Models;
N-HO-O-G trains; tools; paint, etc.

Discounts & special orders.
Open 10-6, closed Sundays and Wednesdays.

www.railandsprue.com

501-982-6836

•

RAIL & SPRUE HOBBIES
1200 John Harden Dr.

JacksonvilleARKANSAS

100% model railroading - Most scales and 
gauges. Operating layouts.

www.Milepost38ModelTrains.com

714-970-3751

•

MILEPOST 38 MODEL TRAINS, INC.
5620 E. Santa Ana Canyon

AnaheimCALIFORNIA

All scales G to Z. Special orders welcome. 
Midway LA & SF. US 101-US 41, easy access.
Open Tuesday - Friday 10-6, Saturday 10-5

E-mail Anita at: cctrainsa@hotmail.com
Web site: www.centralcoasttrains.com

805-466-1391

•

CENTRAL COAST TRAINS
7600 El Camino Real # 3

AtascaderoCALIFORNIA

Model planes, car, ships & figures. Model train
scales: Z, N, HO, O & G. Paints, tools. R/C & 
parts, incl. service. Craft & educational kits, 

supplies, products. ESU Lok Sound Dealer - 
clinics available. Tue-Sat 11-6; Sun 12-4.

831-635-0537

•

B.C.T. HOBBY & CRAFTS
201-C McCray St.

HollisterCALIFORNIA

We now carry Z, N, HO, S, O and G.
Lionel, LGB, S-Helper and MTH.
Mon-Sat 10-6. Closed Sunday.

562-777-9492

•

R HOBBIES
14269 Imperial Hwy.

La MiradaCALIFORNIA

Trains & more trains.
HO, N, Lionel, large scale.

Special orders ok. Great prices.
Mon-Fri 10-7, Sat 10-6, Sun 11-6.

hobbywarehouseinc.com

562-531-1413

•

HOBBY WAREHOUSE
4105 East South Street

LakewoodCALIFORNIA

Z - N - HO - HOn3 - O27 - On30
Locos - Rolling Stock - Digital Structures

Landscaping Material & more.
www.Rogersrailroadjunction.com
e-mail: railroadjunction@att.net

209-334-5623

•

ROGER’S RAILROAD JUNCTION
105 S. Sacramento St.

LodiCALIFORNIA

Exclusively model trains since 1989.
Athearn, Kato, MDC, Lionel, Atlas, LGB, 

MŒrklin, Brass Imports, books, detail parts.
Everyday low prices. Open 7 days.

www.rrhobbies.com

916-782-6067

•

RAILROAD HOBBIES
119 Vernon St.

Roseville (Sacramento)CALIFORNIA

100% trains. Discount prices. Super selection.
Monday 9:30am-3:30pm

Tuesday - Saturday 9:30am-6:00pm
Closed Sunday

Dennis Cole   E-mail: dcole4449@att.net

408-296-1050

•

THE TRAIN SHOP
1829 Pruneridge Ave.

Santa ClaraCALIFORNIA

Visit us and the Tehachapi Loop
N thru G - Also Trains with History

Mon - Sat 9:30-5 (closed Tue) and Sun 11-4
www.trainsetc.biz or trainsetc@sbcglobal.net

661-822-7777

•

TRAINS, ETC.
114 W. Tehachapi Blvd.

TehachapiCALIFORNIA

Huge selection of N, HO & O.
Discount Prices. Open 7 Days a Week!

Authorized MTH, Lionel & Soundtraxx Dealer.
www.arniestrains.com

714-893-1015

•

ARNIE’S MODEL TRAINS
6452 Industry Way

Westminster (Orange Co.)CALIFORNIA

A full service model train store. Large
inventory, HO, N, O & O27 Tinplate.
Books, videos, collector & gift items.

Website updated daily. We buy old toy trains.
www.westerndepot.com

530-673-6776

•

THE WESTERN DEPOT
1650 Sierra Ave. #203

Yuba CityCALIFORNIA

Full service store for all skill levels.
100% trains. Z, N, HO, O, G scales.

Lionel, Märklin, MTH: Authorized Dealer.
Repair all gauges. www.sunbirdtrainmart.com

Open Mon-Fri 10-8, Sat 10-5:30, Sun 12-5.

719-574-2080

•

DISCOUNT TRAINS
3311 N. Academy Blvd.

Colorado SpringsCOLORADO

Since 1938! All scales & gauges. Open daily!
See all this & more in our on-line catalog.

http://www.caboosehobbies.com

303-777-6766

•

CABOOSE HOBBIES, INC.
500 S. Broadway

DenverCOLORADO

Mainly model railroading.
All scales.

e-mail: berkshirehills.hobby@snet.net
Tues-Fri 11-6, Sat & Sun 10-5.

860-824-0527

•

BERKSHIRE HILLS HOBBY SUPPLY
93 Main St. (Rt. 44)

CanaanCONNECTICUT

HO, N, Lionel. Lionel authorized dealer
& repair. Plastic, wood kits, rockets,
tools, structural & diorama supplies.

Special orders welcome.

203-869-0969

•

ANNÕS HOBBY CENTER
405 E. Putnam Avenue

Cos CobCONNECTICUT

All scales Z, N, HO, O, O-27, G, #1, MTH,
Lionel, Märklin, LGB, Walthers, Aristo,
Trix, etc. Digital Sales-Install. Large

operating layouts. www.nehobby.com
Mon - Sat 10-8, Sun 10-6.

860-646-0610/Fax-645-0504

•

Time Machine Hobby - New England Hobby Supply
71 Hilliard St.

ManchesterCONNECTICUT

A hobby shop for modelers by modelers.
From hard to find to latest & greatest.
Free classes & clinics / multi scales.

Large store of quality products @ fair prices.
Friendly service: www.rrhobbysupply.com

860-379-3383

•

RR MODEL & HOBBY SUPPLY
100 Whiting Street

WinstedCONNECTICUT

Exclusively brass models. One of the
largest selections in the country. All scales. 

Buy, consign, trade - entire collections bought.
Mon-Fri 8 -5

www.thecaboose.com

203-879-9797

•

THE CABOOSE
5 Mohawk Drive

WolcottCONNECTICUT

No sales tax at the Delaware seashore.
Lionel new & used . . . . also Atlas, Bachmann,
MTH. We buy used trains. Auth. Lionel repairs.

Large inventory of used HO trains.
Open Tues-Sat 11-4:30, Closed Sun & Mon

302-539-1601

•

SEASIDE HOBBIES
15 Daisey Ave.

Ocean ViewDELAWARE

Lionel, American Flyer, MTH
Trains bought and sold

www.traincity.com
www.choochooauctions.com

321-799-4005

•

TRAIN CITY, INC. - CHARLES SIEGEL
387 Imperial Blvd., Ste. 2

Cape CanaveralFLORIDA

One of Florida's largest model train & hobby 
shops. All scales. Authorized Lionel & MTH 

service sta. Mon-Thu 9-7:30, Fri 9-9, Sat 9-6.
20 min. from Disney. (800) 841-1485.

407-841-1485

•

COLONIAL PHOTO & HOBBY, INC.
634 North Mills

OrlandoFLORIDA

Competitive prices, friendly service.
All makes & models, trains & accessories.

Z - G. Lionel, Micro-Train, MTH Dealer
www.trainsbyjohnson.com

Directions: Old Palafox St. at 10 Mile Rd.

850-478-8584

•

TRAINS BY JOHNSON
10412 N. Palafox Hwy.

PensacolaFLORIDA

Trains, trains, trains.
Model railroading at its best.

Visit us in the store or
on the Web at www.gcmrr.com
Open Mon - Fri 10-6, Sat 10-5.

941-923-9303

•

GULF COAST MODEL RAILROAD, INC.
3222 Clark Rd.

SarasotaFLORIDA

Lionel Train Top 10 Dealer
MTH Train Mega Dealer

400 s.f. layout, HUGE selection, service, repair
www.legacystation.com

800-964-8724

770-339-7780

•

LEGACY STATION TRAINS TOYS HOBBIES

4153 Lawrenceville Hwy., #12

AtlantaGEORGIA

Atlanta's Finest Shop for serious modelers!
Quality items in all scales at fair prices.

Service - Repairs. Over 32 years of quality 
service. Close to all Interstate Hwys.

8-min. from Atlanta Airport. Tue-Sat 10-5:30

770-991-6085

•

RIVERDALE STATION
6632 Hwy. 85, Riverdale Plaza

Atlanta (Riverdale)GEORGIA

Quality, Selection & Service.
 Discount pricing in all scales.

 T-W-Th 11-7; Fri-Sat 11-6; Sun 1-6; Closed M
Across from NS Mainline in Downtown Buford

Web store at: www.trainmastermodels.com

678-546-3600

•

TRAINMASTER MODELS
601 East Main St.

Buford (Atlanta)GEORGIA

Model railroaderÕs delight. Experience a trip 
through Germany Òfrom the North Sea to the 
AlpsÓ in HO scale. Educational & fun. Thomas

and Friends & Elec. Trains. Auth. Lionel Dealer.
www.georgiamodelrailroad.com

706-878-2200

•

CHARLEMAGNE'S KINGDOM
8808 North Main Street

HelenGEORGIA

N, HO, S, O, G Std. & Narrow gauge too.
Lots of scratchbuilding parts and stuff too.

Brass, books & DVDs. Close to O'Hare.
M, T, W, F 10-6; Th 10-8; Sat 9:30-5; Sun 11-5

Web Store: www.desplaineshobbies.com

847-297-2118

•

DES PLAINES HOBBIES
1524 Lee St. (Mannheim Rd.)

Des PlainesILLINOIS

HO and N Scale Model Trains and Accessories
Two Blocks South of  Metra Station

at Maple Ave.
www.timberlinetrainshop.com

630-324-6136

•

TIMBERLINE TRAIN SHOP, LTD.
5228 Main St

Downers GroveILLINOIS

Huge selection of Lionel, MTH, Athearn, Atlas,
Bachmann, KATO, MDC, LGB, Kadee, Micro-
Trains, Over 1,000 engines on display. New &
used, buy, trade, sell, repair. Also G, HO, N, Z,
& Thomas toys. www.americasbesttrain.com

630-467-1102

•

AMERICA'S BEST TRAIN & HOBBY
865 Maplewood Dr

ItascaILLINOIS

Full-Line Hobby Shop.
HO & N scale locomotives, scenery,

plastic models, R/C, tools, paints, and more.
Open Tue - Fri 2-8pm, Sat 10-5pm

P/F 618-993-9179

•

CHUCKÕS DEPOT
1913 W. Rendelman St.

MarionILLINOIS

Small town, Large shop, all scales.
Discounts. Three operating layouts.

Large selection- since 1961.
Mon, Tues, Thur, Fri 10-6; Sat 10-4.

574-546-3807

•

BREMEN HOBBIES
308 N. Indiana 331

BremenINDIANA

N, HO & O, DCC & Digitax Dealer. Atlas, 
Athearn, BLI & Walthers. Plastics, modeling 

supplies & detail parts. Special orders. 
Competitive prices. Mon-Fri 10-7; Sat 10-5;
Sun 11-3. www.parklanehobbiesonline.com

219-322-1123

•

PARK LANE HOBBIES
1080 Joliet St. (US 30)

DyerINDIANA

O, S. HO, N, Z & G Scale
Lionel, MTH, A/F, Marklin, LGB & more!

New, Used & Vintage. Extensive scenery line.
Repair, custom work & layouts.

www.fredstrainshop.com

913-383-3500

•

FREDÕS TRAIN SHOP
7327 West 80th St.

Overland Park (KC Area)KANSAS

Model trains & slot cars. Most scales available.
Accessories & services. New, pre-owned & 
vintage. Working layout! Open 7 days 10-5

www.yorkvillagemarketplace.com

207-363-4830

•

YORK VILLAGE MARKETPLACE
891 U.S. Route 1

YorkMAINE

If we don't have it, we'll get it! LGB, Woodland
Scenics, Walthers Dealer, Aristo,
Delton, Pola, Lionel, Bachmann,

Spectrum, Proto 2000. Mon-Sat 10-6.
Full line Kalmbach! starhobby1@msn.com

410-349-4290/4291

•

STAR HOBBY
1564 Whitehall Rd.

AnnapolisMARYLAND

Model RR headquarters since 1913.
Excellent selection HO & N equipment & 

accessories; Lionel. All at discount prices.
Mon - Fri 10-5; Sat 9-5.

www.modeltrainstuff.com

410-229-9995

•

M.B. KLEIN
243-A Cockeysville Rd.

Baltimore/CockeysvilleMARYLAND

For all your model railroad needs. Sales & 
service since 1910. Authorized Lionel value 

added dealer, service station #20.
American Flyer, MTH sales and serivce.

www.traindepotatmtairy.com

301-607-8155

•

TRAIN DEPOT
1 S. Main St.

Mt. AiryMARYLAND

Central MarylandÕs best kept secret - a family 
friendly model train shop that specializes in 
HO & N Scale at very generous discounts. 

Please call for hours or visit us at
www.themoosecaboose.com

410-795-4610

•

THE MOOSE CABOOSE
1341 W. Liberty Rd.

SykesvilleMARYLAND

HO & N Model railroading
Scale kits, parts & supplies

How-to books and magazines
Tues-Fri 11AM-5:30PM, Sat 10AM-4:00PM

www.mainetrains.com

978-250-1442

•

MAINE TRAINS
210 Boston Road Rt. 4

ChelmsfordMASSACHUSETTS

America's largest Lionel Dealer.
We also carry a complete line of G scale,
O gauge, HO and N scale model trains.

Visit our 3600 sq. ft. showroom.

781-321-0090

•

CHARLES RO SUPPLY CO.
662 Cross St.

MaldenMASSACHUSETTS

O, HO, N & Z scale trains & accessories. 
Walthers, NCE, TCS, MTH, Digitrax, 

SoundTraxx, Lionel. Personalized service, 
special orders. Repair/ Buy/ Sell used trains. 

www.rainydayhobbies.com

248-545-5667

•

RAINY DAY HOBBIES
22939 Woodward Ave

Ferndale/DetroitMICHIGAN

Full line hobby shop.
Open Mon-Fri 10 -8, Sat 10-6, Sun 12-5

www.pdhobbyshop.com

586-296-6116

•

P & D HOBBY SHOP
31280 Groesbeck Hwy.

FraserMICHIGAN

MichiganÕs Largest N Scale Dealer.
Tue-Thur 1-9. Fri & Sat* 1-5.

*Closed Saturdays Memorial Day to Labor 
Day. We also carry Z, HO & G Scales.

www.ggtrains.com

517-589-5977

•

G&G TRAINS
1800 Baseline Road

LeslieMICHIGAN

We carry N through O scale, structures,
tools, scenery, scratch building supplies.

Special orders welcome.
Authorized Lionel & MTH Dealer.

Open Mon - Fri 9-6, Sat 10-3, Closed Sun.

989-779-7245

•

MOUNTAIN TOWN HOBBY'S
307 S. Mission St.

Mount PleasantMICHIGAN

Personalized Customer Service!
Trains & Accessories N to G

Authorized Lionel/K-Line, MTH, DIGITRAX
Sales & Service - over 12,000 parts

www.traindoctor.com

989-793-4753

•

BRASSEUR ELECTRIC TRAINS
410 Court St.

SaginawMICHIGAN

Let your imagination run wild!
Z to G, Lionel, scenery, tools,

structures, scratchbuilding supplies,
special orders, ships, armor, cars,

dollhouse miniatures, more...

231-947-1353

•

TRAINS & THINGS HOBBIES
210 East Front St.

Traverse CityMICHIGAN

Central MinnesotaÕs full line hobby shop.

www.bakershobby.com

320-252-0460

•

BAKERÕS HOBBYTOWN
51 3rd Street NE

Waite Park (St. Cloud)MINNESOTA

The Ozarks' full-line hobby center
N-G scale trains & building accessories

Mon - Sat 9am-5pm, Closed Sun
E-mail: bransonhobbyctr@aol.com

www.bransonhobbycenter.com

417-335-6624

•

BRANSON HOBBY CENTER
251 Saint James St.

Branson/HollisterMISSOURI

We carry supplies and trains for all scales Z-G
and we are DCC ready.

Service work,  repair, technical support.
Open 8:00-5:30 Mon-Fri and 10:00-5:00 Sat.

402-934-RAIL (7245)

•

HOUSE OF TRAINS
8106 Maple St.

OmahaNEBRASKA

While in Las Vegas,
check out our train selection.
Close to the Las Vegas strip.

Hours: Mon-Fri 10-7, Sat 10-6, Sun Noon-5.

702-889-9554

•

HOBBYTOWN USA
4590 W. Sahara Ave., #103

Las VegasNEVADA

Big selection of HO, N and Lionel O Gauge 
trains. Only 7 miles west of the Las Vegas 

strip. www.westsidetrainslv.com

702-254-9475

•

WESTSIDE TRAINS
2960 S. Durango #117

Las VegasNEVADA

HO - N - O & accessories.
Carrying Atlas, Athearn,

MTH-RailKing, Lionel, Williams
Open 7 days a week 10-5.

603-929-1441

•

BRENTWOOD ANTIQUES
106 Lafayette Rd. (Rt. 1)

Hampton FallsNEW HAMPSHIRE

Directory of Leading Model Retailers 
Say you saw their directory ad in MRP
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N, HO & O, standard gauge!
New Jersey’s largest MTH retailer & service 

center. A full line hobby and toy shop. 
Authorized MTH Service. Open 7 days.

www.hobbyshopnj.com

732-583-0505

•

THE HOBBY SHOP
1077-C State Hwy. 34

AberdeenNEW JERSEY

Celebrating our 33rd Anniversary 1979-2013.
Authorized Märklin Digital Dealer. Lionel 

Station & V.A.D. LGB Train Stop.
O, O-27, HO, N & Z scale.

We sell the best & service the rest.

973-857-2337

•

TONY’S TRAIN TOWN
575 Pompton Ave.

Cedar GroveNEW JERSEY

A Complete Model Railroad Store • Over 600
Engines in Stock  N• HO • O DCC/DCS/TMCC
Authorized MTH & LIONEL Dealer. Walthers •
Atlas • Atlas O. Sun-Thur 10-6, Fri-Sat 10-8

www.thetrainroomnj.com

732-892-5145

•

THE TRAIN ROOM
715 Arnold Ave.

Point Pleasant BeachNEW JERSEY

Specializing in service.
Tues to Fri 11 am - 7 pm;

Sat 11 am - 5 pm; Sun 12 pm - 4 pm
www.biglittle.com Fax # 908-685-8894

908-685-8892

•

THE BIG LITTLE RAILROAD SHOP
63 W. Main St.

SomervilleNEW JERSEY

O, HO, & N gauges.
All major lines carried.

We are model railroaders.

631-265-8303

•

3 GUY'S HOBBIES
10 Lawrence Ave.

SmithtownNEW YORK

Directly across from the NC Trans Museum. 
Large selec of model trains, all scales, Digitrax
Dealer, RR videos/books & children’s toys. Tu-
Sat 10-5:30. www.littlechoochooshop.com or 

info@littlechoochooshop.com

800-334-2466

•

LITTLE CHOO CHOO SHOP, INC.
500 S. Salisbury Ave.

SpencerNORTH CAROLINA

Full line hobby shop. N, HO, Lionel, Atlas, 
Bachmann, Athearn, Kato, Mantua, Micro 

Trains, tools, paints, plastic model kits, books,
rockets, RC cars, RC airplanes, model building

supplies. Daily 10-6, closed Sunday.

701-838-1658

•

AEROPORT HOBBY SHOPPE
2112 N. Broadway

MinotNORTH DAKOTA

Both complete stores. All scales: N, HO, LGB
www.hobbylandstores.com

HOBBYLAND

614-888-7500
614-866-5011

•

Graceland Shopping Center
Reynoldsburg

ColumbusOHIO

Exclusively trains.
LGB, Lionel, O, HO, N scales.

Books, brass, videos.
Mon-Thur 10-6, Fri 10-8, Sat 10-6, Sun 12-5.

www.trainstationohio.com

614-262-9056

•

THE TRAIN STATION
4430 Indianola Ave.

ColumbusOHIO

Complete full line service hobby shop.
Z, N, HO, O, Lionel, and LGB.

Open Mon-Fri 10-8, Sat 10-5, Sun 12-5.

503-644-4535

•

TAMMIEÕS HOBBIES
12024 SW Canyon Rd.

BeavertonOREGON

New location! Mainline Trains on Main St.
Trains and only trains. Good selection of DCC
and low prices. Special orders, no problem.

25 miles west of Portland. Tues-Sat 11-6
Closed Sun & Mon. mtalviste@hotmail.com

503-992-8181

•

MAINLINE TRAINS
2003 19th Ave.

Forest GroveOREGON

HO, N, Z, Lionel, DCC, brass
Reservation discounts, new, used,

Consignments, 16 minutes from Airport
www.hobbysmith.com

503-284-1912

•

THE HOBBY SMITH
1809 NE Cesar Chavez Blvd.

PortlandOREGON

The Exclusive model railroad store.
From N to G, we stock it all.

OPEN 7 days a week.
Only minutes from Frederick, MD.

www.mainlinehobby.com

717-794-2860

•

MAINLINE HOBBY SUPPLY
15066 Buchanan Trail E.

Blue Ridge SummitPENNSYLVANIA

HO, N, Z, On30, G, Lionel, Am. Flyer, Williams.
Standard O & S gauges  bought, sold & 

traded. Authorized service center.
Mon, Wed, Fri 10-9, Tue & Thu 10-7, Sat 10-5.

www.nstrains.com

610-353-8585

•

NICHOLAS SMITH TRAINS
2343 West Chester Pike

BroomallPENNSYLVANIA

Trains exclusively. Lionel, MTH, HO & N. 
Supplies and accessories at discount prices.
Open daily 9:30-5, Mon & Fri 9:30-7, Sat 9-4.
Closed Tue. Expanded hours Nov.and Dec.

www.needztrains.com

724-523-8035

•

NIEDZALKOSKIÕS TRAIN SHOP
214 South 4th Street

JeannettePENNSYLVANIA

Exclusively trains.
N - HO - O

Specializing in DCC
www.linsjunction.com
info@linsjunction.com

215-412-7711

•

LIN'S JUNCTION
128 S. Line St.

LansdalePENNSYLVANIA

HO, N, Lionel, brass locos,
supplies, kits, repairs.

A full service hobby shop.
Call for hours.

724-941-8900

•

A. B. CHARLES
4045 Washington Rd.

McMurrayPENNSYLVANIA

Mon -Fri 9-5:30,  Sat 9-5
Extended weekday & Sun hours in Nov. & Dec.

E-mail: emrrs@chilitech.net
www.englishsmodelrailroad.com

570-368-2516

•

ENGLISH'S MODEL RAILROAD SUPPLY
201 Streibeigh Lane

MontoursvillePENNSYLVANIA

From trains to diecast to scenery, everything 
for the layout builder. Open 7 days a week.
N, HO, O, Lionel, LGB. Buy, sell, trade used 

trains. Located adjacent to the
Choo Choo Barn. www.etrainshop.com

717-687-0464

•

STRASBURG TRAIN SHOP
Route 741 East

StrasburgPENNSYLVANIA

Say you saw their 

directory ad in 

Model Railroad Planning.

HO trains & access., detail parts, plastic & 
military kits & access. Hobby supplies.

Tu-Fr 12-8, Sat 10-6, Sun (Nov-Jan) 12-5.
1/2 mile west of airport.

E-mail: aahobbies@gmail.com

401-737-7111

•

A.A. HOBBIES, INC.
655 Jefferson Blvd.

WarwickRHODE ISLAND

All scales, all major brands of
model railroad equipment.

We buy & sell used Lionel trains.
Open daily 10-6. Closed Sun.

803-791-3958

•

NEW BROOKLAND RR & HOBBY SHOP
405 State Street

West ColumbiaSOUTH CAROLINA

Located in KnoxvilleÕs premier shopping 
destination. We are the areaÕs most diverse 

hobby store. HO, N and O; always with a large
selection.Open 7 days a week.

Turkey Creek Area.

865-675-1975

•

HOBBYTOWN USA
11364 Parkside Dr.

KnoxvilleTENNESSEE

Official Lionel Layout Builder Since 2001
Traingineer shop/showroom includes;

Custom Layouts, Modulars, Model Stations,
Bridge Kits...come see...thereÕs always

something new!!! www.TrainWorxStore.com

877-881-4997

•

TW TRAINWORX
2808 McGowan St.

DallasTEXAS

Great discounts on thousands of G to Z scale 
items. NCE & Digitrax dealer.

Monday - Saturday 10-6.

972-931-8135

•

DISCOUNT MODEL TRAINS
4641 Ratliff Lane

Dallas (Addison)TEXAS

Craftsman kits, Details/Tools.
DCC sales and installation.

Tues - Fri 11:30-6:00; Sat 10:00-6:00;
Closed Sun & Mon

www.angelohobbies.com

817-428-0190

•

ANGELO HOBBIES
5600 Rufe Snow, Suite 106

Ft. Worth (N. Richland Hills)TEXAS

HO & N, Lionel trains.
Complete line of plastic kits, military and

architecture supplies.
Open Mon - Fri 11am-6pm, Sat 10am-5pm.

www.gandgmodelshop.com

713-529-7752

•

G & G MODEL SHOP
2522 Times Blvd.

HoustonTEXAS

All trains, all scales. Magazines, Books, Vid-
eos, Repairs, Brass, Consignments. Discount

program, will ship. papabenstrains@gmail.com
M,Tu,Th & F 10-6; W 10-7; Sat 10-5; Sun 12-5

Major Credit Cards. www.papabens.com

713-523-5600

•

PAPA BEN'S TRAIN PLACE
4007-E Bellaire Blvd.

HoustonTEXAS

HoustonÕs largest hobby shop. HO, N, HOn3,
DCC, Walthers, Athearn, Kato, Atlas, Exact 

Rail, Spectrum, Roundhouse, Intermountain &
more! Great prices. Special orders welcome. 

Experienced staff. www.mmhobby.com

713-661-7137

•

M & M HOBBY CENTER
6703 Chimney Rock

Houston area (Bellaire)TEXAS

Model railroading our specialty.
MŠrklin, G, HO, N, O, Z.

Superdetailing parts galore.
Books, structures, figures and tools.

Tuesday - Saturday 10-6pm

210-735-7721

•

DIBBLE'S HOBBIES
1029 Donaldson Ave.

San AntonioTEXAS

Train Shop inside Union Station since 1986
We specialize in HO, HOn3.

Discount pricing 15-25% off MSRP. 
Soundtraxx/Blackstone Dealer.

www.warrenstrainshop.com

801-627-3300

•

WARRENÕS TRAIN SHOP
2501 Wall Ave., Union Station

OgdenUTAH

MTH/Lionel, Piko, LGB, Marklin, Bachmann,
Aristo-Craft, USA. Digitrax & repairs done

on site. All scales, sales and service.
G, O, S, HO, On30, N, Z. S

www.traindepot.biz

703-953-3767

•

TRAIN DEPOT
13944 Willard Rd., Suite I

ChantillyVIRGINIA

MTH, Lionel, Athearn, Digitrax, More
davishobby.com

The World of Model Railroading

757-397-1983

•

DAVIS HOBBY SUPPLIES
3594 Griffin Street

PortsmouthVIRGINIA

HO and N trains.
NCE & Soundtraxx authorized dealer.
Hours: Wed-Fri 11:30-5:30; Sat 10-4.

www.parkadehobbies.com

509-585-2510

•

PARKADE HOBBIES
23 N. Cascade Street

Kennewick (Tri-Cities)WASHINGTON

Atlas, Life-Like, Intermountain, Broadway, 
Walthers, Micro Trains, Fox Valley, Kato, 

Woodland Scenics, Athearn. New and used. 
We UPS anywhere in USA. Repair, buy, sell, 

trade. www.sommerfelds.com

262-783-7797

•

SOMMERFELDÕS TRAINS & HOBBIES, INC.
12620 W. Hampton Ave.

ButlerWISCONSIN

Exclusively trains, specializing in DCC, N,
G, & HO. DCC installation and award winning

custom painting and building available.
WWW.ENGINEHOUSESERVICES.COM

920-490-4839

•

ENGINEHOUSE SERVICES, LLC
2737 N. Packerland Dr. 2H

Green BayWISCONSIN

Exclusively Model Railroading since 1932. 
One-stop shopping from Z to G.                    

800-487-2467 walthers.com

414-461-1050

•

WALTHERS SHOWROOM
5619 W. Florist Avenue

MilwaukeeWISCONSIN

N, HO and Z scale trains & accessories,
plastic kits. Books, videos & tools.

Summer hours: Tue - Sat 10-5
Winters: Add Sun 12-4

608-325-5107

•

THE HOBBY DEPOT
835 17th St.

MonroeWISCONSIN

MRrklin • Lionel • MTH • AF • L!� • 3 to !
• 5uildings • scenerL • detail parts • 5ooks • 
scratch5uilding supplies • special orders • 

NMRA discounts • Mon-Fri 11-8 • Sat 10-�.
Sun 1�-�. www.hiawathaho55ies.com

262-544-4131

•

JETCOÕS HIAWATHA HOBBIES
2026 Silvernail Rd.

Waukesha (Pewaukee)WISCONSIN

Model trains in G, O, S, HO, N, Z
Old toy trains, railway antiques, art, books, 

DVDs, souvenirs and Thomas too.
Canadian road names a specialty.

www.kellyskaboose.ca

250-377-8510

•

KELLYÕS KABOOSE, THE RAILWAY STORE
634 Victoria Street

KamloopsCANADAÐBC

Large selection of model RR supplies includ-
ing Min. by Eric, Athearn/MDC, Atlas, Peco, 
Shinohara, Rapido, SoundTraxx, brass, etc. 
Special orders. www.central-hobbies.com 

Open 11-6, Fri til 9. Closed Sundays.

604-431-0771

•

CENTRAL HOBBIES
2825 Grandview Hwy.

VancouverCANADAÐBC

Model railroad specialists.
All major brands, all scales,

kit building services.
If we donÕt stock it, weÕll get it.

705-356-7397

•

NORTH SHORE MODEL SUPPLIES
21 Queen Ave.

Blind RiverCANADAÐON

New Larger Location! All rail, all scales! 
Premier Selection & Service!
In store clinics and layouts!

Railfan Headquarters! Quick special orders!
www.cvrco.com

1-800-464-1730

•

CREDIT VALLEY RAILWAY COMPANY, LTD
2900 Argentia Rd. Unit #24

MississaugaCANADAÐON

New & used, buy & sell HO & N scale. Scenic 
supplies, in store clinics & layout, friendly 

service. Paints, tools, scratchbuilding supplies.
Parking.Closed Mon. info@hornethobbies.com

www.hornethobbies.com

416-755-4878

•

HORNET HOBBIES
1563 O'Connor Dr.

TorontoCANADAÐON

CanadaÕs largest full service hobby and train 
supply. We carry N-HO-O-G scales. See our 

HO and Garden layouts. 80,000 items in 
60,000 sq. ft. E-mail: universel@udisco.com

www.udisco.com

514-481-8107

•

HOBBIE UNIVERSEL
4662 Decarie Blvd.

MontrealCANADAÐQC

EuropeÕs best known address for US 
Railroads. We carry N, HO & G scale for all 

road names, Atlas to Walthers.
Mon-Fri 10-6:30, Sat 10-2.

Overseas orders with VS & MC

e-mail: aat@aat-net.de

•

ALL AMERICAN TRAINS
www.aat-net.de

KaarstGERMANY

Specializing in American models since 1977.
No. 1 Overland Dealer in Switzerland.

Open Sat 13.00-17.00. Fax: 044-715-3660.
Web: www.trainmaster.ch

  011-41-44-715-3666

•

TRAINMASTER BY WERNER MEER
3 Hochweidstrasse

Kilchberg, ZurichSWITZERLAND

Specialists in American HO.
Plus scenery, tools, DCC, track, etc.

Established 1996.
Exclusive Pelle Soeborg weathered models.

www.modeljunction.info

+00441753528360

•

MODEL JUNCTION
916 Yeovil Road

Slough / BerkshireUK-ENGLAND
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Rear Platform

Realizing an ambitious dream
The Appalachian & Ohio 2.0 hosts test operating sessions

The 2009 issue of Model Railroad 
Planning featured my article “Starting 
over with a clean sheet of paper,” the 
reincarnation of my O scale Appala-
chian & Ohio in our new home. The 
article described what is, by any 
measure, an ambitious project. 

The 2,500 square feet of designated 
railroad space included almost 800 
square feet under my garage. The Rear 
Platform commentary in that issue 
about “A new thick roof” described 
how I acquired this additional space. 
But do such grandiose ideas ever get 
off the ground? 

I am pleased to report that after fve 
years of construction, A&O 2.0 is 

indeed rolling along nicely. The photo 
above shows a portion of that “garage 
basement” acquisition now flled with 
two lower-deck staging yards, an 
arrival/departure yard, a hump 
classifcation yard, an interior-lobe 
industrial switching district, and a 
glimpse of what will be the huge 
International Paper mill. Still ahead: 
constructing 200 actual feet of appro-
priate industry building fats!

Thanks to the generous assistance 
of many, A&O 2.0 already boasts more 
turnouts and track than 1.0 (May 2006 
Model Railroader) and is rapidly flling 
the remainder of what was once a 
cavernous basement. As the photo 

suggests, we’ve been able to operate 
sections as we build, thanks to the 
amazing electronics crew that barely 
manages to keep pace. These “test 
ops” have enabled us to make some 
helpful design tweaks along the way. 
The overall track plan, however, 
remains the same as presented in 2009 
MRP and is proving to be a lot of fun.

Our progress can be viewed at 
www.aorailroad.com on both the 
Construction page and the Forum 
page’s “Crew Logs,” which features 
typical work-session photos and 
descriptive text. And I plan to offer a 
more comprehensive update on the 
A&O in a future issue of MRP. MRP

By David Stewart//Photos by Bob Sobol

These stacked stub-ended staging yards allow the easy addition of cars to the railroad or removal between or during 

operating sessions. This way, train crews do not have to deal with hidden staging.

  



Buy now from hobby shops! To fi nd a store near you, visit www.HobbyRetailer.com

www.KalmbachStore.com or call 1-800-533-6644
Monday – Friday, 8:30 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. CST. Outside the United States and Canada call 262-796-8776, ext. 661.
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Bridges, Trestles, 
and Tunnels
Noted expert Jeff Wilson offers 
an overview of different types 
of bridges, trestles, and tunnels, 
featuring prototype information 
and modeling projects. Chapters on 
tunnel, snowshed, and overpass 
construction are included.
#12452 • 88 pages •  $19.95

Logging Railroads
This highly illustrated book explains 
the business of logging railroads 
and provides examples of prototype 
operations. Photos of locomotives, 
equipment, and structures set the 
stage for modeling logging scenes 
and designing a logging layout. 
#12423 • 80 pages • $18.95

Coal Railroading
Learn to model the popular coal-
hauling industry! Master modeler 
Tony Koester provides you with 
a handy reference as you choose 
a prototype to model or create 
a freelanced railroad. He also 
demonstrates how to model coal 
trains, company towns, coal 
customers, and more.
#12453 • 96 pages • $19.95

Mountain Railroading
Veteran modeler Tony Koester 
provides insight into layout and 
track planning, how to choose the 
correct locomotives and rolling stock 
for realistic operation, and ways 
to model a forested mountainside, 
bridges, rock outcroppings, and 
more. Includes dozens of photos. 
#12462 • 96 pages • $21.95

Done in a Day
Master these easy projects you 
can fi nish in a day or less! More 
than a dozen easy weathering and 
detailing projects show you how 
to add realism to rolling stock and 
locomotives. Well-illustrated, easy-
to-follow instructions make this book 
a great choice for beginning model 
railroaders.
#12458 • 88 pages • $19.95

Diesel Locomotives
Model railroaders will learn 
the history, spotting features, 
characteristics, and operation of 
diesel locomotives. The book also 
shows how to determine appropriate 
eras, explains details and features, 
and describes the type of specialized 
diesel service.
#12437 • 88 pages • $19.95

Rebuilding a Layout 
from A-Z
Discover the lessons Pelle Søeborg 
learned from reconstructing his 
Daneville model railroad. How-to 
instructions and detailed photographs 
guide you through benchwork, laying 
track, scenery, and more. You’ll also 
get tips on adding sound-deadening 
roadbed, creating a photographic 
backdrop, and scratchbuilding.
#12464 • 104 pages • $21.95

Steel Mills
Author and expert Bernard Kempinski 
explains the industrial process of and 
the massive complex built around 
steel production. Learn how to create 
a realistic mill area and set up its 
rail operations. Track plans featuring 
steel mills are included with 
historical photos.
#12435 • 96 pages • $21.95

Locomotive Servicing 
Terminals
Learn about prototype engine 
servicing areas and their functions, 
and then how to model them 
on any layout. Includes tips and 
techniques for modeling trackage, 
structures, and other terminal details 
appropriate for the steam or 
diesel era.
#12228 • 80 pages • $18.95

Industries Along the Tracks 4
Fourth in a series, this volume 
features specifi c industries served by 
rail that add interest to a layout: coal 
gas plants, salt mining, brickyards, 
quarries, lumber, and waterfront 
operations. Various modeling tips 
and track plans are included. 
#12439 • 88 pages • $19.95

The Most-Wanted Topics for 
MODEL RAILROADERS!

  



  



• expert advice on planning and building

• track diagrams and detailed information

• a supplement to MODEL RAILROADER magaZine

freight yard design 
and operation

• How to add more operational possibilities to your layout
• plans for through yards, stub yards, and more
• loading points for various commodities and cargo
• How to mt classimcation tracks into almost any space

618295

2014

  



Access Model Railroader magazine 

ANYTIME, ANYWHERE!
Get yours at www.ModelRailroader.com/digitaleditions

Get step-by-step modeling projects, fascinating photo tours of model train layouts, 
and tips from the experts that you can use right away in our digital edition. 

Model Railroader’s digital edition is also available through the providers below:

P
2
1
2
8

4

ENJOY INSTANT
INSPIRATION!

Powered by Zinio™, digital editions are available on multiple platforms: Android™; iPad®, and iPhone®; Windows 7 and 8; BlackBerry® smartphone; and Web OS.

Apple, the Apple logo, iPad and iPhone are trademarks of Apple Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries. App Store is a service mark of Apple Inc. The trademark BlackBerry is owned by Research In Motion Limited and is registered in the United States and may be pending or registered in other countries. 

Kalmbach Publishing Co. is not endorsed, sponsored, affi liated with or otherwise authorized by Research In Motion Limited. Windows is a registered trademark of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and other countries. Amazon Kindle Fire is a trademark of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affi liates. Zinio is a 

registered trademark of Zinio, LLC. Android and Google Play are trademarks of Google Inc. Barnes & Noble is a registered trademark of Barnes & Noble Booksellers, Inc. Nook and the Nook logo are registered trademarks of Barnesandnoble.com LLC. 

  



Woodsriver Yard is

short on space,

but big on operation

By Paul J. Dolkos/Photos by author

Most of us want at least one full-
service yard on our model railroads 
where we can classify and sort cars, 
service locomotives, park cabooses, 
and represent a number of other 
support functions.

As I learned in building Woodsriver 
Yard, shown in fig. 1, on my HO scale 
Boston & Maine layout, a yard doesn’t 
have to be large to be interesting. Let 
me give you a guided tour and point 
out some of the features I’ve included 
to make my little yard look – and 
operate – like the real thing.

Classification tracks
Tracks for sorting cars are what 

makes a yard a yard. Mine includes 
five parallel tracks where consists for 
local freights and blocks for through 
freights are assembled. The distance 
from the first turnout to the end of the 
stub tracks is about 10 feet, and the 
yard capacity is about 70 cars. My 
longest track can hold 15 or so 40-foot 
cars. Of course, not much classifica-
tion is possible when the tracks are 
filled to capacity. Ideally, I’ve found 
the yard operates best if its tracks are 
less than half full. Then it’s easy to 
sort and move cars around to get 
blocks in the desired order.

My yard ladder turnouts are 
hand-built and curved. This enabled 
me to place the yard ladder snug 
against the outside of the mainline 
turn-back curve. I also find the flow of 
the curved throat and slight curve of 
the classification tracks attractive.

My classification tracks aren’t 
permanently assigned for cars going 
to a specific destination. As the yard 
crew plans their moves, they decide 

Fig. 1 Action-packed. Yards don’t have to be big to be interesting. The Woods- 
river Yard on Paul Dolkos’ HO scale layout offers plenty of action in a relatively 
small space.

Lessons from a
         small yard

Freight Yard Design and Operation          3

  



which trains and blocks will be placed 
on each of the tracks. If there’s a block 
of cars on a track billed to a single 
destination, then by default that track 
will likely be selected for any addi-
tional cars bound for that destination. 

I’ve placed magnetic labels, shown 
in fig. 2, for the car-card boxes on the 
fascia. The labels can be easily moved 
to identify the current use of any 
track. Sometimes there can be blocks 
for multiple destinations on the same 
track. In either case, not permanently 
assigning tracks by destination adds a 
lot of flexibility.

Switching lead
Figure 3 shows a key operating 

element of the Woodsriver Yard – the 
yard lead (the track that extends 
outward from the classification yard 
ladder parallel to the main line). In  
my yard the lead is a separate track 
running parallel to the main line. The 
lead is an important feature, as it 
permits the yard switcher to work 
largely independently of departures 
and arrivals of other trains. The yard 
job needs to clear the lead only when a 
road locomotive needs to leave or run 
into the engine terminal. 

When the lead is shorter than the 
longest cut being switched, yard work 
is slowed. My lead can hold about 20 
cars, but I seldom use its full length. 
In yard designs where the main line is 

used as the yard lead and there are 
multiple train arrivals and departures, 
congestion is sure to result.

Running parallel to my classifica-
tion yard, but separate from the 
ladder, are two tracks on which 
arriving freight trains terminate and 
outbound consists are parked prior to 
departure. Trains can arrive and 
depart on the two arrival/departure 
(A/D) tracks without interfering with 
the yard job working the classification 
yard. This proved to be critical to the 
smooth operation of the yard.

If I didn’t have independently 
accessed A/D tracks, the work would 
have to stop in this yard each time a 
train arrived or departed. Ideally, the 
A/D tracks would be located along the 
main line beyond the classification 
yard so operators aren’t elbowing each 
other for aisle space.

My A/D tracks are a tail of a wye 
coming off the main line. This 
arrangement allows either north-
bound or southbound trains to back in 
so that the locomotives aren’t trapped 
at the stub ends. This makes it easy
for the power to run to the engine 
terminal or get into the clear so the 
yard switcher can work the train’s 
consist. There’s also a crossover from 
the yard lead to the A/D tracks.

The nerve center of a prototype 
yard is the building where clerks sort 
the waybills and make up the switch 
lists that tell the switcher crews what 
to do. The yard office normally would 
be located near the start of the ladder 
tracks, which, as fig. 3 shows, is where 
I placed my office. When there’s a lull 
in operations, the switcher is probably 
parked nearby, and its crew is inside 
the office drinking coffee. 

The size of the building would 
depend on the size of the yard, and 
typically it may house a break room 
and crew lockers.

Engine terminal
If space is critical, one could do 

without an engine terminal. When 
engines aren’t in service they can be 
parked on any open track. But for 
most modelers an engine terminal is 
an opportunity to install interesting 
structures and a great place to show 
off their locomotive roster.

If steam power is used it’s almost 
mandatory to have a way to turn 
locomotives on a turntable, wye, or  
in rare instances, a balloon track. 

Fig. 2 Flexible track assignments. 
Since there are a limited number of 
classification tracks in the yard, track 
assignments by destination must be 
flexible. Paul’s car-card box has a 
magnetic strip that allows yard crews 
to easily change assignment labels.

4 Freight Yard Design and Operation • www.ModelRailroader.com

  



Turntables take up quite a chunk of 
space, but being able to store engines 
on the radial tracks makes it easy to 
access them. 

My engine terminal lacks a turn-
table – see fig. 4 on page 6. Locomo-
tives have to line up on the service and 
storage tracks, so there may be 
engines blocking the power that’s 
needed for a specific assignment. On 
the other hand, my nearby wye offers 
an easy way to turn not only engines 
but entire trains. It also happens to fit  
into my space very well.

You probably won’t consider a 
balloon track or reversing loop for 
turning locomotives unless this track 
arrangement is already part of the 

layout plan. With diesels, turning 
usually isn’t required, and some 
modern-era modelers have a filled-in 
turntable pit as part of their scenery.

There are also car movements in 
and out of engine terminals, including 
incoming loads of fuel, sand, parts, 
and supplies, all usually in home-road 
cars. Outbound loads include ashes 
and scrap. The engine terminal is an 
industrial switching complex that the 
yard crew can work when they’re 
finished in the classification yard.

Caboose track
If you’re modeling an era when 

cabooses were still in service, you 
probably should have a track or 

specific place in a yard to store 
cabooses. A string of these cars can be 
an attention-getter in a sea of drab 
rolling stock. If there’s enough space 
available, include a shed, hoses, and 
other equipment and materials 
required to inspect, clean, and service 
cabooses for the next run.

Fig. 3 Yard lead. The Woodsriver Yard 
lead is a separate track that runs 
parallel to the main line so switching 
can continue as other trains arrive 
and depart. The train in the fore-
ground is departing to the south. Over 
the hood of the 1535 is the crossover 
connecting the lead and arrival/
departure tracks. The yard office is 
also located along the lead.

Freight Yard Design and Operation          5

  



The caboose track should be 
located where it’s convenient to add a 
caboose to a train or drop it off when 
a run terminates. A caboose is usually 
the last car coupled to a consist. It 
shouldn’t be placed at the end of a 
yard track where cuts of cars are 
repeatedly shoved against it as the 
train is made up. Instead, have a 
switcher tack the caboose on once the 
train’s consist is complete, or back the 
entire train up to the caboose.

Car repair
At yards that interchange with 

connecting railroads (and at other 
points as well), there’s often a track or 
two set aside for freight-car repair, 

usually called the RIP (repair-in-
place) tracks. Many are modest, with 
just enough capability to repair a 
defect so a car can be forwarded to its 
home-road shop. 

Figure 5 shows my RIP track, 
which includes a wheel crane and 
some wheelsets. You can make it more 
than just a bit of scenery and desig-
nate it as a car spot. In your car 
movements, create a bad-order ticket 
or two and have the yard job move 
that car to the repair track.

Yards are often places where you 
find stored maintenance-of-way 
equipment. This can include old 
Pullmans rebuilt as dormitories, 
flatcars carrying earth-moving 

equipment, and ballast hoppers. It’s a 
great opportunity to include equip-
ment that’s a little different and from 
an earlier era. And the cars can 
contribute to operations if you 
occasionally dispatch a work train.

Industrial track
Clusters of industries are fre-

quently near yards because the 
location is convenient for railroads to 
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Fig. 4 Engine terminal. These facili-
ties aren’t only a place to park 
locomotives between runs; they’re 
also a setting for interesting struc-
tures, such as a coal tower. This one is 
based on the Central Vermont’s coal 
tower at Palmer, Mass.

  



switch, and the adjacent real estate, at 
least originally, was often available. 

Behind my yard I’ve built a long 
spur serving six different companies, 
shown in fig. 6. The varied structures 
make a nice backdrop for the scene. 
But in some places the spur is as much 
as 30" from the aisle, making it a bit 
difficult for shorter people to uncouple 
cars back there. As a result, we’ve had 
some operating sessions where the 
industrial siding didn’t get worked, 
although another reason is that the 
crew may have had its hands full 
getting trains in and out of the yard. 

You might want to think twice 
about concentrating too many activity 
points so close to one another.

Spreading it out
You can see that there’s a lot more 

to yard operations than simply sorting 
cars and making up trains. Variety 
makes yards interesting. 

As you plan your own yard, try to 
lay out the various pieces to minimize 
congestion. If possible, spread out the 
elements in a linear fashion to prevent 
yard crews and road crews from 
having to stand in the same few feet  
of aisle space. 

Another solution is to include aisles 
on both sides of a yard. Rather than 
locating the yard area up against a 
wall, some modelers have created an 
open pit behind their yards exclusively 
for the yard crews. Other crews use 

the aisle in the front of the yard. With 
proper planning, you’ll be able to 
make your yard the nerve center of 
your railroad. 

Paul J. Dolkos lives in Alexandria, 
Va. He’s a frequent contributor to 
Model Railroader magazine.

Fig. 5 RIP track. Many yards have a designated RIP, or repair-in-place track 
where freight car wheel replacement and other running repairs are performed. 
At Woodsriver Yard, this activity is suggested by a crane and some spare wheel-
sets. The snowplow waits for winter on an out-of-the-way track.

Fig. 6 A working yard. The five-track 
yard with dual arrival/departure 
tracks is center left in this photo. The 
classification tracks are only partly 
full, making it easy to sort freight 
consists. At right is a spur that serves 
six industries. Their structures form a 
backdrop for the Woodsriver Yard. 
Note the access road between the 
yard and engine terminal.
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A baker’s dozen yard ideas for

design and operation
Advice from a modeler experienced in both

By Byron Henderson

If you’re planning a new layout or an 
expansion, congratulations! A few 
wise choices now can make your yard 
free-flowing and fun to run.

Model railroaders like trains, 
obviously, so most of us like to see lots 
of them run during a session. The 
effect that those trains will have on 
yard operations may not be obvious 
until the layout is built and it’s too late 
to make track changes.

I’ve had the chance to design and 
operate many model railroad yards, 
and yards are among my favorite parts 
of any layout. Yards provide engaging 
operating roles and a “railroady” look 
that I really enjoy. Designing yards 
according to “best-practice” design 
principles and applying thoughtful 
operating procedures can keep traffic 
moving smoothly and put smiles on 
your operators’ faces.

Even if you’ve already laid all of 
your track and have no room for 
expansion, a few operating ideas 
might make your existing yard(s) work 
better without rebuilding. Here are a 
dozen and one ideas you can use when 
designing a new yard or getting the 
most fun and efficiency from your 
existing layout. 

Byron Henderson is a custom layout 
designer from San Jose, Calif., where he 
grudgingly lets the family car share the 
garage with his N scale layout. He’s a past 
editor of the National Model Railroad 
Association’s Layout Design Special 
Interest Group’s Layout Design Journal 
(www.ldsig.org) and has also written for 
Model Railroad Planning magazine.

Layout designer and author Byron 
Henderson shares ideas on planning 
and operating model railroad yards. 
Watertown Yard on Jack Gutsch’s HO 
scale Minneapolis & St. Louis layout is 
a good example of a small but effi-
cient yard layout. Andy Sperandeo photo

8 Freight Yard Design and Operation • www.ModelRailroader.com

  



Clearance points near 
ladder are more visible from aisle

B

Cars on front tracks 
block view of rear tracks

A

Foreign railroad

Branch 
   terminal

Interchange

Industry support
Junction Division pointDivision point

Arrival/departure tracks

Classification tracks

Main line

Move or add crossover here, or connect 
far end of yard lead back to main

Yard lead Tracks 1-4

Tracks 5-8
Optional utility runaround 
and bypass track

Lead A

Lead B

Yard types and locations

Mainline access

Visibility on yard ladders

Ladder for two switchers

1. Choose the right yard. Many model railroaders I 
talk with about layout designs focus on “division point” 
yards, which were often crew-change locations in the 
steam and transition eras. And with enough space and 
the right concept, a division point yard can be a reward-
ing element for a layout.

But most real-life division point yards are huge, and 
modeling one (or more) is a significant commitment of 
time and space. I find that many folks who say they need 
a division point yard actually just want a chance to 
classify some cars, originate and terminate a few trains, 
maybe handle some engines and cabooses, and perform 
a few other yard functions. 

As it turns out, there are a wide variety of different 
types of yards on the big railroads, and many are of a 
scale and scope that are small enough to be good 
candidates for modeling. Often one of these other types 
of yards is a better layout subject than attempting to 
shoehorn a full representation of a division point into too 
little space. Instead, the division point yard or yards may 
be represented by staging.

As the diagram shows, smaller yards can be found at 
many locations, such as junctions, near interchanges 
with other railroads, adjacent to large industrial custom-
ers, even scattered along or at the end of branches. 
These smaller yards can offer a lot of operating fun and 
usefulness without overwhelming other layout elements. 
So don’t automatically decide on a division point 
terminal, especially when space is tight.

3. Allow departures from classification tracks. 
Most layout designers are familiar by now with the 
concept of a separate switching lead on a model railroad 
yard. But some ways of connecting a ladder with a yard 
lead are more flexible than others. When possible, use 
crossovers that allow trains to depart from (or arrive in) 
the classification tracks directly as shown in the 
illustration. This saves at least one back-and-forth 
pull-and-push for each departure, especially when the 
yard is double-ended, with ladders at each end.

2. Orient ladders for visibility and ease in uncou-
pling. Curved yards are often necessary in the cramped 
quarters of a typical model railroad. But when possible, 
provide some straight track at the clearance points near 
the ladder, where most coupling and uncoupling takes 
place. In real life, brakemen on the ground often have to 
push or pull the couplers to allow coupling, but that 
becomes tedious in model operation. Whether you use 
magnets or some type of coupler pick, easy and reliable 
uncoupling increases the efficiency and enjoyment of a 
model railroad yard.

Veteran layout designer Don Mitchell has pointed out 
that it’s also a good idea to orient the ladder so cars at 
the end of each successive track are easy to see. This 
isn’t always possible, especially if you’re following a 
prototype track arrangement, but it’s worth early 
consideration in designing your yard.

The two yard throats shown above are roughly 
equivalent. If we assume that the operating aisle is below 
the yard in each diagram, configuration B makes it easier 
for operators to see and reach the critical areas at the 
clearance points on each track. That’s especially true 
when most tracks are full of cars. And if you plan to 
operate your switches with ground throws, they’ll also be 
easier to reach from the aisle.

4. Two crews, one ladder. Because of the length 
occupied by a yard ladder, some designers try to 
double-up with parallel separate ladders, especially when 
multiple switch crews will be working. However, the 
configuration shown in the drawing is favored in many 
full-size yards and is often more useful. A switch crew on 
either lead may reach all the tracks easily, but when two 
crews are working, the crew on lead B can switch tracks 
5 through 8 without interruption.

Just as important as providing multiple leads is 
ensuring that there’s enough aisle width along the yard 
to handle a couple of yard operators as well as the 
crews of arriving, departing, and passing trains.
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Swinging track assignments

West
East

Milwaukee, Racine & Troy Port Marquette Yard

“Swinging” track assignments

1

3

5

2

4

6

Lineup at 12:01 p.m., trains on 
tracks 1 and 2 ready to depart

Track Classification

1 Rockford and west (through)

2 Williams Bay local (west end of track, block 
ahead of Rockfords for setout by through 
train) Mukwonago local (east end)

3 Kansas City and west via Santa Fe

4 Chicago & North Western (C&NW) 
interchange

5 Soo Line interchange

6 “For now” (mixed, but none of the above)

Lineup at 4:15 p.m., earlier trains on 
tracks 1 through 5 have departed

Track Classification

1 Rockford and west (through)

2 Williams Bay local (west end) Mukwonago 
local (east end)

3 Open

4 Inbound C&NW interchange (to be classified)

5 Milwaukee Road interchange

6 Port Marquette local deliveries 

Build in tools for organization

5. It’s better to “swing” yard tracks 
than build tracks that are too 
short. In the ideal situation, there will 
be at least one yard track for each 
classification (train, block, or destina-
tion) to be sorted in the yard. But in the 
model situation, there isn’t always 
enough room. A number of yard 
designs have lots of tracks. However, 
many of those tracks are so short 
they’re unusable, since the yard ladder 
takes up so much room.

In these situations, it’s often 
better to have fewer, longer yard 
tracks and change their assignments 
from one classification to another 
during a session, as shown here at 
left. Or, if the eastward local departs 
early in the session, but the cars for 
the eastbound through train aren’t 
needed until later, the same track 
might be used for both. On some 
railroads this was called “swinging” 
the yard tracks.

6. Build in tools for paperwork and organization. Real 
railroads burn coal, oil, or diesel, but run on paper. Even 
computerized operations are notorious paper generators. The 
same is true for model yards, which require car cards and 
waybills, switch lists, and other documents to guide the work.

I happen to prefer car cards and waybills because they’re 
easily shuffled to always reflect the order in which the cars 
stand on the track. But laying the cards out on the yard’s 
surface or leaning them against the cars they represent is 
unsightly and unrealistic.

Instead, plan places to store cards and tools to make them 
work better. The photo shows Rick Fortin’s HO scale Atchison, 
Topeka & Santa Fe layout. Rick provided a car card pocket for 
each yard track, as well as a couple of extras for crews to use 
as they like.

In addition, simple dividers (sheet styrene tabs with 
destination and/or block labels) allow crews to keep groups 
of cars organized. A clear Plexiglas strip purchased from a 
local plastics house allows crews to occasionally sort out a 
stack of cards without carpeting the layout with paperwork.

Laying car cards on the layout is unsightly and inefficient. Rick Fortin’s HO Santa Fe provides boxes in the fascia for 
each yard track, and the low-profile Plexiglas rack at left can hold cards for sorting. Byron Henderson photo
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Auxiliary yards Thin the herd

Help for keeping up

7. Call in the auxiliary! Auxiliary yard, that is. If your 
main yard is too busy, an industrial support yard (see 
photo), junction yard, or branchline yard might be a good 
way to share the workload and the fun.

Real-life crews often go on duty and work all day at 
remote yards serving local industries and interchange 
tracks without ever seeing the main division point. Instead, 
these local yard crews organize blocks of outbound cars for 
through trains to pick up, and deliver inbound cars set out 
by the passing trains to local industries.

An auxiliary yard can be an interesting new job for 
another yard crew, add work that lengthens the run for 
crews on through trains, and relieve the main yard of 
some burdens – a triple bonus!

Storage tracks at the White Mountain Paper Co. on 
Paul Dolkos’s HO Boston & Maine railroad serve as 
an auxiliary yard, relieving the Woodsriver Yard 
(shown on page 30) of some work. Paul Dolkos photo

8. Thin the herd. No, not your operators – your rolling 
stock collection. Some model yards are crowded with 
cars that rarely or never move during a session.

Some, like maintenance-of-way consists, might be 
spotted on a little-used spur “out in the country” during 
operating sessions. Still others of these “yard queens” 
may be cars that don’t operate well or don’t really fit the 
era or theme of your layout. Fix, sell, or trade those cars 
to clear the decks for active yard operations on all 
available tracks.

Display cases or storage drawers, as in the photo, 
are other good ways to deal with surplus rolling stock. 

Tommy Holt uses drawers under his staging yards 
to store extra rolling stock, so his HO scale Western 
Pacific layout isn’t overloaded. Tommy Holt photo

9. Help the yard keep up with 
the road. Pity the poor yard 
crews. As much fun as they’re 
having making up and breaking 
down trains, the darn things just 
keep coming – train frequency 
being a by-product of our always-
too-short main lines. Yard work 
doesn’t scale down like the 
running length on our compressed 
layouts, so it can be a struggle for 
the yard crews to keep up.

One obvious help is providing 
aisle space and yard leads for 
multiple crews to work indepen-
dently. But yards collect kibitzing 
operators the way kitchens collect 
guests at a party, so try to keep 
other operators away from your 
busy yard crews. If you use radios 
for communications during 
operation, using separate road 
and yard channels minimizes the 
chatter and lets the yard crews 
concentrate on the tasks at hand.

When the assigned switch crew finishes their work at Elevator “A” on Chuck 
Hitchcock’s HO scale Argentine Industrial District Ry., they help out with 
classification switching at the west end of Fifth Street Yard. Paul Dolkos photo
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No “cherrypicking” allowed

10. Please don’t pick the cherries. 
All too often I see model yard crews 
searching frantically through their 
paperwork and yard tracks for one last 
westbound car for a through train 
that’s arriving in five minutes. Finding 
such a lone car is called cherry-picking 
and is relatively rare on the real railroads. Railroaders know 
there will be another train to that destination tomorrow (or in 
a few hours), so they don’t inefficiently dig through the yard 
to pluck out one more. 

In the situation shown in the diagram, the switch crew has 
been able to keep up with traffic by classifying cars as trains 
arrive, as recommended in Andy Sperandeo’s article, “10 
tips for freight yard design and operation” in the December 
2004 Model Railroader. They have just one track of recent 
arrivals that aren’t yet classified, but a westbound through 
freight is due soon.

Should the crew try picking that lone westbound car from 
Track 1? Probably not. When a real-life yard crew couples 

onto a string of cars, they’ll usually handle them all before 
grabbing the next track. Jumping from track to track to find 
one or two cars from each is inefficient. So a professional 
crew would probably leave that single westbound car for 
tomorrow. There are posted cut-off times for local and 
through blocks, so crews know in what order to work the 
tracks for most efficiency.

Unfortunately, the need to cherry-pick an individual car is 
sometimes forced on model crews artificially by the limita-
tions of some computer car-routing programs. Better to 
choose a system that allows the crew some flexibility in 
handling tracks to meet cut-off times without the panic of a 
scavenger hunt for an individual car.

11. An ounce of documenta-
tion is worth a pound of cure. 
And speaking of blocks and cut-off 
times, you do have clear written 
guides for your yard crews, right? 
Real-life crews do the same jobs 
day-in and day-out, so they may 
know the yard routine by heart. 
But model yard crews need extra 
help in the form of procedure 
guides, timetables or lineup 
sheets listing expected arrivals 
and departures, blocking charts, 
and more. 

Whether your write them by  
hand or on a computer, you can 
easily create clear, good-looking 
materials that provide yard crews 
with the information they need to 
work efficiently and enjoyably. 
This yard documentation should 
be brief, to the point, and posted 
or placed where yard crews have 
easy access, hands-free if 
possible. The photo from Rick 
Fortin’s layout shows printed yard 
instructions clipped to the upper 
fascia, with a train lineup and a 
white board for noting yard track 
assignments close at hand.

Rick Fortin uses his upper level 
fascia to post blocking instruc-
tions, an erasable track lineup 
board, and train schedules for 
the Chico Yard situated below 
on the layout’s lower level. 
Byron Henderson photo
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Yard limits

Stage for relief

12. Know when (and where) to 
set limits. The big roads use yard 
limits to allow yard crews to work 
on designated sections of main 
track without clearance from the 
dispatcher. Rule 93 in many rule 
books says that within yard limits 
every train except first class 
(usually passenger) must move at 
restricted speed, prepared to stop 
short of other trains, switches 
lined against their direction of 
travel, or other obstructions.

Marking yard limits as shown in 
the photo lets yard crews work 
more easily and reduces the 
dispatcher’s workload. Yard limits 
also slow the passage of through 
trains, often a good thing.

When you set yard limits, take 
note of crossovers and other 
tracks that yard crews need to 
use, and allow room for pulling out 
long strings of cars.

The engineer of this Denver & Rio Grande Western 2-8-2 knows that passing 
the “Y”-shaped yard limit sign at left obliges him to run according to the 
provisions of Rule 93. Doug Tagsold took the photo on his On3 layout.

13. Stage when you can, yard 
when you must. You can always  
ease the yard’s workload by 
asking the yard to do less work. 
As in the photo, some trains can 
bypass the yard.

In other situations, look for 
trains that can be blocked and 
staged before a session rather 
than being built in the yard. 
Railroading is a round-the-clock 
business, so it’s reasonable to 
have some pre-blocked trains out 
on the road to start a session.

Or you can preset the first 
couple of outbound blocks in the 
yard as if the preceding crew had 
done the work on an earlier shift. 
For that matter, simply give 
“today’s” crew the task of leaving 
the yard lined up for the beginning 
of the next session. Think of your 
operations as an ongoing process 
rather than starting every new 
session from scratch.

Coal trains on Tony Koester’s 
HO Allegheny Midland by-
passed the Sunrise, Va., freight 
yard, going to and from staging 
tracks representing a separate 
coal terminal. Tony Koester photo
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A concrete ramp and a bridge plate allow 
forklift trucks to load or unload a boxcar.

by Paul J. Dolkos
Photos by the author

The point where commodities are 
loaded or unloaded is the feature we 
most want to replicate on a model 
industry. The rest of the structure, no 
matter how large or attractive, is just 
part of the supporting scenery. These 
photos show some of the ways freight 
cars are loaded and unloaded. 

The classic platform of the early 
20th century was built of heavy 
planks supported by joists and 
timbers resting on concrete piers.

Contemporary freight platforms are 
often made of concrete. The extended 
roof provides some weather protection 
while loading or unloading boxcars.

A curved concrete platform and a 
matching awning followed the curve 
in the spur that served this fertilizer 
plant in Berkley, Va., in 1987.

A variety of 

ways to get 

freight on and 

off railroad cars

The Robinson Terminal Warehouse 
in Alexandria, Va., had weather 
protection around this door where 
paper rolls were handled in 2006.

In 2000, a single sliding wooden 
door still serves a farm supply 
dealer’s storage building in Chester, 
Vt., and it has a short access ladder.

FREIGHT DOORS

EXTERIOR FREGHT PLATFORMS

Now on ModelRailroader.com

Additional photos and descriptions 

of other freight car loading points are 

available on the Model Railroader Web 

site at www.modelrailroader.com.
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The Baltimore & Ohio’s public team track in Berkeley 
Springs, W.Va., had a driveway for public access, but it 
regularly handled Westvaco Corp. pulpwood. To take 
care of this regular customer, a truck scale was built 
nearby to weigh the arriving truckloads of pulpwood.

In Baltimore, Md., CSX offers a modern version of a team 
track devoted to handling bulk tank car and covered 
hopper car shipments of food-grade commodities. Note 
that the various transfer pumps and controls are housed  
in retired 20- and 40-foot shipping containers.

Drop pits are commonly employed to unload hopper-
bottom cars at coal or gravel yards and feed mills. 
Steel beams support the track crossing the pit. A  
conveyer or auger lifts the material out of the pit and 
transfers it into storage bins. Dump pits may be open 
or grated, and many have covers to prevent accidents.

At Laurel Sand & Gravel in Annapolis Junction, Md., a 
steel-sheathed drop pit feeds crushed stone into an 
extensive conveyer system that moves bulk materials to 
nearby storage piles. The high platform gives workers a 
safe vantage point where they can see into the open 
hoppers and control the unloading process.

Hose connections and underground pipes transfer the 
tank car’s chemical load into storage tanks inside the 
wall at the Inland Leidy plant in Baltimore, Md. Many 
chemical commodities require special handling.  

Here’s a small rail-to-truck fuel oil transfer system that 
MacIntyre Fuels built on a spur at Bellows Falls, Vt. 
Gravity and the small electric pump system, mounted   
on a concrete pad, did most of the work in 1995.

BULK MATERIAL

TEAM TRACKS

LIQUID COMMODITIES
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