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2018 Mid-Eastern Region NMRA Convention
“Crossroads of the MER”

by Brian W. Sheron, MMR and Marshall Abrams, Convention Co-chairs

The 2018 MER Convention is fast approaching. This is a
great opportunity for you to attend and participate in an MER
convention without having to travel great distances or stay
overnight in a hotel. We have an exciting convention program
with “something for everyone.” 

We have a great schedule of clinics that cover a variety of
interests to model railroaders. You will see some outstanding
layouts of all scales as part of our layout tours. If you like to
operate trains, we have operating sessions on great area
layouts. 

While you are at the hotel, be sure and stop in and see the
modular layout exhibits. This year, we have three modular clubs
that will be setting up and running their layouts at the hotel.
However, what will make this unique is that they will all be
interconnected into one huge modular layout!

In addition, for those of you who want to challenge your operating and switching skills, we will be 
setting up John Allen's famous “Time-saver" layout in the modular layout room. Please come by and 
test your switching skills to see if you can move the freight cars to their specified sidings in the fewest 
amount of moves!

We have an exciting excursion planned for Saturday morning. The Walkersville Southern Railroad 
is a small, scenic railroad just north of Frederick, Maryland. After a guided walking tour of their yard, 
where you can see some of their small, diesel switchers and vintage freight and passenger cars 
undergoing restoration, you then will take a 70 minute ride in a restored P-54 passenger cars built 
around 1925, and/or, (if the weather is nice) an open-air flat car. 

Of course, we will have a White Elephant Sale, where you can find some great bargains for your 
layout or sell some of that extra stuff you don't need. In addition, we have a number of vendors that 
have donated items for the raffle, which will be set up in the White Elephant room. The raffle tickets 
are $1 each or 8 for $5. 

The highlight of the Convention is, of course, the Saturday evening banquet. From 6 pm to 
7 pm we will have a social hour for you to enjoy refreshments and socialize with fellow model 

railroaders from within the Region and even beyond. At 7 pm the banquet will start with a buffet 
service. Following the banquet will be important announcements and achievement program and 
contest  awards. 

Our featured speaker is Lou Sassi. Lou is a well-known model railroading author and a 
contributing editor to Model Railroader magazine. Lou's talk, entitled "The Evolution of My Model 
Railroad Photography" will be fascinating, since a big part of model railroading is trying to achieve 
realistic scenes through photography. Lou is an outstanding model railroad photographer; his talk 
should interest everyone. 

At 10 am on Sunday morning, the MER Board will hold their business meeting. This is a great 
opportunity to see an MER Board meeting and also an opportunity to ask questions to the Board. 

When you arrive at the hotel, or at any time during the convention, we will have volunteer staff 
(wearing armbands) at the hotel. Feel free to contact them if you need any assistance. 

We hope the convention will be a most enjoyable experience for you and that you will make new 
friends from around the Region (or see old friends). We look forward to seeing you there. 
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From the Business Car
By Brian Sheron, MMR, Division Superintendent

There is a lot on the model railroading horizon these 
days. First and foremost is the upcoming Mid-Eastern Region 
convention that our Division is hosting on October 4-7, 2018 
at the Rockville Hilton Hotel in Rockville, Maryland. As a 
result of my request at the March 24th Division business 
meeting, many more members have stepped up and 
volunteered to help with the convention, both in 
preparations for and/or staffing during the convention. 

Including yours truly, we now have 25 members helping out with the convention. Nevertheless, we 
could use a few more, primarily to help staff the White Elephant Sale room, help with the 
audio/visual equipment in the clinic rooms, and staffing the registration desk. Having a few more 
volunteers would cut back on the number of shifts everyone would have to work at the convention.
If you would like to help, please contact me at superintendent@potomac-nmra.org.

I know that many of you with home layouts have volunteered to host layout tours and/or 
Operations sessions during the convention. For those of you who have volunteered, October will be 
upon us before we know it. Therefore, this summer is a good time to start to tune up and clean up 
the layout in preparation for your open house and/or op session. I have been to several layout 
tours-both within the Division as well as during conventions hosted by other Divisions-where the 
host is frantically trying to find the bug that has suddenly caused his entire layout to shut down the
minute the first guest walked through the door! I recommend that you start now to make sure your 
layout is fully operational. Turn it on and off numerous times, and make sure it works every time. I 
also hope you will take the time to clean it up. Unless you have a super air filtration system, dust 
can accumulate on models around the layout. I often find small pieces of “stuff” on roads, etc. I 
suspect that people walking on the floor above the layout will dislodge whatever might be lurking 
in the floor joists, and it drops down through the light diffusers onto the layout. A small hand 
vacuum will usually solve this problem quickly. I also host op sessions about every 6-7 weeks, and 
inevitably I will find something broken or out of place after a session. A little time spent now will 
help make sure your layout is the best that it can be for the convention.

I realize that it is mid-June when I am writing this, but we have already started thinking about 
the 2019 Miniconvention. I received an e-mail a while ago from the Chesapeake Division, suggesting
we might want to have a joint Minicon with them in 2019. We will be discussing this further with 
them to see if there is a suitable and affordable venue that is midway between the Divisions.

Finally, as I’m sure many of you are aware, the Division Board voted this past May to shut down 
the PD_NMRA Yahoo Group site, because it was being inappropriately used by some members to 
make disparaging remarks about others, which was not the intent or purpose of the site. Other 
Divisions also have Yahoo group sites, but they are moderated, and our goal is to develop a set of 
community standards for content that can be posted on the site. Recently, the Board approved a 
set of standards, and also decided that the site would be moderated such that all messages 
proposed to be posted on the site would first be reviewed by the moderator to assure that they 
met the community standards.

The message I recently sent to the Yahoo group site announcing that the site was being 
reopened is provided below:
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Dear Yahoo Group member,

As you know, the Potomac Division Board had to shut down the Potomac Division Discussion 
Group on the PD Yahoo Group site several weeks ago because it was being misused by certain 
members. The Board believes that the site is a valuable asset to the Division as well as other 
NMRA members, and therefore should be reopened. However, in order to ensure that the site is 
not misused, the Board has developed and approved criteria that all messages must meet to be 
acceptable for posting on the PD Yahoo Groups site. These criteria are provided below:

● Posts must be relevant to the educational and fellowship mission of the Potomac 
Division NMRA

● Posts must be free of disrespectful, derogatory, and/or inflammatory language 
and/or false statements

● Any proposed posts that do not meet these criteria will not be posted
● The only people allowed to use the site are NMRA members in good standing

All messages proposed to be posted on the PD Yahoo Groups site will be first reviewed by the
site moderator, If the site moderator determines that a proposed message meets the above 
criteria, then the message will be posted. If the site moderator determines that a proposed 
message does not meet one or more of the above criteria, then the message will not be posted. 
The site moderator may inform the author why their proposed message was rejected, and the 
author then has the option to modify the proposed message to remove the offending language 
and resubmit it for posting.

Please note that this does not mean that a message cannot raise questions on such topics as 
current Division practices, specific provisions of the Bylaws, Board decisions, etc. However, the 
messages must address any issue in a professional, civil, and non-confrontational manner. The 
Board hopes that with everyone following these criteria, the site can help improve 
communication among the Division and other NMRA members for the betterment of the hobby.

Brian W. Sheron, MMR
Superintendent, Potomac Division X

Brian is a long-time model railroader, and models the Port Jefferson Branch of the
Long Island Rail Road in HO scale. He earned
Master Model Railroader (MMR) certificate
number 469 in 2011 and is currently the
Superintendent of the Potomac Division. His goal is to make 
NMRA membership, and model railroading in general, a 
rewarding and fun experience for Potomac Division members. 
In the spare time he has, when he's not working on his trains, 
he enjoys playing bluegrass banjo and plays in a local band.

Return to Bill of Lading
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Achievement Program News
By Mat Thompson, MMR
Building a Web Site

If you have ever thought about earning the Achievement Program’s Author
Certificate, here is some great news—the Potomac Division will host your site for
FREE.

The Author Certificate requires 42 points, which are earned by having stories and
photographs published in a variety of media. Up to half of the points can be gained
by building your own web site. One point is earned for every 1200 words of text, and one point is 
earned for every combination of three photographs, drawings, or other graphics used on the site.

I built a web site for my Oregon Coast Railroad when I started working on the Author Certificate.
Describing the process in the Fall 2010 issue of the Potomac Flyer, I said you needed two things: a 
software program for creating the site and a web hosting site to publish it to the Internet.

My site ran on a commercial web hosting site, Ipage.com. After several years, I took it down 
because it was costing more than $70 annually plus another annual fee of $30 for “renting” the 
domain name. I could have used a “free” site like Comcast or Wix but they are constantly pushing 
you to buy upgrades software and services, limit your site size, add advertisements, and sometimes
just drop you—as Comcast did when it stopped hosting free sites.
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When I learned that our Potomac Division hosts member websites for free, I decided to build a 
new site. One note—I used Publisher 7, an older version of the program. If you have a newer 
version, the screens may look a bit different.

Publisher is a Microsoft program that works easily with Word. It comes with Microsoft Office 
Professional or can be bought as a separate program. If you can insert photos into Word or an e-
mail program, you can use Publisher. It uses the same commands for creating and editing text, 
inserting photos, spell checking, and other word processing tasks.

Here are the highlights of using Publisher for a website.
To start, open Publisher and select Page Options. Scroll down to Web Sites and select a page size

—any size; you can always change it once you see how it looks. See B, previous page.
Then select a Template C You can flip through them to find the one you like. Now you can start 

adding text, photos and graphics. All these actions are done just like they are in Word or 
PowerPoint.
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When you are ready to move on, select Page from the Insert Dropdown List D. A new blank page
in the template format you selected will appear. You can continue adding to this page, and then 
add more pages until you have the content that you want. You can also make changes and 
additions, at any time, anywhere in the document.

When you have all the pages you want (or you just can’t wait to see what you have created), 
select Navigation Bar from the Insert Dropdown List. That will create a Menu Bar.

When you are ready to publish your site, save it as a Publisher document.pub. Then from the File
Dropdown list E select Web Page Preview. Be patient and soon you will see what you have created 
and will be able to navigate through it just as future viewers will. If you don’t like what you see, 
you can always edit pages.

Got it?
To get your site online go to http://potomac-nmra.org/. Select Layout Home Page from the 

menu. Once there, read down three lines and click. [Ed: click here for direct link] Following the 
directions and exchanging a few e-mails with Marshall Abrams will have your site quickly published 
on the Internet. X
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Return to Bill of Lading

2018 O Scale
National

Convention

The 2018 O Scale
National Convention
will be held August
22-25, 2018
(Wednesday through
Saturday) at the
Rockville Hilton, 1750
Rockville Pike,
Rockville, Maryland.
Rooms are only $109
per night plus tax. What a great opportunity for a family vacation in the Nation’s Capital! This is a 
full-featured convention: trading hall, displays, clinics, layout visits, unique convention car models,
banquet, and Tony Koester as keynote speaker. See all the details on our Website: 
2018oscalenational.com. X
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Mark Me Up! — It’s About Time
By Mat Thompson, MMR

What’s more iconic than a railroad watch? Don’t railroads
run by the clock?

Well, maybe, but as a new operator on a model railroad
you will find time is its own special subject.

The first thing you’ll want to know is—does the layout use
real time or fast time? For an operator, real time is simple:
just look at your watch.

Many layout owners have fast time clocks which run on a
ratio faster than one minute equals one minute. Years ago,
clock ratios were relatively fast, such as six-to-one or eight to
one. At those speeds a whole day’s schedule could be run in
three to four real hours.

Today four-to-one, three-to-one and two-to-one ratios are
more common, because yard crews and switching locations
found the faster ratios difficult. At six-to-one, a hot freight
moves quickly around a layout; but switching at yards and industries takes actual time and can’t be
done more quickly because of the clock ratio.

For you, as a member of a train crew, fast time or real
time doesn’t matter much. You just need to know which 
it is, and—if fast time used—where are the clocks?

The next thing you need to know about time is when 
your train can start its journey and when you can move 
after stops en route.

If you are on a Dispatcher-controlled railroad using 
signals or warrants, life is simple for you as an engineer. 
You go when the Dispatcher gives you a signal to move, 
or when the Dispatcher tells you to—probably by radio. 
The Dispatcher will have a schedule or sequence of 
trains; but even of you should see the schedule, you 
move only at the Dispatcher’s direction.

On a Time Table and Train Order (TT&TO) railroad, you
have to figure it out. If your train is on the schedule, you 
have a clearance, and you are the superior train, you can
go when the schedule shows you leaving. If you are not 
the superior train, you can’t leave until you become the 

superior train—that is, until the superior train or trains are clear of the track in front of you.
If your train is an Extra—meaning your authority as a train comes from an order, not a listing on 

the schedule—you can leave when you have an order, a clearance, and your movement will not 
interfere with scheduled trains. Regardless of what the schedule says, you leave when the rules of 
train movement make you the superior train, or you can get to your next location without violating 
those rules.
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Time is so important on railroads 
that pocket watches are widely 
known as railroad watches.

This is the control panel for a fast clock
made by GML. The ratio is "fast time" to
real time. Most hosts use a 3:1 or 4:1 
but higher ratios were common years 
ago.
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But couldn’t that make you late? Sure, but
think about it like this. It’s 1:30. You are a 3rd

class train on a TT&TO railroad sitting at
Bigtown, ready to head down the single track
mainline for Appleton at 1:35 per the schedule.
However, the 1st class train from Appleton—due
at 12:45—hasn’t arrived yet. If you leave when
the schedule says, that is, if you leave “on
time,” you aren’t going to Appleton, you are
going to a head-on collision.

On a signaled railroad or other Dispatcher-
controlled railroad, the Dispatcher makes those
safe passage decisions. He or she drops signals,
or gives your train permission to move based on
where other trains are. He or she knows the
schedule—but moves trains only when it is
safe.

The point is, the time printed on the
schedule does not tell you when to leave,
operating rules do. On a TT&TO railroad, you
are expected to know the rules. On a
Dispatcher-controlled railroad, the Dispatcher
is responsible for letting you move when it is
safe.

If the rules are more important than the schedule, why is there a schedule? Passenger schedules 
for the public are expected to be obeyed—customers expect dependability. But for freight traffic, 
the front of schedules says something similar to “Employee Timetable.” While employees are 
guided by the schedule, and shouldn’t take it lightly, it is a work plan. Varying customer traffic 
needs, accidents, mechanical breakdowns, bad weather, and other variables make it impractical to 
expect daily on-the-minute schedule performance.

One more thing about time on a model railroad, there is no prize for being quick. We are playing
—and when the trains have all been run, the game is over. Pay attention to the clock, but run slow 
and remember the goal is not to be quick; the goal is to do things prototypically.

And, oh yeah, have a good time! X

Engineers and Firemen say “Mark me up!” to get their name on the crew Call Board for their next 
run. “Mark Me Up” is a quarterly column focused on how model railroaders can become operators 
and members of the operations community. Mat Thompson’s Oregon Coast Railroad was featured in 
Great Model Railroads 2014. Building structures and scenery are his favorite modeling activities. 
He is also an avid model railroad operator and regularly attends operating sessions.

Return to Bill of Lading
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The colorful Rio Grande Time Table was for the 
traveling public who expected timely service. But 
notice the palion Pennsy schedule on the left. In 
the middle of the page it says “For The 
Governmnet of Employes”. It-s a working document
for freight traffic. While times are still important, 
operating rules allow flexibilty for customer needs 
and traffic conditions.
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Should the Potomac Division Add Three Directors-at-Large 
to the Board of Directors?

by Tim Barr

After hearing Brian Sheron speak at the business meeting on March 24, 2018 about how hard it 
was to get help for various division activities, I became curious about how other MER Division 
leadership teams were organized. Upon doing some research, I found that seven of the ten MER 
Divisions had at least three additional members on their BOD beyond the five that Potomac has. In 
all but one case, these were Directors-at-large.

I became curious about whether the other MER divisions found the extra BOD members to be 
helpful, so I contacted the seven Division Superintendents with a few questions, the most 
significant being: “Do you think having the extra BOD members helps the division better serve its 
members?” The responses were uniformly positive. Some direct quotes:

“The more people that are involved in your division the stronger it will be and the more it will 
grow.”

“Encouraging participation is never a bad thing, and if adding more directors would help you 
engage your membership and drum up activity, go for it.”

“Yes, I do. The atlarge directors are a pool of individuals who are always willing to help with 
what is needed.”

“It definitely helps. (Hosting major events) requires a lot of experienced manpower and 
management. Also, Directors often move into Officer positions as they gain experience.”

The minutes of the 5/5/18 BOD meeting stated that only the BOD could initiate changes to the 
by-laws. This is simply in error. I have discussed this with Kurt Thompson, MER Vice-President, and 
he agrees that by-law changes can be initiated by the membership, as provided for in these 
Articles. Ten percent (around 25 PD members) can petition or call for a special meeting.

Article XII Membership Meetings
The Superintendent will call special meetings upon written application of ten percent of the 

members or a majority of the Board.
Article XV Amendments
These Bylaws may be amended by two-thirds vote of the members present at the Election 

Meeting or a special meeting, provided there is a quorum. The proposed amendment must be 
communicated to all members at least fifteen days before the meeting.

Article XVI Referendums
Ten percent of the members may create a referendum issue to be voted on at an Election 

Meeting or special meeting where a quorum is present by submitting their request in writing to 
the Clerk. The referendum must be communicated to all members at least fifteen days in 
advance. Removal of an officer or a change in the Bylaws requires a two-thirds vote of the people 

present (in person or by proxy). Other issues 
require a majority vote of people present (in
person or by proxy).

I am asking anyone who is interested in 
working (via the provisions of the by-laws) to 
bring about an open discussion of the 
proposal to add three at-large-Directors to 
the BOD to contact me privately at 
tbdrgw1@verizon.net or 703-368-1337. X

Return to Bill of Lading
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Can You Help Us Get New PD Programs on Track?
by Marshall Abrams and Brian Sheron

Through our member survey, you told us you wanted new programs. Two ideas have surfaced, 
and we’d like to see them explored.

Idea #1: A Potomac Division Operations Weekend, similar to the one the James River Division 
holds (see http://www.jamesriverrails.org/). This would involve lining up 3-4 layouts for operating 
sessions starting Friday night and extending through Sunday afternoon, perhaps once or twice per 
year.

Idea #2: A Modeling With the (Local) Master program, based on a successful program run by the 
Potomac Fiber Arts Guild; see https://potomacfiberartsguild.org/education/workshops/. Over an 
elongated weekend, a paid model railroading expert would deliver a talk, a make-and-take session,
and a multi-day workshop. The talk would be free to members, but there would be a fee to attend 
the make-and-take session and the workshop.

We need volunteer committees to study how programs like these work in other organizations; 
suggest modifications for adapting the program to the PD; estimate participation; and make a 
go/no go recommendation. Are you up to the challenge? E-mail Superintendent@potomac-nmra.org 
and Sr-Asst-Super@potomac-nmra.org with questions or to volunteer. X

Help Wanted
by Nick Kalis

As the Layout Tour Chairman (not called “coordinator” anymore—guess I have been “promoted,” 
haha), I need help. I have a committee right now of only one—ME! I have my hands full soliciting 
hosts and keeping track of the dates they will host.

What I need is someone to carry out some of the following:
• Arrange for Certificates of Appreciation to be made and delivered
• See that each open house has a greeter
• See that someone photographs the layout that is open
• See that someone prepare a story for the Flyer telling its readers about the open house

Please help me! This means you! I cannot do this alone. Please call me with any questions you 
might have. Nick Kalis, 703 585-0100, nkalis@verizon.net.

Thanks for stepping up. X
 Return to Bill of Lading

Saved From The Scrapper's Torch 
by John Paganoni   Photos by Mat Thompson

Most of us have some special models that bring back memories of when we first got started in 
model railroading. We just don’t have the heart to scrap them, so they go with us through life.  
They may be brought out for nostalgia’s sake every few years. Otherwise they just sit in the back of
the closet on a shelf, not often used. My most cherished “artifacts” are two locomotives that I first
purchased as I began a life-long interest in scale model railroading.
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The first HO scale engine I purchased, back in 1954, was a Mantua Shifter. I was fascinated with 
this little engine because it was 2-rail and far more realistic than my Lionel train set. I decided to 
sell my entire Lionel set, still in original boxes (and much to my father’s chagrin), for the amount 
needed to purchase the Shifter. I then saved my pennies and bought the separately-offered valve 
gear kit. Once this locomotive
was built and running, my
interest in scale modeling grew
rapidly.
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Long-time model railroaders well remember Mantua’s 0-4-0 Shifter, released in the early 50s. In 
those days, motive power selections were limited. Road names and variations of the same engine 
were uncommon. If you wanted a steam switcher, you bought a Shifter. This example of the  
humble engine in the ad has come a long way with John Paganoni's careful detailing, painting, and
weathering.

Varney's "Old Lady" came out in 1956. In those days engines were 
kits. There can be no doubt that craftsman of the era scoffed at 
the ease of a screwdriver assembly. 
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My second engine was a Varney “Old Lady” that I bought in 1956. Since I grew up never out of 
sight of the Central Vermont (CV) Railway, I really wanted a model engine that would be close to 
the ALCO-built Consolidations used on the CV Southern Division, and the “Old Lady” was as close as
anything would come back then.

As time and a full career in the military passed in my life, these engines didn’t see too much 
activity. But I still kept them with me, and they kept my hopes alive that I would someday build a 
CV-focused layout. Then something happened around the mid-1980’s that was a catalyst for me to 
get back to model railroading: New England Rail Service produced exact-scale, museum-quality 
brass CV Consolidations! The result was that my first two prized engines were relegated to the back
burner again—and I seriously considered letting them stay there.

When I began developing a scale plan for my layout, my mind wandered back to my first HO 
layout and my two
original HO scale
engine purchases. I
realized that with
cast-on details and
other attributes that
were crude when
compared to today’s
standards, these
locomotives would
require a lot of work if
I were to have them
on my layout in the
company of high-grade
superdetailed brass
engines. I immediately
decided to upgrade
these little beauties
and “saved them from the scrapper’s torch.” I had decided that they would add a lot of interest on
the layout.

The commercial sales pictures shown here show the locomotives as built, right out of the kit 
box. The pictures of the detailed models show what can be done using parts now available on the 
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John has turned a barebones model of years past into a highly- detailed 
version of a Central Vermont 400 series Consolation.

With a can motor and the craftsmanship John put into upgrading the Shifter, this 70-year-old 
engine would be a showpiece on any layout.
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market. Some of these components are unbelievably good models of prototype parts, and many 
thanks are due to the entrepreneurs who take the investment risk to enhance the realism of our 
hobby.

There are some things to consider when upgrading old engines, especially those made before the
NMRA developed standards for the hobby. I found that the Mantua engine would operate well, 
because the drivers were very close to the current NMRA standard. I therefore “went all the way” 
with this engine and re-geared it and replaced the open frame motor with a smooth operating can 
motor. It will operate on a DC section of the layout, so I didn’t install DCC components. Since this 
0-4-0 engine isn’t close enough to replicate a CV engine, I will use this little beauty on a small 
logging segment on my layout. Had it been an 0-6-0, I would have used it for my CV theme.

The Varney, however, was a problem. The driver flanges were too high, and the wheel width was 
not true. I just didn’t have the time to pull the drivers, turn the flanges to match NMRA standards, 
and reset the width; I decided that this engine would make a great “static” display at an 
interchange. The engine can run on DC, but it doesn’t run as smoothly as it would if I re-geared and
re-motored it. The end result is that I have a close scale replica of a CV 400 class Consolidation as 
can be seen in the pictures.

Now that I have saved these 
memorable engines “from the 
scrapper’s torch” and have a place 
of honor for them on my layout, I 
can enjoy looking at them and 
reflecting on years past when they 
brought great happiness and 
inspiration to me.

Perhaps you have engines or 
equipment that meant a lot to you 
when you entered the hobby and 
are now in the back of your closet, 
just waiting to bring back wonderful
memories and to inspire you to 
advance you skills in this great 
hobby. If you do a model 
enhancement, please bring it to the 
NMRA Potomac Division Minicon for 
the Model Display table so you can 
share your work with others, or take
further step forward and have it 

judged for your advancement in the NMRA Achievement Program. X
Return to Bill of Lading

John Paganoni grew up never out of sight of the Central Vermont Railway
in the days of steam. He lived in Montville, Connecticut where there was a
lot of activity for the paper mills and fabric mills in the late 1940’s to mid-
1950’s. A lifetime objective was to try to capture the CV in those days of
steam in HO scale; and John was fortunate enough to gather enough
historical information to draft scale drawings of all the major CV facilities
between New London, Connecticut, and Montville. He is in the process of
building a very compressed layout to feature the main interest items that
recall the CV’s “Golden Years.”
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CV 400 looks right at home passing the Montville station. 
John scratchbuilt both the passenger and freight stations 
and displays them on a diorama while he builds his layout.
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A Quick Refresh for Faded Ballast
by Brian W. Sheron, MMR

I started my Long Island Rail Road layout in October of 1988. I can’t remember exactly, but 
probably within two years I had the benchwork built, and the mainline track laid and ballasted. The
ballast I used was primarily Woodland Scenics medium cinders on the mainline, and fine cinders in 
the freight yards. Both ballasts are very dark gray to black in color.

Over the years, I have modified the tracks in some places, adding or modifying sidings or run-
arounds, or just replaced a section of track that was causing some derailments, and these sections 
got new ballast. However, since my layout is approaching 30 years old, the ballast in many spots 
has been down for almost that long. While it has held up remarkably well, it has lightened up in 
color considerably, to a medium to light gray color. I imagine this is probably a result of normal 
fading, and also dust that has permanently adhered to the ballast, since brushing and vacuuming 
doesn’t seem to have an effect on it.

So, how can I restore the ballast to its original dark gray/black color quickly and cheaply?
The solution is simple: paint it! Well, actually, it is more like dying it. My approach was to use 

flat black latex paint, and thin it to about 1
part paint to 5-6 parts water. The exact
mixture ratio is not critical. The paint just
has to be thinned so that it goes on as a
wash, rather than as a solid color paint. A
little experimentation on a small section of
ballast will help determine the appropriate
level of dilution for the specific paint you
are using. I also imagine one could use an
oil-base black paint thinned with paint
thinner, or perhaps India ink thinned with
alcohol.

I mixed the paint and water and put it in
an old spray cleaner bottle. I then simply
sprayed it on the ballast. As soon as I
finished spraying the ballast, I took a paper
towel and wiped down the railheads. I
found that it is best to wipe one rail at a
time, rather than two rails at a time,
because the paper towel picks up the
moisture as it is wiped over the railheads
and when wiping down two rails at a time,
the paper towel will start to fall apart
every time it snags a piece of ballast, rail
spike, etc. leaving bits of paper towel
sticking to the ballast, ties, and rail.

Figure B shows what my ballast looked
like before I sprayed it with the diluted
black latex paint, and C shows the same ballast that has been treated with the spray of dilute 
black latex paint.

I would imagine this technique would work equally well with other colors of ballast. X
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Planning to Dispose of a Model Railroad
by Marshall Abrams

I’m updating a Potomac Division Special Report on Estate Planning for Model Railroaders. At 
this time, I’m looking for examples of instructions to an executor on disposing of the model 
railroad. If you have written such instructions, or are willing to write them now, please share them 
with me by emailing abrams_railroad@comcast.net.

We’ll assume that you’ve considered all of the following important components (which are 
covered in detail in the report), but you don’t have to include them explicitly in the instructions. 
For the purposes of this article, think about your model railroad assets as falling into one of two 
groups:

●  The layout 

 Typically built to fill the available space

 May be physically attached to walls and floors

● Detachable items, also called “the collection,” includes anything that is removable from the 
layout in good condition, along with other railroad-related items.

 Locomotives/Engines

 Rolling Stock (Railroad Cars)

 Buildings

 Scenery (Trees, Telephone Poles, Lights, etc.)

 Track (if not physically part of the layout)

 Electrical/Electronic Components (Turnouts, Wire, Command Stations, etc.)

 Books

 Photos/Framed Prints

 Miscellaneous Items (Hats, Belt Buckles, Lanterns, etc.) 

Although a great deal of skill and effort went into constructing the layout, it often has negative 
residual value. That is, a considerable effort is required to cut the layout into manageable sized 
scrap, remove it, and dispose of it. Restoration of the space is often required. The layout is not 
discussed further in this article.

Alternatives for disposal all or part of the collection include:

● Businesses that will buy the entire collection for a negotiated amount or auction the 
collection; 

● An auction or fixed-price sale; or

● Donation of the collection to a 501(c)3 tax-deductible organization (e.g,. NMRA, Scouts, 
local model railroad club, museum, or library). However, a decreasing number of 
organizations are willing to accept donations.

The model railroader may have priorities for disposal:

● Preservation of a collection (i.e., keep it all together);
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● Donation of some or all of the collection to a modeler’s friends, or to a modeler who is just 
getting started; or

● Sale of the collection, having evaluated the tradeoff of time and effort versus money. The 
estate will get less money if the collection is sold in a hurry. Maximizing return will take 
time and effort (e.g., schlepping the collection to a convention or show).

What Do You Have? and What Is It Worth?
The first question has to be, “What do you have?” You must have an inventory, augmented by a 

set of photographs. While making the inventory, determine “What is it worth?” In most cases, the 
answer is “less than anticipated.” A good way to temper expectations is to think of the model 
railroad as used toys. Enthusiastic model railroaders may overestimate the cash value of their 
collections. The executor may assign inflated values, perhaps based on the model railroader’s 
enthusiasm. The inventory can be a list, Excel spreadsheet, database, or dedicated-purpose 
program. The inventory will also be useful during the model railroader’s lifetime to support a 
decision concerning insurance. See the Special Report Insurance for Your Model Railroad.

The value of used model railroad equipment (engines, structures, cars, etc.) is primarily 
determined by supply and demand. The marketplace determines value. It will take organized effort
to determine selling prices. The advent of Internet markets, such as eBay, have provided a way to 
estimate the market value of a collection. Purchase price factors in, but may not be the 
dominating factor.

You should be very honest with your spouse or family about what your collection is. If you don't 
care if anyone else is likely to care about this part of your life in the future, let that be known. 
There is no point in saddling someone with an emotional bond to a collection that your enjoyed 
while you were alive, but didn't care one way or another about whether it were preserved in the 
future. On the other hand, you may have spent $100,000 over the years, and you may not have 
wanted to reveal that to your family. You may be embarrassed while you are still alive to admit 
that the $100,000 can't be retrieved, but you may have salted away a real gem or two that will go 
a long way to recovering some of that investment. 

Written Instructions―a Will or Instructions for Executor “To Be Opened 
After Death”

A letter of instruction can simplify both the legal and personal aspects of settling your estate. 
While this letter has no real legal authority, it can put all of the important information that your 
executor needs in one convenient location. It also gives you a golden opportunity to relay any last 
wishes.  This article discusses general cases; it is not legal advice. Discuss your model railroad with 
your lawyer when working on wills and related documents.

Let’s assume you have a separate letter of instruction just for the model railroad executor. This 
separate executor could be one of your hobby friends or other “subject matter expert” (SME). 
Instructions can include model railroad items that have little or no monetary value. Include a list of
the items along with pictures to help identification, and desired recipients. If you model a 
prototype railroad, preparing a contact list of others who model that same prototype could be very
useful. The executor’s compensation should also be specified. The instructions might allow certain 
people to have first shot at purchasing your collection (i.e., right of first refusal). 

SUMMER 2018 PAGE 19

POTOMAC FLYER — NEWSLETTER OF THE POTOMAC DIVISION, MID-EASTERN REGION,
 NATIONAL MODEL RAILROAD ASSOCIATION

http://potomac-nmra.org/Special_Interest_Reports/Insurance.pdf


‘

Example
So far, this article has been a bit abstract. Let’s make it more tangible by creating an example 

letter of instructions. This is probably not a “good” example nor a “bad” example. It is presented 
to stimulate thinking.

1. I appoint Joe to be the executor of my model railroad, located in the basement of my house 
at <address>. If Joe is unable or unwilling to serve as executor, I appoint Tom.

2. The model railroad shall be divided among the following groups of people:
a) Spouse, descendants, and other relatives;
b) Members of my operating group, “The Anachronistic Division”; and
c) Members of the Potomac Division of the National Model Railroad Association.

Members of each group may take as much as they want, following the method chosen by the 
executor. Components remaining after one group chooses shall be made available to the next group
to choose.

3. The executor shall choose the method to divide or allocate components of my model railroad
among groups a) and b):

a) E-divvy up. Give each person “points” and have them bid at a silent auction on 
the properties. This enables each person to try to get what they really want. For 
example, if you have an independent company list and appraise all personal 
property, give each heir the total number of points that corresponds to the dollar 
value of all tangibles. This way, each heir is on equal footing. 
b) Drawing lots. 
c) A silent auction, with one bid each person. User a rotational selection system. 
Example: Oldest picks first down to youngest. Then for round two youngest up to 
oldest.

4. A White Elephant Sale shall be conducted for Members of the Potomac Division. Cash 
proceeds will be donated to Potomac Division. The Executor shall establish:

a) Prices as some percentage of value;
b) Hourly limits on purchases by individuals; and
c) Decreasing prices to clear as many components as possible.

Please share such
instructions, questions, or
comments with me by emailing 
abrams_railroad@comcast.net. 
X
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Some Overlooked “Tools” To Start Your Layout
By Nicholas “Nick” Kalis

I recently met with a Potomac Division member who is working on his
layout and contemplating hosting an open house in 2020—the year for
which we are currently working on filling our layout tour schedule. True
to form, I gave him advice based on hard-won lessons I have learned in
getting a layout ready for an open house and a magazine cover (Narrow
Gauge Downunder, July 2018 issue). Seeing that he wrote down my list
and knowing that these items are relatively inexpensive. I thought I
would share it with you. And before I begin, please accept my apologies
for an article that has no photos of trains or benchwork. I promise you
though, reading this missive will provide dividends to you.

First, no layout can proceed without a dedicated kitchen trash
receptacle and a roll of trash bags. The process of building a layout—
especially in the early stages—is basically a trash creation process. There
is no way around it. If you are running to the other end or floor of your
house to dispose of your trash, you won’t get much work done on your
layout. If you swipe your spouse’s trash receptacle and bags from her
kitchen, you are a goner. So, don’t prolong your agony—get your own trash receptacle and bags.

Second, you won’t get anywhere building a layout with dirty hands and untended spills. Dirty 
hands have a way of ruining scenery and anything else they touch. I found my 
savior in Tub O’ Towels—also available at Home Depot, but you can probably 
find this or a similar product at any hardware store. I actually had two of these
at the same time—one at my layout and one at my painting station. My wife 
was painting backdrops, etc. If my memory serves me correctly, I actually went
through about five of these during the last stages of building my layout! 
Perhaps I am a dirty guy?

Third, get yourself a rolling cart or two. You
don’t want your benchwork to be your workbench.
Moreover, you want to be able to find your tools
and supplies when you need them. Half your
battle of building a layout is finding stuff that you

have misplaced. Harbor Freight sells the one shown for only $99.99.
This one is 16 inches by 30 inches, which is good for tight spaces, but

larger ones are available if you have the room. Did I
get a rolling cart? Well—yes and no. I tried to make
do with spare tables that my family had outgrown.
Did they work well? Absolutely not. One, they had
no wheels (self-evident), and two, they lacked the
lower shelf that makes rolling carts more efficient.
I also had a rolling computer stand that just did not do the trick. I guess my idea
of going to heaven would be—if were to start over again on another layout—to 
have two carts: one for scenery material, and a second for tools. Pamper 
yourself and get two!

Fourth, a tool box would help in keeping tools organized and convenient.
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comparison's sake)
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Depot
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Home Depot 
Plastic Tool Box 
with Metal Latches
and Removable 
Tool Tray
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Fifth, you will need # 11 X-ACTO® blades for precision model building. Buying
blades in a five-pack at a craft store is just too darn expensive; get yourself a
pack of one hundred #11 X-ACTO® blades—they are even available for sale in
500-packs. If you cannot find them locally, just order #11 blades on Amazon as I
did. Of course, you must have already an X-ACTO® knife, so no need to add that
to your list. And change your blades frequently! I know we are talking about
building a layout here, yes, but you will also need these blades for such uses as
scoring styrene backdrops or scoring insulating foam for your scenery. They have
dozens of more uses! You will need a clear tub with a cover for disposing of your many used blades.
You may also want a nice plastic box with an attached cover to store your blades. I have such a 
box, to which I glued a felt inside bottom to keep my blades quiet when carrying them. I don’t like 
the sound of blades scratching plastic.

Finally—and not to exaggerate too much—styrene is often the lifeblood of model railroaders. I 
cannot count how many conversations I have had with ostensibly knowledgeable model railroaders 
in our Potomac Division who, when they hear of my need for styrene, direct me to plastic 
wholesalers whose warehouses closed decades ago. Those long-gone styrene suppliers are not 
coming back! With forty-seven locations nationwide, Piedmont Plastics is the only source of sheet 
styrene that I have been able to find located within the Washington DC/Baltimore corridor. If you 
individually (or in league with your chums) need large sizes of styrene, Piedmont is the place to go.
If their location near Columbia, Maryland does not appeal to you, then it's off to Richmond, Virginia
for you.

Piedmont sells styrene to the general walk-in public in four feet by eight feet sheets in quite a 
variety of thicknesses that model railroaders require. They even sell a four-foot by ten-foot styrene
sheet, but in only one thickness (call them to check whether it fits your needs). Piedmont will cut a
sheet, but they need at least a day’s notice. Be aware you should enter through Piedmont’s alley 
entrance and that their rear door might be easy to miss (no worries, just telephone them). Also 
note that Piedmont closes for one hour at lunch time. If you don’t need such a large quantity of 
styrene, recall you can split a sheet with a few friends. These sheets are great for modeling large 
industries (even if they are just shallow depth structures) without splicing, and could be the 
answer to your backdrop needs.

I have no affiliation with Piedmont (other than gratitude that I have a ready supply of styrene 
because of them). Piedmont also sells some gatorboard-type products in various thicknesses that 
model railroaders find useful—so you might leave with more than just styrene. To give you an idea 
of prices, I just bought a four foot by eight-foot sheet of 0.118 inch thickness (I believe they call 
this 1/8th inch) for $62.65 (which included sales tax, my receipt did not break it out). The location 
I use is Piedmont Plastics, 7045 Troy Hill Drive, Suite 450, Elkridge, Maryland 21075 
www.piedmontplastics.com.  [Ed: See “Sheet Styrene Backdrops” in this issue for another source.]

Hoping to see your layout on our 2020 tour! X

Nick Kalis writes: “My love of model trains came from seeing them on 
television. That led to the proverbial Lionel set under the Christmas Tree at about
the age of eight or nine. My adult layout experience has been a never-completed 
HO Sunnyside Yard, then on to the Lower Montauk Branch LIRR featured on the 
cover of RMC. This summer, my current Oahu Sugar Company in Fn3 will grace the
cover of Narrow Gauge Downunder and be the feature story of that issue.”
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Producing the Flyer
by Marshall Abrams

At the Division Membership Meeting in March, I was asked to write an article describing what goes 
into producing an issue of the Potomac Flyer. I had been asking for help, and members rightfully 
wanted to know what was involved.

Authors and Editing
I’m fortunate that some Potomac Division members like to write. I receive a lot of articles 

spontaneously. The subject matter is diverse, but so are the members’ interests. Articles have to 
have some relationship to model railroading, which I interpret very broadly. Look at the contents of
multiple issues, and you’ll appreciate the diversity.

In addition to the official columns from the Superintendent and AP Coordinator, there are a few 
regular columns, such as “What’s in that Name?” and “Mark Me Up.” “Ancient Modeler” had a good 
run. I’m unsure if “We Want You to Meet” will continue. I’d love to receive a proposal for new 
columns.

Some people write better than others. I review all of the articles that are submitted, and I make
suggested editorial changes that I feel are necessary. I try to work with those who might be 
embarrassed if their article was published as submitted. Most contributors are appreciative and 
responsive to my suggestions. Also, I don’t try to achieve a consistent writing style throughout the 
Flyer. I recognize that there are opposing trends in writing styles, such as active vs. passive voice, 
writing in first or third person, and target grade level. While I’m not a professional editor, having 
written technical reports for much of my career, I have a feel for organization and structure. I was 
fortunate to take a high school course on newspaper writing that used the New York Times Style 
Manual as a textbook. My spelling is atrocious! At the present time, there is someone who 
proofreads the almost-final draft.

Inventory
I use a spreadsheet to keep track of the status of articles submitted. I must admit that my 

efforts are less than perfect. I spend too much time trying to figure out if an article has been 
published. I’m going to try adding a column to the spreadsheet to enter the issue in which an 
article is published. Currently I (am supposed to) delete the article from the spreadsheet when it 
gets published. I’m going to change my procedure by adding a column to the spreadsheet in which 
I’ll enter the issue in which the article was published.

Production Considerations
When I took on the position of editor in 2013, I inherited a very nice modern layout. My 

predecessor, Marty McGuirk, had once worked for Model Railroader Magazine, and it showed. I 
decided to keep his design as much as possible.

Marty used a professional publishing package on the Mac. I was a PC user with extensive 
experience writing reports, most recently using MS Word. I looked into available products, 
especially MS Publisher, but decided to stick with Word. The main advantage I saw in Publisher was 
the ability to continue a story further back in the issue and have text flow seamlessly between this 
segments. Since I’d never seen a story “continued” in the Flyer, this capability didn’t interest me 
very much.

I looked at the type fonts that Marty had used and the ones that were available to me. I chose 
Trebuchet MS as my main body font.
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Producing a cover with an almost full page picture was challenging. I finally decided to use Word
to produce the cover as a separate file. Fortunately, I have Adobe Acrobat, which I use to append 
the PDF body to the PDF cover. I should also note that Acrobat produces the smallest PDF file of any
product that I could find. I tried to produce the cover without any margins, just like commercial 
magazines, but this was a problem for some printers. I hadn’t anticipated that some members 
would print their issues instead of reading them online. So, I added margins to the text on the 
cover, but tried to print pictures to the edge.

Since the Flyer is published online, I don’t have any page limits. Nor do I have any minimum 
size.

In 2018 I switched to using Libre Office Writer instead of MS Word to produce the Flyer. Word 
behaved erratically when I tried to insert large pictures in a manuscript that was over 20 pages. 
Libre Office has better tools for handling images. The experience has been less frustrating and the 
learning curve not very steep.

I start assembling an issue about a month before publication, aiming to send a proof copy to 
reviewers about a week before publication. I use all the authors and Board members as reviewers. 
One person is a super reviewer, being expert in grammar, spelling, and punctuation. He uses 
tracked changes, which makes it easy for me to review his markup, after which I look at the other 
reviews. After making all corrections, I consider changing the order of articles to reduce white 
space. Some time ago, the Board decided to include business cards from within the Potomac 
Division and nearby at no charge, so I insert some of these to fill white space. Finally, I use 
institutional ads from NMRA Magazine to fill remaining white space. I keep a record of which 
displays I’ve included to maintain a balance.

Going Forward
Since the Division Membership Meeting in March, several members have volunteered to assist 

with the Flyer, so I formed an editorial team committee. We plan to split the tasks starting with 
the Winter 2019 edition, and to rotate these tasks among the team members. Contact me at 
potomac-flyer@potomac-nmra.org     if you’d like to join. X

 Marshall Abrams' first train was an American Flyer set that he operated until his 
teen years. His first adult exposure to model railroading came when he was invited 
to a group that operated the Central Potomac Union (CPU) railroad. Most of the crew
worked nearby at IBM Federal Systems Division. When the CPU ceased operations, 
Marshall decided to build his first Abrams Railroad Empire (ARE) layout to host 
operations. That layout lasted about 25 years. Operations were guided by car cards 
from a panel at the edge of the 5' x 13' layout. Feeling the need for more space, 

Marshall asserted that when the kids grew up and left home, he was taking over the game room. 
When that eventually happened, Marshall designed the second ARE using Cadrail. The layout was 
built exactly as designed and is still in operation. Marshall is part of a round-robin group, the 
Anachronistic Region, that has been operating for about 43 years.Marshall has served the Potomac 
Division in one position or another since 2003. He is currently Senior Assistant Superintendent and 
Editor of the Potomac Flyer. His biggest joys in model railroading are all the nice people he has 
met, who he never would have met in his other activities. Marshall is Founder of the Annual 
Computer Security Applications Conference, where he still holds the position of Treasurer.

SUMMER 2018 PAGE 24

POTOMAC FLYER — NEWSLETTER OF THE POTOMAC DIVISION, MID-EASTERN REGION,
 NATIONAL MODEL RAILROAD ASSOCIATION

mailto:potomac-flyer@potomac-nmra.org


‘

Celebrating 86 Years of Model Railroading at the 
Baltimore Society of Model Engineers

by Brian W. Sheron, MMR

On Sunday, March 25th, 2018, Ed Rosado and I took a drive to downtown Baltimore to visit the 
Baltimore Society of Model Engineers’ (BSME) train layouts. However, the occasion was not just 
their normal monthly open house on the second Sunday of the month. The event was their 86th 
anniversary!

Before I retired, I used to work with Nick Costanzi, who is currently the club’s Vice President. 
Nick has invited me to join in the celebration, and I said that not only would I be there, but Ed 
Rosado, one of our Division Board members, also wanted to see the club layouts.

Located at 225 Saratoga Street in downtown Baltimore, it has been at this location since 1952. 
I’m guessing that because it was a Sunday, Ed and I got lucky and found a parking spot on the street
almost right in front of the entrance. I was later informed that parking on Saratoga Street is not 
only free on Sunday, but after 1:00 PM, one can almost always find a spot. Getting to the club’s 
layout requires climbing two flights of stairs to the third floor.
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A view of the HO scale side of the layout room 
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I had visited the BSME layouts a few times before. When we arrived on the third floor, we were 
warmly greeted by the members, who were busy running trains and in continuous communication 
to ensure no unexpected meets!

The BSME has two layouts in a large room. On one side of the room is an HO scale layout B, and
on the other side is an O scale layout C. Both are of equal size, which is about 12’ x 65’.

As I mentioned, the club moved to its current location in 1952, and in those days, there was no 
such thing as nickel silver rail or DCC. Over the years, the club has been replacing the old brass 
track with nickel silver rail, and has now converted both layouts to DCC.

The club is constantly upgrading the layouts, and I saw a lot of new scenes I had not seen 
before. At about 2:30 PM, we joined the club members in their lounge area for some snacks and a 
short celebration of 86 great years of operation.

If you have not seen the BSME layouts, I would strongly urge you to take a ride up to Baltimore 
one second Sunday of the month (except for May) and see their magnificent layouts. Their web site
is http://www.modelengineers.com/home.html.

Below is an interesting history of one of the oldest model railroad clubs in the country.
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Ed Rosado admiring the O scale side of the layout room 
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HISTORY OF THE BALTIMORE SOCIETY OF MODEL ENGINEERS
In the early spring of 1932 some 13 modelers met in the home of George Nixon in answer to an 

advertisement appearing in the January 1932 issue of Model Maker magazine. The purpose of the 
meeting was to form a club dedicated to scale model railroading, and on March 4th, 1932, the 
Baltimore Society of Model Engineers—the oldest exclusively railroad modeling club in the United 
States, and the third oldest modeling society in the world—was born.

Construction of the first “permanent” BSME layout was begun a year after the club was formed, 
in a leased space at 1613 N. Chester Street. This first layout was outside third rail “O” scale. By 
1937 the original layout had become too small to accommodate the growing membership or the 
growing number of locomotives, cars, and other equipment being produced by the members. The 
space at Chester Street was enlarged, and the layout was more than doubled in size by adding 
additional right-of way, yards, and an engine terminal. The first open house was in held December 
1938—the beginning of an annual BSME holiday tradition.

In March of 1944, the club merged with an HO club; and in May, the BSME moved to a new space 
on Greenmount Avenue—a space large enough to accommodate two layouts. Although the BSME’s 
residence at Greenmount was a brief three years, the layouts were operating for the December 
1944 holiday season. The then-Governor of Maryland (Herbert R. O’Connor) presided over a 
“Golden Spike” ceremony celebrating the completion of the layouts and the opening of the BSME 
open house season.

In 1947, the BSME was on the move once again—this time to the basement of the Post Office 
building on North Ave., where it operated for the next 5 years. But too little space, and the 
inability to open doors to the public, necessitated another move to the Society's current home on 
Saratoga St., where it has been since November 1952.

The BSME has two layouts at our Saratoga Street location: The O scale Allegheny Northern, and 
the HO scale Chesapeake and Western. These are the largest permanent display model railroad 
layouts in the mid-Atlantic region, with 2500 square feet of steam and diesel, freight and passenger
trains, as well as trolleys and interurbans running from the overhead wire.

The BSME is always interested in welcoming new members, regardless of modeling skills. The 
club’s activities inclue
helping beginning
members to become
skilled in all aspects of
the hobby. We also have
plenty to keep the
experienced hobbyist
interested and
challenged. If you are
interested in joining our
historic organization,
check out the
membership page for all
the details.

The BSME is open to
the public during the
Holiday Season, and the
second Sunday of every
month, except May. X
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Detailing Using Unusual Products 
by Nick Kalis

Ivy
My friend Gary Eames, a fan of Silfor

products, recently nudged me to buy this
unique scale English ivy foliage, which
contains the palmate five-lobed leaf structure
of the real plant. Packed with an instruction
sheet (three drawings), it sells for about $8
per packet. I used up a whole package on
three 1:20.3 scale (also known as Fn3)
telephone poles I just installed on my Oahu
Sugar Company layout. I used clear glue to
attach my vines to the base of each scratch-
built wooden telephone pole. I let the glue
dry, then I drilled a hole in my foam-and-wood
base and added the three poles to my gulch
scene—where telephone lines run parallel to
my scratchbuilt trestle. Silfor’s vines tell a
story: this is a tropical locale where vines can
grow overnight. Vines also add a level of
detail modelers often fail to include in a
scene.

Before I added wooden telephone poles to
my trestle scene, I sensed something was
missing. Adding telephone poles (which photos
tell us were there) brought my scene to life
while performing two visual tricks. First, the
poles direct the eye up-and-down instead of
simply right-to-left; my layout thus seems
bigger because this slows down our visual experience. The second benefit of telephone poles is to 
interrupt our view of trains moving across my modeled trestle, again making this scene—and hence 
the layout—appear larger. Where modeled vines come in is to direct even greater attention to 
these poles and to suggest the modeler has put enormous effort into his model—when, in reality, 
modeled vines only required opening the package, tearing the mat into pieces, and then gluing it in
place.

Silfor’s product is more economical and easier to use than some laser-cut paper vines I recently 
installed on my layout. Though those laser-cut paper vines were made of green paper, they 
required painting to make them look realistic. Laser-cut vines also require tedious cutting with an 
X-Acto knife equipped with a fresh blade. For larger scales, brass vines (on frets) are also 
available, thanks to the military modeling community that uses them on dioramas. Silfor’s vines 
surely beat etched brass vines as well, because brass vines must be primed, painted (in more than 
one shade of green for a realistic look), and then cut from the fret—for most of us, too much work.
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Ivy on telephone pole and DioDump bamboo stems
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Photos of Hawaii’s Oahu Sugar Company reveal that vines 
even clung to transmission wires. I would recommend this 
product to anyone modeling areas where sun and rain 
produce the right climate for creeping vines. Don’t worry 
about Silfor’s marked scale—my guess is the vines can be 
used with HO, S, O, and even G scales. While Silfor describes
its product as ivy, we adherents of Allen McClelland’s “good 
enough” school of modeling can probably consider miniature
936-32S a fine substitute for any creeping vine. I bought 
mine from www.scenicexpress.com while they were 
exhibiting at a recent Train Collectors Association (TCA) 
meet in York, Pennsylvania; if you are bit doubtful, wait to 
visit Scenic Express’s booth at a future show and see for 
yourself. I will buy another pack or two of this German-
made product and put some on additional poles and 
transmission wires I intend to model.

Pigeons
On the internet, I learned that the island of Oahu did have pigeons during the timeframe I model

(1944), so I had to have a few on my layout. Once again, Preiser has hit it out of the ballpark. I 
recently received Preiser 47084 Elastoline Pigeons in my mail for my Oahu Sugar Company layout. 
Preiser’s pigeons come painted, and what an exquisite paint job it is. In other scales, pigeons may 
come unpainted, so a bit more work would be entailed. My only regret is that there are only six 
models in Preiser’s pack despite a hefty price of $25.49 (before shipping and handling). Their 1:25 
scale was “good enough” for my indoor 1:20.3 layout (a little flexibility in scale goes a long way in 
our hobby). This product is a bit hard to find; I found my package at Trainz (an auction house).

My modest layout could
absorb about 20 of these
very realistic creatures and
it would still not be over-
done. If you model in other
than Fn3 scale, keep on
reading, because model
pigeons can be found in
many other scales as well.
Perhaps this article will
inspire you to pick up a few packages of pigeon models and install them. Don’t leave them on your 
shelf gathering dust. Remember, placing some details such as pigeons as foreground models in your 
layout gives your visitors the impression your entire layout is richly detailed.

I went through the following steps to install my pigeons: I trimmed the green bases off these 
Preiser pigeons using an X-Acto® # 11 blade in those cases where I was installing them on a non-
green surface. I applied ACC to their bases to install them. I used a Prismacolor Premier Dark Brown
PB-88 marker I had on hand to color the base where white plastic is exposed and a green base 
remained.

I placed two Preiser pigeons on my engine house’s corrugated iron roof (one on each side of its 
peak), one on my water tower, one on a telephone pole, and two on my trestle bridge.

If you model indoors in one of the larger scales and want these for your layout, try ordering this 
hard-to-find item at www.trainz.com.
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Preiser 47084 Elastoline Pigeons

O-Scale English Ivy 936-32S 
contains 1 strip measuring 5.75" x
1.75" of dark green ivy foliage

http://www.trainz.com/
http://www.scenicexpress.com/
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Bamboo 
Once my Fn3 Oahu Sugar Company had taken shape, I realized that the DioDump bamboo stems 

DD016 I had used with the ivy-covered telephone poles—intended for use with from 1:48 to 1:35 
scale models—were too short for my use except as a reduced scale (forced perspective) “tool.” As I
needed full size (1:20.3) bamboo models for foreground scenes (and incidentally as view blocks), I 
turned elsewhere.

Luckily, I found in my office recycling bin a large bundle of clean kabob skewers. Such skewers 
should be easily found at the local grocery store. What type of wood these skewers are made of is a
mystery—the packaging in which they were sold was missing. That does not trouble me. I thus took 
these twelve-inch long pointed skewers home and experimented.

First, I used Tamiya X-20A Thinner (250ml) to dilute some
Tamiya XF-70 Dark Green 2 (IJN) acrylic paint. Readers
should be able to make do with other brands of green paint
and thinner they have on hand. The thorniest part of this
project is to assure that the paint is well thinned—almost a
wash—so the skewers’ grain shows through nicely. (Yes, I
know real bamboo lacks a wood grain or bark—but some
irregular surface texture in these models is useful.) I then
started to paint my skewers each with an old paint brush,
purposely not covering them thoroughly, as I wanted a
mottled green/tan appearance to replicate my prototype. In
my elation, even before my skewers had dried completely, I
proceeded to mark with a black chisel tip Sharpie Permanent
Marker the multiple rings found on real bamboo. Keep your
rings as thin as possible. Then all that was required was to
let my model stems dry for about one hour. Installation went
quickly, as my skewers’ pointed tips meant I could skip

drilling holes or using an awl to punch holes 
in my baseboard foam prior to installation. 
To install them on my layout, I simply 
pressed my model stems into my layout’s 2-
inch thick foam baseboard, and—voilá—a 
patch of bamboo.

This technique can easily be tailored to 
other scales. Warning: handle kabob 
skewers with care; they are sharp. This was 
a fun and easy project; as proof, my seven-
year-old stepson Alexander helped draw the 
rings on many of my skewers. X
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Confessions of a Model Railroad Writer
by Alex Belida

I’ve always loved model railroading. But I wasn’t able to actually start building my own real 
layout until last year. That’s because I was a busy journalist who spent more than 20 years living 
overseas, taking my family along but leaving behind the unbuilt kits I bought anyway as I kept the 
dream alive.

That dream, formulated back when I was a teenager, was of a turn-of-the-century operation 
called the Eureka and South Pass Railroad. Where the inspiration came from, I no longer remember.
I had no ties to the West, hadn’t traveled past the Mississippi in my youth, and had seen just a few 
TV shows like “Wagon Train.”

So it seemed only natural that when I did start creating the HO scale E&SP, I had to draw on my 
writing skills to create a history to go along with the layout. I recommend this heartily, especially if
yours is a fictional line. But even prototype modelers can benefit from creating a written history of
the railroad or segment they are mimicking.

I’m not talking about anything book length, no. I’m suggesting a two- or three-page summary at 
most of the highlights of the founding of the line, the route modeled, and the towns and industries 
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along the way. You can print it out and give it to visitors to read, much like a guide you pick up at a
museum.

In my case, I had only my imagination to draw on—
and the layout itself along with some of those old
kits that had been languishing in storage.

There were, for example, the Campbell Scale
Models’“Idaho Springs Mine” and the Keystone
Locomotives’ “Danby Sawmill,” the first two major
businesses serviced by the E&SP. A more recent
purchase was the “Oakwood Shipping and Storage”
kit from Bar Mills Scale Model Works.

I picked one of my sons, Brian, as the intrepid
explorer who discovered the rich mining grounds in
Nevada that led to the construction of the Campbell
mine, which was dubbed the “Parker’s Peak Mining
Company” (Parker being my first grandson). Brian
also became the founder of the town of Eureka.

My other son, Adam, joined his brother in Eureka and built up the business known as “Adam’s 
Express” for shipping ore and hauling mining supplies.

As for the sawmill, that became the centerpiece of the “Lincoln Lumber Company,” established 
in my fictional history by my daughter and her boyfriend. Katherine, in real life a teacher, also 
established Eureka’s first school.

One of the pieces of rolling stock on the layout is a
cattle car with a lonely steer looking longingly out of
the open sliding door. It is lettered for the mythical
“Reber Cows and Steers” firm, a tribute to my wife’s
family and her late father, Norman Reber, who in real
life was editor of the Pennsylvania Farmer magazine.

My wife, like me, is a retired journalist. We’ve
taken up residence in Eureka as the proprietors of the
Eureka Gazette, “the best darn little newspaper in
the West!”

I was blessed to have access to a stockpile of old
Reber family photos that I have used to illustrate my
history, which is an important part of the WordPress
site where I have been documenting the building of
the Eureka and South Pass Railroad.

You are cordially welcome to visit the site and read the history, including article excerpts that 
appeared in the Eureka Gazette. The site is: https://esprrblog.wordpress.com

Put the word “history” in the Search box below the large introductory photo of my Lincoln 
Lumber Company Shay if you want to jump straight to those fictional entries and photos.

And then start writing yourself! X

Alex Belida is a retired foreign correspondent and news executive who worked for 
the Voice of America. Besides living in Europe and Africa, he travelled extensively in 
the U.S. and abroad while covering the White House and the Pentagon. He and his 
wife live in Rockville. For the moment, his E&SP is in a second floor 10x12 bedroom 
once occupied by son Brian, founding father of Eureka.
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The June 2018 issue of Model Railroader featured three articles relating to backdrops:
 Kitbashing photo backdrops by Tony Koester 
 5 tips for blending backgrounds by Paul Dolkos 
 Aluminum trim coil backdrops by Lance Mindheim 

This article adds Sheet Styrene.

Sheet Styrene Backdrops
by Todd Hermann

I’m using 4’x8’ sheets of .060 styrene to create the
backdrops for my Lehigh & New England Railroad
Catasauqua Branch layout. This is the second layout I’ve
built using styrene backdrops and I’ve found them to be
very easy to work with, good-looking, and extremely
durable.

Working with sheet styrene: As modelers we work with
styrene all the time, albeit on a smaller scale, but the
same basic techniques apply when using large sheets for
backdrops. Cutting .060 styrene sheet is a snap – literally.
After measuring, I score the cut lines with a utility knife.
Gently bending along the cut line snaps the pieces apart.
It’s an easy process and there’s none of the mess that
come with using hardboard or drywall products.

After cutting each piece to the correct height, I splice
the 8-foot long sections together with 12-16” wide splice
plates made from scrap .060 styrene using contact cement. Choosing a low-VOC cement is a good 
idea to minimize fumes. I usually don’t join more than 2 sheets together at a time. Anything longer
than that is a lot to manage when positioning it on the layout. Fortunately, after the cement has 
cured, you can roll it up, lift it onto the benchwork and then attach it.
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For this section, the east staging yard of 
the railroad, the backdrop will not reach 
the ceiling and will be attached to the 
vertical supports at the back of the 
benchwork.

Three eight foot-long sections of
.060 styrene and splice plates 
have been cut to the correct 
profile for a new section of the 
layout and sit ready to be joined
and installed. 

Same area, with the backdrop clamped in 
place.
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Mounting the backdrop sections on the layout is usually a two-person job—or one person with a 
lot of clamps! Another of sheet styrene’s prime advantages is that it doesn’t dent, and can bend to 
create instantly coved corners around the tightest radii. Its inherent flexibility does mean that it 
requires solid support when mounted on a layout. My approach has varied, depending on where it’s 
mounted. My basement features cement block walls and I wasn’t interested in putting a lot of holes
in them, so the backdrops are either mounted on 1x2 or 2x2 vertical supports attached to rear of 
my freestanding benchwork (every 2 feet or so), or they are hung from 1x3 wood trim boards that 
are mounted around the walls along the ceiling and attached very securely to the ceiling joists. 
Sometimes I’ve combined these two methods for maximum support. A pneumatic brad-nailer makes
quick work of attaching the sheets to the supports. Once the backdrop in painted, the brads are 
virtually invisible and usually need no patching. Traditional hardboard nails and staples are 
alternatives that I’ve used as well.  As much as possible, I try to place the fasteners at the top and 
bottom and leave the main areas of backdrop clean and clear of holes. In a few areas—most 
recently on the staging yard extension that I’m currently building—I’ve used construction adhesive 
to attach the styrene backdrop to the vertical wood supports. Loctite and Liquid Nails make 
products that work well for joining plastic to wood. Gluing the backdrop can make it tough to 
remove if you need to re-position it or want to re-use it later, however, so I minimize the use of 
glue.

Seams: If you take your time and make careful joints, the seams between each sheet are quite 
small. This is especially true if you always join the factory-finished ends together. I’ve used various 
materials to fill the seams over the years, but vinyl-based spackle is cheap and effective. Most 
recently I’ve used DAP “Fast & Final” with good results. I don’t patch the seams until after the 
backdrop is hung on the layout to minimize any flexing and cracking at the joints. After minimal 
sanding, the result is a seamless backdrop with naturally coved corners that can extend the sky up 
to four feet high. Since I wanted to completely cover my cement block basement walls and I’m not 
using a valence, that “big sky” option is part of what drew me to this type of backdrop.

Painting: No surprises here. I like to give the whole 
surface a light sanding by hand with 150 grit paper to 
create tooth before painting with the standard latex 
interior house paint colors of your choice.
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Same area with the backdrop added.

A "before" view prior to backdrop 
installation on the west end of the 
railroad several years ago.  Completely 
covering the cinder block walls and other 
basement ugliness was the goal, and 
styrene offered the necessary height and 
flexibility to make it happen. Note the 
rolled up backdrop from a previous layout 
in the foreground. It was reused in this 
area.
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Durability:  As we all know, styrene is pretty tough stuff. It is virtually immune to moisture and 
humidity, which—in our part of the world—is a nice feature. That toughness lends itself to re-
usability—another big advantage. I was able to reuse virtually all the styrene backdrops from my 
previous layout on my current one. My old backdrops were removed as long sheets and sat rolled up
in my basement for almost 10 years while I was between layouts. When I ready to redeploy them, I 
simply unrolled them, cut them as needed to fit my new space, and tacked them into place. 
Instant sky!  Ultimately, I chose to repaint them to freshen their appearance and match the new 
sections I was adding, but even after being rolled up for years, none of the original sky blue paint 
was lost. The original contact cement joints between the sheets also held firm throughout.

Sourcing materials: The downside to sheet styrene can be cost and accessibility. The last time I 
bought 4’x8’ .060 sheets, in December 2015,they were $27 per sheet. Obviously, this is not your 
cheapest backdrop option, but for me, the aforementioned advantages make styrene worth the 
cost. Plus, the leftovers mean I have a lifetime supply of styrene for other projects.

So where do you get it? Wholesale plastics distributors generally carry 4x8 sheets of styrene in a 
range of thicknesses, and most sell to the public. Ordering it online is not recommended, since the 
shipping can cost more than the styrene itself. Picking it up locally is the way to go. If you can’t 
find a local option, ask a nearby sign-making company for their materials supplier. That approach 
led me to the Harbor Sales Company (www.harborsales.net) located in Sudlersville on Maryland’s 
Eastern Shore. This is not particularly close to where I live, but I was pleasantly surprised to find 
that they offered me free delivery since their trucks already make weekly runs to commercial 
customers near my home in Northern Virginia. They dropped my order off on my front porch two 
days later, no charge. I’m not sure if free delivery applies throughout our area, but it is worth 
investigating! [Ed: See “Some Overlooked ‘Tools’” in this issue for another source.]

While sheet styrene might represent a higher initial investment, its ease of use, flexibility, and 
re-usability made it a good choice for me. X

Todd Hermann’s interest in model railroading developed at an early age 
thanks to his grandfathers.  One collected HO, the other O scale. During his 
time working for a hobby shop in his native Lancaster, Pennsylvania as a 
teenager the hobby really took hold and never let go. In those years, he 
developed interests in rail-fanning, prototype modeling, and the fallen flag 
railroads of the Lehigh River Valley. His current HO scale layout is set in the 
summer of 1956 and depicts the Lehigh & New England Railroad's branch to 
the town of Catasauqua, PA. The branch featured interchanges with the 
Jersey Central, Reading, Lehigh Valley, and the cement-hauling short line, the
Ironton. When not working on the layout, Todd enjoys coaching little league, 
gardening, and canoeing.

We Want Your Photos!

Model railroading in a very visual hobby, and also a very personalized hobby. It is personalized in 
that we all model what we want to model, and what we want to model is almost always different 
from what others want to model. However, we learn a lot from what others do, and it is visual 
because we enjoy seeing not only the fruits of our own labors, but also the handiwork and modeling
skills of our fellow model railroaders. And what better way to share our modeling skills with others 
than to look at photos of our fellow model railroaders’ layouts? We can watch the progress of some 
layouts as they are being constructed, or we can see changes that were made to some layouts, or 
just look at pictures of folks operating trains on a layout and having fun.
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We want to create a new section in each issue of The Potomac Flyer with pictures of members’ 
layouts. The photos can show progress on the construction of your layout, just photos of your 
layout, or perhaps a photo of an operating session. It’s up to you. Just send your photos to 
Potomac-Flyer  @potomac-nmra.org  , and provide a caption that briefly explains what is in the 
photo. X

A visit to the Northern Virginia Model Railroaders, Inc. 
by Nicholas Kalis

On Saturday, April 14, 2018, our Potomac Division was granted exclusive visiting rights to the HO 
scale Western North Carolina Railroad, located at 231 Dominion Road NE, Vienna, Virginia 22180 
from 11:00 AM to 1:00 PM. The club remained open until 5:00 PM that date as part of its regular 
openings for the general public. The club has been located in the historic Vienna Railroad Station 
for some forty years. Their spiking ceremony was on February 11, 1978. The W&OD bicycle trail 
passes right outside their entrance. The club President is Sandy Robeck, who was there to greet us 
warmly and give tours. The club has about 100 members, of whom about 60 are active.

Potomac Division members enjoyed a tour underneath their layout and to some scenicked areas 
the public does not see. What was visible underneath their layout may be as impressive as the 
scenery above.

Many of our members have been to this layout before, but there is always something new to 
learn. First, the waiting room had been converted to a neat new museum. I learned for the first 
time that this layout had been designed by famed model railroader Captain Pliny Holt (1910—2010).
Indeed, their layout was built in Pliny’s garage and then moved to the station with no problems 
other than one section being six inches too long. Not one to rest on his laurels, noted N-scale 
modeler Pliny Holt even built the switch machines for this layout.

Located in the 20 by 50 foot W&OD baggage room, this layout is controlled by digital command 
control (DCC).
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NVMR layout's track plan shows Salisbury in the lower left corner and Asheville at the top. Take 
the virtual layout tour at http://www.nvmr.org/tour.html
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In real life, the Western North Carolina Railroad operated as a regional railroad running 138 
miles from Salisbury to Asheville in North Carolina. Trolley fans will be delighted to see the Blue 
Ridge Traction Power & Light Company in operation.

This layout was featured on the cover of the February 2016 Model Railroader. This club, more 
than 65 years old, has faced some obstacles. In March 2010, snow storms visited structural damage 
on the old railroad station they call home. NOVA Parks owns the building (but the club has a three-
way lease with NOVA Parks, The Town of Vienna, and the club itself). Luckily, NOVA Parks had 
budgeted some funds for the station and they were used to right the structural problems on a 
timely basis. The club moved back in during September 2010 and was operating again in May 2011. 
In the meantime, the club was fortunate that they were allowed to meet in the facilities of a local 
church. The months away from the station were used to tune up rolling stock and invite speakers to
address club members.

Dues are five dollars per month after a one-time twenty-dollar application fee. Tuesday evenings
from 7:00 PM onwards are meeting nights. NMRA members are invited to view their layout; talk 
model railroading; and receive a tour of their layout on those nights. For more information about 
the club visit www.nvmr.org, email srobeck@verizon.net, or call 703 938-5157. X

Return to Bill of Lading

Layout Tour Report: Bruce Greenberg's Bessley Railroad
by Gary Mason  Photos by the author

Confession: I’d become accustomed to the modest sound of an HO scale train running on track 
atop cork roadbed. So when I visited Bruce Greenberg’s Bessley Railroad during the Potomac 
Division’s May 5 layout tour, I was not prepared for the decidedly louder, unmistakable sound of its 
standard gauge equipment running on steel rails and clickety-clacking over the rail joints. The 
Bessley’s distinctive sound immediately brought to mind the O-27 Lionel train my father would set 
up around the base of our Christmas tree in the early 1960s. But the reminiscences didn’t stop 
there. The pale green of the massive arched span of Lionel’s pre-World War II tinplate Hellgate 
bridge, and the same color on the roof, windows, and cornices of the otherwise cream-colored 
passenger station, vividly brought back many iconic memories from my youth which—together with 
growing up in a small railroad town in northern California (on the Northwestern Pacific RR)—put me
on the path to becoming a model railroader.

Bruce’s Bessley Railroad has done what any good train layout of similar age should: it has 
continued to evolve and improve. It was originally constructed in the 1980s as an 8’ by 16’ 1:30 
scale (standard gauge) exhibition layout for Bruce and his wife Linda’s Maryland-based Greenberg’s 
Great Train and Toy Show (which continue to this day). After many miles and shows, and after 
exposing thousands of mostly North Easterners to model trains, the layout now comfortably resides 
with the Greenbergs in Alexandria, VA. By 2010, retired from the road, the layout had already come
to include three additional operating tracks (including street running traction). It also began 
increasing in detail—with additional structures, vehicles and other elements befitting its more 
sedentary habit. Along the way it also became host to a previously marketed motorized O scale 
truck that traverses its own “street.”

Beginning in 2013, in addition to being formally bestowed its road name, the Bessley left the 
realm of an “at grade” layout with the additions of first one, and then a second even-higher, 
elevated monorail. An elevated 0-27 scale trolley line was even erected as the layout evolved. 
Today’s Bessley has grown to boast a complement of ten operating lines—no simple feat within its 
comparatively modest footprint

Based on its inception as a marketing tool, the Bessley Railroad might be considered more 
correctly as a form of commercial art. This is something we don’t necessarily think about while 
visiting a layout. Such singular objects, if that can be correctly applied to Bruce’s layout, are 
aspects of commercial art history, and—aside from a few manufacturers’ collections of their own 
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products—generally go unappreciated at the public level. Private collectors are, in a sense, doing 
their own part in preserving individual specimens of model train items produced over the past 
century, and some of these collections can be visited. This is where Bruce and Linda occupy a 
distinct role, whether they fully realize it or not: that of documentarians of model railroading 
history.

In addition to their Greenberg’s Great Train and Toy Show, the couple operated Greenberg 
Publishing from 1975 until being bought out in the mid-1990s by Kalmbach Publishing (now 
Kalmbach Media), publisher of Model Railroader. During their tenure, Greenberg Publishing was a 
prolific publishing house. It issued more than 440 titles, from a range of authors (including Bruce 
himself) documenting prototype as well as toy and model trains in various scales, and a smattering 
of other subjects. The historical value of information afforded through these publications, like 
Barger’s (1992) Union Pacific Business Cars 1870-1991 and Mallerich’s (1987) Greenberg’s Guide to 
Athearn Trains 1901-1932 is inestimable for current as well as future model railroaders. To 
appreciate the breadth of model train information made available through this publisher see 
http://www.sykesvillehistory.us/Brinkmann/Page/greenbergPubs.html.

Even as the Bessley was about to become a fixture in Alexandria in the early 2000s (and would 
soon enter its skyward expansion phase), Bruce—long recognized as a premier expert on Lionel 
trains—together with his wife Linda, continued to be active engaged in the publishing business with
their current firm, Brinkman Publishing. In 2001, Brinkman released Athey’s Harry C. Grant: Co-
founder and Inventor Lionel Manufacturing Company, together with Bruce’s own Greenberg’s 
Guide to Lionel Standard and 2-7/8” Gauges, 1901-1940 6th Edition in 2015 and, most recently, his 
2018 Greenberg’s Guide to Lionel Trains, O Gauge, Vol. 1: 1915-1928.
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Train action and some of the many accessories and details on the Bessley.  The gondola at the 
lower left and cables ascending across the scene are part of the aerial tramway most recently 
added to the layout.
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All the forgoing does not do justice though to the opportunity to talk directly with Bruce about 
the history, evolution, and potential future of the model train industry. We are indeed fortunate he
has committed so much information from his own research into the more than five dozen model 
train publications bearing his name. His personal fascination and excitement with our hobby is 
palpable, and work on the Bessley continues. His current challenge is to discover how to adjust the 
auto-reverse on a two-gondola aerial tramway whose original ropeway length has been extended so
it will run the full length between the lower and upper stations. As we all know, work on one’s 
layout is never really done.

For more information on Bruce Greenberg’s Bessley Railroad, including a photo of the layout 
before addition of the monorails and other elevated tracks, check out Bruce’s own history of it at: 
http://potomac-nmra.org/LayoutTours/_ScheduledLayoutTours_/Bessley_Railroad_2016-01.pdf. X

Return to Bill of Lading

Layout Tour Report: John King's B&O Shenandoah Division
by Brian W. Sheron, MMR  (photos by the author)

On Saturday, June 2nd, John King invited the Division to visit his HO scale B&O Railroad, 
Shenandoah Division. Visitors also received an additional treat during their visit, as John was 
simultaneously conducting an operating session with several of his operations crew, so visitors got 
to see switching operations on his layout as well.

John’s Shenandoah Subdivision represents the B&O line from Harpers Ferry, West Virginia to 
Strasburg, Virginia. The layout is set in October 1949, and John said that—while the B&O ran diesels
on the passenger trains and some mainline freights—they only ran steam on the Shenandoah Branch
at that time. Thus, John uses only one diesel switcher in his Brunswick yard, and only steam on the 
rest of his layout. Since John’s last open house, he has expanded his open staging yard, which 
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The polychrome Lionel tinplate industrial building is one of the focus areas within the layout.
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‘

represents the large yard at Brunswick, MD where the real trains on the branch originated. 
However, the staging yard makes no attempt to model the real Brunswick Yard, which was seven 
miles long!

The layout is a point-to-point track plan, and the stations along the way include Millville, 
Charlestown, Winchester, Stephens City, and Strasburg Junction. The trackage at Millville, 
Charlestown, Winchester, and Strasburg Junction closely mimics the prototype as it was in 1949. 
The mainline is about 200 feet from staging to Strasburg Junction.

John started building his layout (Winchester) in 2001-2002, and the benchwork and trackage for 
the rest of his layout was built in 2009-2010. However, John admits that some parts (like the area 
around Strasburg) have been rebuilt several times since then. He also told me that down the road 
he wants to model some representation of the Southern RR to Harrisonburg, modeling either Mount 
Jackson or Woodstock.

The first thing you notice about
John’s layout is the meticulous
trackwork. Track in the staging yard is
code 83. Once you get on the modeled
part of the branch, it is a combination
of Code 70 and Code 55 between
Millville and Winchester, and all code
55 west of Winchester. The only
exception is one short stretch of Code
83 just west of Charlestown. Turnouts
on the modeled part are all handlaid,
but most of the track is Micro
Engineering flex track (John said the
Micro Engineering track is much better
than he can put down himself). As you
walk down the aisles following the
mainline, you arrive at various sidings.
John has prototype photos set out on
the layout that show the sidings, the structures at that siding, and mockups in place of many of 
these structures.

Operation is by Timetable and Train Order using real time, not fast clocks. Power to his layout is 
provided by CVP Products EasyDCC with wireless throttles.

If there is one unique thing you notice when you visit John’s layout, it is the turnout controls. On
the front edge of the layout fascia board are mounting boards for Caboose Industries Turnout 
handthrows. A rod is connected to the handthrow and run through the front of the fascia board and
under the layout to the turnout. John has devised a simple but unique mechanism to translate the 
horizontal motion of the rod to a vertical rod that will pivot and move the turnout points. X

Return to Bill of Lading

Layout Tour: Stan Burroughs’s V&T Division of the Norfolk &
Western Railroad

Where:  
When: Saturday, July 14, 2018, 1:00 PM to 4:00 PM 
Access: Layout is in the basement and is accessible by going down a flight of stairs inside or from 
the outside by walking down a hill to the backyard entrance.
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Travers Stavac switching the layout. Insert shows detail of 
grown throw mounted on facia.
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The V&T Division of the Norfolk & Western Railroad is
a small freelanced model railroad with a Nevada scenic
mural painted on drywall. My original layout in the early
1980s was a prototype of the Virginia & Truckee railroad
in Nevada. It featured selective compression of the
Carson City yard and scale distances between Carson
City, Virginia City, and Reno. I wanted to use the original
mural and the old time rolling stock with the current
layout, so I combined my childhood memories of the
Norfolk & Western and started my freelance layout in
2011. N&W ships cotton from the south to S&B Textiles
in Carson City, where it is manufactured into fabric. The bolts of fabric go by rail to the Reno 
Fabric & Quilt Factory Outlet. My wife is an avid quilter, thus the main concept of the railroad. 
Layout size is 12’ x 14’ and features flexible pushrod turnout controls and panel lights to indicate 
turnout position. X

Return to Bill of Lading

Layout Tour: Jim La Baugh's N-Scale Narrow Gauge
Where: 
When: Saturday, August 11, 2018, 1:00 PM to 4:00
PM 
Note:  Layout is is not handicap accessible,
located in basement requiring access by stairs.

The layout is a modular/sectional
representation of the Colorado high country in the
early 1950s. It’s a subset of the Nn3 Division of
Northern Virginia NTRAK. Modules from the layout
have been seen at National Narrow Gauge
conventions in Providence, RI, Dearborn, MI, and
Portland, ME, as well as 2 NVNTRAK National N-
Scale conventions at the Dulles Expo Center.
Modules visitors will see in the layout were built
by Marc Sisk, John Drye, and Jim LaBaugh. Marc
and John’s modules have appeared in print in the Nn3 Handbook (2004) and N-Scale Magazine 
(Jan/Feb 2015).

Configuration is a narrow oval 4’ x 16’ (with a scenic 
divider in the center), which includes just over one scale 
mile of mainline track, with turnouts built by Tom Knapp. 
Most of the more than 200 conifer and aspen trees on the 
layout are on the side of the divide containing most of the 
30 buildings, 50 vehicles, and dozens of people on the 
layout, as well as a river crossed by 3 bridges. The dry side 
of the divide represents the high-country sagebrush territory
typically found in the valleys between mountain ranges of 
the intermountain west. D&RGW and RGS motive power are 
run on the layout using Aristo DC.

This is our first visit to Jim’s railroad. X

Return to Bill of Lading
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