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 We would like to invite everyone 
to the 2021 MCR Regional convention in 
Erie, PA. The dates are May 20 through 
23, 2021. We hope everyone will enjoy 
his or her ride on the Northern Express. 
The convention name comes from the 
PRR overnight train between Harrisburg 
and Erie, Pennsylvania. Its counterpart 
was the Southern Express which had 
connections to New York City, Baltimore 
and Washington DC. 
 
 The Ambassador Banquet and 
Conference Center, conveniently 
located at I-90 and Route 19 in Erie, will 
be our host for the Northern Express.                                              

The conference center has two hotels 
attached, a Hilton and a Marriott.  
Blocks of rooms will be available in both 
hotels with a convention rate of $129.00 
per night. The hotel will start taking 
reservations January 2021. 

 
Both hotels include several 

amenities such as a 10% discount to 
numerous nearby restaurants and a 
discount to the Splash Lagoon Indoor 
Waterpark Resort across the street. (Kids 
will love this place!) Free parking is 
included, which the Division 12 
convention committee understood to 
be a rather important consideration. 
The hotels also provide a free 
airport/train station/casino shuttle.  

 
 Here is a link to the Northern 
Express convention website which 
includes a link to a downloadable Save 
the Date flyer: 
https://www.div12mcr.org/northern-express/ 
We will update the website as we 
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Superintendent’s Report (for MCR board meeting) 

Next Membership Events: 
 
As the Division 12 board of directors is concerned for the health and safety of our 
members, we have decided to “reopen” gradually, starting with a virtual membership 
meeting. Our clerk will be sending out an email blast with details about this trial “Zoom” 
meeting to be held at 10:00 A.M. on Saturday, June 13, 2020.  
 
Please, before heading to any events, check their website to see if they are still occurring! 
Many state and local officials are limiting the number of folks that can attend events.  
Please be aware of and follow all protocols from the CDC and state and local officials. 
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continue to finalize our plans.  
 
 At this point, we do have two 
tours planned: A two-hour tour of 
historic Union Station including lunch at 
the BrewErie at Union Station as well as 
a tour of Wabtec (former GE 
Locomotive Works). 
 
 We also are exploring some non-
rail tours: northeast wine country tour 
and the National Comedy Center in 
Jamestown, New York, home to the 
Lucille Ball Desi Arnaz Museum. 
 
 Bruce DeMaeyer, from the Mid 
Central Region, will be coordinating the 
N-Scale T-TRAK layout with us for the 
convention. Steve Zapytowski from the 
Mid Central Region will be coordinating 
the model contests with us. He has 
been very helpful to us in providing 
information from past regional 
conventions.  
 
Division 12 has commissioned on original 
watercolor painting to be raffled off the 
night of the banquet. 

 
 
Tickets for the raffle are one for $5.00, 
three for $10.00 and ten for $25.00. We 

had hoped to start selling tickets at the 
Steel City Express, but will continue to 
look for opportunities for presales of the 
raffle tickets. 
 
Happy Model Railroading! 
 
Bradley White 
 
Superintendent, MCR Division 12   
 

 
 

 
        
 
Division 12, MCR, NMRA, Inc. 
The Alleghany Western Division: 
Expanding your model railroading horizons 
 
Please visit our website: www.div12mcr.org 
 

Or  NMRAAlleghanyWesternDivision 
 

Meetings 
Membership meetings typically include 
announcements and limited business; 
“What’s On Your Workbench,” during which 
members share what they have been 
working on; and educational model 
railroad related programs, presentations, or 
clinics. 
 
NMRA: https://www.nmra.org/   
Mid Central Region: 
http://www.midcentral-region-
nmra.org/ 
Division 12 Superintendent: 
Superintendent@div12mcr.org  



 
 
 
 
 
 

3 

 

           
  
The Builder’s Plate is a publication of Division 12, Mid Central 
Region, NMRA. All opinions expressed are those of the 
authors, and do not necessarily reflect those of Division 12, 
the MCR, or the NMRA. 
 
Editor: David Ellis 
Copyeditor/Proofreader: Renee Reilly 
 

Officers and BOD 

Superintendent: Brad White —
superintendent@div12mcr.org     

Assistant Superintendent: Mike Hauk — 
ap@div12mcr.org 

Clerk/Treasurer: Dave Ellis — 
clerk@div12mcr.org 

Board of Directors: Rob Bennett, Doug 
Sandmeyer, Chris Mincemoyer 

Division 12 Upcoming 
Events 
 

May: Steel City Express, MCR Convention: May 
28 - 31, has been cancelled! 

June:  Virtual Membership Meeting: June 13. 
Invitation and details will be sent to the 
members.  

Upcoming Model Railroad 
Events 

Links to additional upcoming model railroad 
events as they develop can be found on the 
Division 12 Website: http://www.div12mcr.org 
At this point in time, no public events are 
scheduled for the near future in the tri-state 
area. 
 

 
 
Board of Directors Report 
 
 Your board of directors met at 
several virtual meetings during May 
trying to come up with plans for the 
division moving forward. The following 
bullet points incorporate where the 
board stands at the end of May, with 
another Zoom meeting scheduled for 
May 31, 2020 where we plan to focus 
on organizing the preparations for the 
Northern Express: 
 

• After discussion we approved 
postponing the multi-group picnic at 
Westfield, New York until the summer 
of 2021 due to concerns about 
COVID-19 and lack of clarity around 
the status of mitigation actions by 
Pennsylvania and New York moving 
forward. 

• After discussion we approved 
Division 12 participation in some form 
of membership meetings or activities 
over the summer, starting with the 
June 13 meeting which we will try as 
a virtual meeting on Zoom. 

• After discussion we decided to hold 
off any specific decision making 
around other summer meetings until 
after we see how the June Zoom 
meeting goes and to see what 
happens with Erie County and 
COVID-19 over the summer. In the 
“Yellow Stage” in-person meetings 
are not practical. 
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• After much discussion, the status of 
the AWMM in September is still 
undecided. We did agree to rule out 
having the Mini-Meet focus on 
preparing for the Northern Express 
next May as not having much 
interest to the general membership 
and not really minimizing our losses. 
The board is currently leaning 
towards planning for a Mini-Meet 
event limited to clinics and food with 
a second option under discussion 
being to cancel or postpone the 
AWMM for this year. If Erie County is 
still in or returned to “Yellow” in 
September, meetings will be limited 
to twenty-five as a maximum. Our 
contact at the Ambassador Center 
is not able to meet with us in order to 
brainstorm options and realities until 
early June. Our contract includes a 
force majeure clause that could 
potentially cover us if a second 
wave of the pandemic forces 
cancelation. One action step 
underway is exploring the interest 
and availability of clinicians for 
holding the event in September.  

 
• After discussion, the board agreed 

to move forward with planning for 
the 2021 Northern Express, the Mid 
Central Region’s convention that we 
will be hosting in Erie in May of 2021. 

 
• After discussion by the board, the 

superintendent and assistant 
superintendent later sent email 
confirmation that they had reviewed 
and approved the 2019 financial 
reports submitted by the treasurer. 

• The treasurer presented the following 
motion: “I move that we form a 
capital budget committee to craft a 
preliminary budget for the Northern 
Express 2021 MCR regional 
convention made up of the treasurer 
and at least two other members of 
Division 12, knowing that the 
preliminary budget will need to be 
approved later by the board of 
directors.” The motion was seconded 
and passed unanimously. Rob 
Bennett and Mike Hauk agreed to 
join Dave Ellis on the committee. 

• Discussions of possible plans for 
getting additional members 
involved, committees formed, or 
responsibilities assigned were started. 

  
Thank you, 
 
Dave Ellis 
clerk@div12mcr.org 
 

Mentoring in Division 12 
 
After discussing several approaches to 
offering mentoring in the division, we 
came up with starting a list of members 
who felt comfortable mentoring on 
specific topics. To contact the mentors 
either email the clerk 
(clerk@div12mcr.org) who will forward 
your email or contact them directly. 
 

• Brad White: DCC, Signaling 
• Dave Ellis: Backdrops 
• Ed Blenner: Scenery 
• Doug Sandmeyer: Benchwork, 

Wiring, Soldering 
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Brick and Mortar Hobby 
Stores in Division 12 

 As the COVID-19 restrictions are 
lifted, the local shops (if they survive) 
could use your support.  When the time 
comes to visit them, let them know you 
are a member of the NMRA and you 
learned about them from the Division 12 
newsletter.  

 

Terry’s Train Shop 

1739 Foote Ave Ext.  

Jamestown, NY 14701 

716-397-5545 

 

East Dyke Depot 

332 E. Dyke Street                         

Wellsville, NY 14895 

585-593-0005 

 

Bova’s Music and Train Shoppe 

31 McClurg Street                         

Westfield, NY 14787 

716-326-6891 

 

 

Brick and Mortar Hobby 
Stores Near Division 12 

Hobby Express 

www.hobbyexpressinc.com 

1713 Route 228                            
Cranberry Twp., PA 16066 

Mercer Junction 

https://mercerjunction.com 
 
151 North Diamond Street 
Mercer, PA 16137 

 
 If you are using this time to work 
on your railroad, and you find that you 
do need essential supplies to finish a 
project, check out the NMRA 
Partnership Program for online supplier 
possibilities. 
 
 

NMRA Partnership Program 

The NMRA Partnership Program is a member 
benefit that truly has a tangible payback. The 
NMRA has partnered with model railroad 
manufacturers of all sizes, giving them exposure 
on the NMRA website in return for receiving 
generous discounts for NMRA members all year 
long. Some provide members with special 
codes, others prefer a phone or email order, but 
all appreciate the additional business from our 
members.  
 
For complete descriptions of the partners, the 
discount they offer, and instructions on applying 
the discount on your order visit the NMRA 
Partnership website 
(https://www.nmra.org/partnerships). If you are 
not signed in as a member, you will only see a 
list of the partners offering the discounts. To see 
the instructions on how to apply the discounts 
you need to register or log in as a registered 
member.  
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Athearn John Deere Tractors 
— Era Applicability 

 
Rob Bennett 

 
 While searching the Internet for 
some tractors to be used as flatcar 
loads and details around several 
locations on my layout, I stumbled 
across an Athearn John Deere Model G 
tractor. Wondering if this model of 
tractor fit my era (mid-late 1950s) 
prompted some more research. I found 
a very informative site that provides 
copious details on many tractor brands, 
not just John Deere. Being the engineer 
I am, I made a reference chart and 
figured it may be of interest to others in 
the Division. 
 
 Athearn had offered (currently 
sold out) several models of John Deere 
items that span several eras. I tabulated 
those of most interest to me. Athearn 
also offered several versions of flatcars 
with John Deere tractor loads, under 
both their Roundhouse and Ready to 
Roll lines. I did not tabulate these, as the 
tractor data is the same. 
 
 The tractors are die-cast, and 
naturally could use some weathering as 
right out the box they are far too nice 
and shiny! In doing some quick 
comparisons to prototype photos these 
seem to be fairly accurate 
representations of the various models. 
 
 For those interested in more 
information across all tractor brands, I 
direct you to this website: 
https://www.tractordata.com/farm-tractors/index.html. 

Here is the table of data for the Athearn 
John Deere tractors. Original list price is 
included for when searching the various 
sellers. These tractors are available on 
eBay, but use caution as prices can 
vary and are often very over-priced. It 
also gives a good reference price point 
for when we (hopefully…) are able to 
return to attending train shows. 
 

  
 
 
 

Committee Chairs and 
Volunteer Positions:  
Achievement Program: Mike Hauk 
ap@div12mcr.org 
 
Newsletter: Dave Ellis 
clerk@div12mcr.org 
 
Operations Coordinator: Dale Desser 
operations@div12mcr.org 
 
Social Committee: Lee Farnsworth 
social@div12mcr.org 
 
T-TRAK: Doug Sandmeyer 
ttrak@div12mcr.org 
 
Webmaster: Chris Mincemoyer 
webeditor@div12mcr.org 
 

David Ellis
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The Structure Guy — Part 4 
Building with Paper Kits 
 

Bill Schopf 
 
 Once upon a time — a long time 
ago — model buildings constructed out 
of paper were very simplistic. They were 
for children's dollhouses and for eight-
year-olds to cut out with scissors and 
glue or tape together.  
 
 That was then. No more. Today 
some wonderful paper buildings are on 
the market, which make great additions 
to any railroad. Let's review some of 
them and then look at some of the 
YouTube videos that specialize in the 
construction of paper buildings.  
 

 
 
My three favorite manufacturers follow. 
Unfortunately, two of them no longer 
are in business but their models do show 
up on EBay and occasionally at train 
shows. 
 
 1. Kingmill Enterprises Radical 
Flats Background Prints ... I first saw 
these at Division 5's March train show in 
Kirtland and was stunned at how nice 

they were. They are mostly large 
industrial buildings printed on a 
medium-thick cardstock that is around 
14 x 18 inches. The images have been 
nicely photoshopped so there is no 
distracting clutter. The digital clarity of 
the prints is phenomenal. KingMill is out 
of Charlottesville, Virginia and their 
buildings — mostly brick — have a 
heavy Piedmont flair in their design. But 
they can work anywhere for any era 
and any place — from Kansas City to 
Boston, from the 1920s to the 1990s. 
 
 I got lucky and bought a lot of 
the buildings on sale at about $3.00 per 
sheet. Normally, they sold for around 
$5.00-6.00. Many I used as they were 
designed — simply as flats. I glued them 
on to foam board or thin plywood. One 
of the videos mentioned later shows 
how this is easily done. 
 

 
 
 I kitbashed others into large three-
dimensional buildings, sometimes using 
as many as three to four of them to 
make huge industrial buildings. In fact, 
most of the large industrial buildings in 
my town of Mount Carbon on my 
Baltimore and Lehigh are Radical Flats 
structures.  
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 Those of you who visit Dale 
Desser's layout next time will notice a 
couple of dozen of these buildings. I 
had built these but when I made 
changes to my staging area, I no longer 
needed them so I traded a box of them 
to him for a Bachmann Shay. Dale is 
using them as backdrops behind 
Brensdale and Eastport. When you see 
them, you will be impressed at how 
Dale has incorporated them into his 
railroad. They are of high quality and 
provide wonderful backgrounds. 
 
 Sadly, Radical Flats are no longer 
produced. Supposedly, they were 
bought up by Scenic Express, but I have 
seen no mention of them on Scenic 
Express's website. So this may be 
another Internet rumor or else Scenic 
Express is waiting to reissue them. I'm 
sure they show up on eBay regularly 
and would well be worth a bid or two. 
 
 2. Paper Creek Model Works ... I 
first ran into this product when I 
purchased some beautiful scale 
tarpaper roofing material at a hobby 
store. It's the nicest roofing I've ever 
seen and comes in red, green and 
black colors. 
 
 But Paper Creek also made a few 
laser-cut paper craftsman kits. The 
owner and designer — an artist named 
George Taylor — has done animation 
and artwork for Disney and 
Nickelodeon so he has great 
credentials. If you go to his website — 
pgtaylorart.com — and click on "And 
There's More," you can look at some of 
these buildings. Again, these are no 
longer available but if you keep looking 
on eBay, they will likely show up. They 

look like they would be a lot of fun to 
build. 
 
 3. Clever Brothers 
(clevermodels.net) ... Fortunately, 
Clever Brothers is alive and well and 
producing a wealth of material for 
model builders. They produce a 
multitude of products including over 
one hundred paper kits priced around 
$7.00-10.00 per kit. The kits are sold as 
downloads and you can print as many 
of them as you like. If a particular kit is 
not in the scale you work with, they 
provide instructions on how to print it to 
your scale. I have purchased 
downloadable kits and have been very 
happy. They pop up immediately in 
your computer so there is that instant 
gratification of a purchase without 
having to drive to a hobby store. 
 
 I find the buildings very attractive 
and beautifully designed and definitely 
worth checking out. My experience has 
been that they can be a bit fiddly to 
glue together because of the intricate 
cutting and gluing. But if you took the 
wall images and glued them to a 
thicker cardstock or even a wood block 
as I've discussed in earlier articles, they 
would go together well and also be a 
lot more rigid. This would also help curb 
the inherent flimsiness that is 
encountered with paper buildings. 
 
 Clever Brothers also offers 
flashdrives or downloads (your choice) 
of collections of buildings. Their website 
lists all these, and they are mostly priced 
in the $20.00-30.00 range. Included are 
groupings like Neighborhood Buildings, 
Brick Industrial Buildings, Steel Industrial 
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Buildings, Wood Industrial Buildings, 
Critters and Cars, etc. 
 
 But the real jewels of Clever 
Brothers are the two texture collections 
they offer. Again these are available in 
your choice of flashdrive or download. 
One collection is $30.00 and the other is 
$40.00, but I've found they are some of 
the best investments I've made. There 
are literally hundreds of wood sidings of 
all types and colors, roofing, shingles, 
insulbrick, concrete, blocks and 
stonework, windows and doors, metal 
work, and building fronts. You can print 
as many of each as you want. One 
purchase basically provides a lifetime of 
building supplies. Plus they can be 
printed in N, HO or O scale. I could not 
give these a higher recommendation. 
 
 If you want an introduction to 
Clever Brothers, they do offer free 
downloads in both HO and O scale of a 
crossing tower, fuel and oil tank facility, 
office trailer kit, and tool house. 
 
 One caution. If you have a Mac 
and do order the flashdrives, contact 
them to make sure they would work on 
Apple products. The one I got years 
ago is a CD and it works on both MS 
and Apple. But just confirm this with 
them before your purchase. 
 
 Note: Just by blind chance as I 
am writing this, my June issue of the 
NMRA magazine arrived. And what is 
included? A six-page article on building 
up paper kits from Clever Brothers. Jim 
Gore, a MMR, built up an O gauge 
snowplow and backwoods engine 
shed. He stresses that building a 
cardstock kit can be as challenging 

and time consuming as a wood 
craftsman kit and should be considered 
a craftsman type build if you are going 
to do it. This is a very interesting read for 
those interested in building with paper. 
It shows how far you can go with paper 
in building quality, contest-worthy 
models. Give it a read. 
 
 Now for a quick rundown of You 
Tube sites that have information on 
paper building construction. These are 
in no particular order of quality or 
preference. I have found the 
information on all of them useful. The 
bold print is your search term for You 
Tube. 
 
 1. Wiley's Scale Modeling ... I 
particularly like their video, "How to 
Apply Paper Signs to Your Model 
Railroad Buildings." The quality of the 
video and presentation of the 
information is excellent. There are 
numerous other videos on their channel. 
 
 2. DJS Trains ... Check out the 
video "Save Money with Paper 
Buildings." It's a short seven minute 
video. Don’t be put off by the first three 
minutes, which is pretty poor, to say the 
least. DJS goes into far too much detail 
about a young modeler in Bangladesh 
who builds paper buildings. Scroll 
quickly through this and watch how he 
works with one of the KingMill Radical 
Flats. This is an excellent introduction to 
work with quality paper products. 
 
 3. RailroadLayoutsPlans ... You 
have to watch this if for no other reason 
than to listen and watch the most 
animated and entertaining Brit you can 
imagine. His name is John, and he is an 
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incredible view. You won't go to sleep 
with this guy, for sure. 
 
 John has several videos, some 
under the same name — "How to Make 
Print out Buildings." Another is "How to 
Make a City Building for Your Model 
Railroad Layout." It provides an 
excellent introduction to taking 
products from KingMill, Clever or any 
other site with paper products and 
transforming them into three-
dimensional buildings. He has some 
great ideas for making cheap paper 
fences and adding relief and more 
dimension to paper. 
 
 You have to give this guy a 
viewing. He has an imaginative and 
energetic approach to working with 
paper. You'll learn a lot and laugh a lot 
at the same time. 
 
 4. Rob Bennett's Kit Modification 
Series — Two MBZ Aux Buildings 
Combined ... This is one of Rob's latest 
videos that shows how he modified two 
European type constructions using 
some of the Clever Brothers brick paper 
from their Textures Collection that was 
discussed above. Rob shows in this 
video how paper can be used to 
greatly enhance a structure. The effect 
of the brick paper along with Tichy 
masonry windows is very nice and 
produced a unique one-of-a-kind 
building. 
 
 5. Luke Towan ... Luke Towan 
covers almost everything in model 
railroading and included is a YouTube 
video "Paper Building Kits." This is a great 
introduction to building up a paper kit 
with the folding of tabs and walls, the 

gluing of the parts, etc. He takes you 
pretty much from start to finish and 
shows how an accomplished building 
can be constructed entirely out of 
paper. 
 
 There are numerous other internet 
sites that deal with this subject. Scrolling 
through Google or YouTube will 
produce some rewarding and 
informative stuff. Happy hunting. 
  
 

What’s Under the 
Workbench 
 
 Doug Sandmeyer 

  
 This month I thought I would share 
a couple of homemade tools that 
generally live under the workbench.  
The first I call my “Dope Slap Soldering 
Station.” Note, it works great with the 
hot glue gun too!  A trip to the home 
improvement store is probably required, 
so you may want to put this on the back 
burner for now.   
 

 
 
 I found most of the parts already 
in the shop and you may find the same 
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holds true in your house.  For the 
soldering station you will need:  
 
1.   One deep cast 4” x 4” electrical box 
with threaded entrances for cables. 
2.    One metal box cover with one 
duplex opening and one toggle switch 
opening. 
3.   One length of 3 conductor 14 AWG 
cord with a grounded plug, 6’ to 8’ 
long. 
4.   One cord grip sized to match your 
cord diameter and box hole size. 
5.   One mechanical timer 0 to 60 
minutes, the kind you wind to set, with a 
15-20 amp rating. 
6.   One duplex receptacle, 
miscellaneous tape and wire nuts, and 
maybe some rubber feet. 
 
 Construction is straight forward. 
You begin by fitting the cord into the 
strain relief and then stripping six to 
eight inches of the cable jacket back, 
exposing the three inside leads and 
screwing the cord and grip into the box 
side.  
 

 
 
Now, the timer and outlet can be series- 
wired and attached to the box. After 
attaching the cord you can prepare to 

mount the timer onto the box cover by 
cutting down the 2” x 4” cover that 
comes with the timer.  You will need to 
trim off the rounded edges of this cover 
so that it sits flat on the soldering station 
cover. Pass the timer knob shaft through 
the 4” x 4” cover switch opening, and 
then install the timer cover over the 
shaft nut. Line everything up and 
tighten the nut. The small cover has the 
minutes on it.  Don’t forget the small 
screw to hold the cover on the 
receptacle and to add feet if you 
desire.  An option would be to wire one 
outlet of the duplex so that it’s hot all 
the time, for whatever reason you might 
need that configuration.  Remember if 
you do this that I don’t call it the Dope 
Slap for nothing. 
 

 
 
 The other handy tool is a duplex 
electrical box and receptacle wired in 
series with a 20 amp heavy duty foot 
switch from McMaster Carr, part 
number 7024K11.  I won’t go into 
building this but did want to offer it up 
as something of use at the workbench.  
Remember to ask an electrician if you 
are not sure about what you are doing. 
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Realistic Track 
 
 David Ellis 
 
 In building my current model 
railroad, I am attempting to improve my 
skill level and the quality of this railroad 
over ones I have built in the past. While 
in some ways I have been successful in 
my quest for realism, in others I see room 
for possible improvement. Creating 
more realistic track is a key component 
in my quest. Perhaps others in the 
division, either just starting out on a 
model railroad, adding to their railroad, 
or just curious about my approach, 
could benefit from what I have come 
across in this quest. 
 

 
 
 First of all, in choosing track or 
approaches to trackwork, I am dealing 
with one or more continuums. I needed 
to include realism along with other 
considerations such as cost, availability, 
familiarity or experience, and perhaps 
most importantly, operational reliability. 
Your railroad’s track needs to do more 
than just look good unless you are 
building a static diorama; the track is 
the foundation of how well your trains 

run. While making decisions in planning 
and initial construction, I definitely tried 
to balance scenic realism with track 
reliability. While some influential pundits 
such as Lance Mindheim suggest code 
70 Micro Engineering track as the ideal 
choice for realism, my experience with 
a modular group when I lived in Seattle 
led me to choose code 83 Peco 
Electro-frog turnouts and Atlas flex track 
because of the Peco turnouts’ 
reputation for relative operational 
trustworthiness and the availability and 
lower cost of Atlas flex track. Similarly, 
having no experience or any of the 
tools for handlaying track, while the end 
result of my modeling may have been 
more realistic, taking on an unknown 
and totally new skill was not a realistic 
approach for me. More of a personal 
bias or preference is that my perception 
of “realism” tends to lean more towards 
the overall appearance than 
adherence to prototypical detail. I tend 
towards one end of that continuum; 
what I might call unnecessary rivet 
counting, others might legitimately 
deem critically important in achieving 
realism. 
 
 Before laying track, we make 
decisions around track planning, 
benchwork construction, and even 
choice of roadbed that will impact how 
realistic our track and right-of-way 
ultimately appears. Prototypical track 
with very few exceptions has extremely 
wide curve radiuses and long turnouts; 
selective compression is a given here. 
Choosing prototype and era as well as 
space limitations will influence the 
minimum curve radius and turnout size 
for the layout, but generally, larger 
tends to appear more realistic. For 
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instance, an eighteen-inch curve in a 
backwoods-logging scenario looks 
significantly less toy-like in operation 
than it would in a scenario running 
modern mainline rolling stock or 
heavyweight passenger trains of the 
1950s where realism would be seriously 
compromised with that same radius.  
 

 
 
 In planning, it is not just the track 
and right-of-way itself, but the 
landforms that the track traverses that 
can provide realism. Cuts, fills, and 
ditches provide the drainage and 
relatively even, if not level, grade on 
prototype railroads. Having the model 
track travel through a sequence of cuts 
and fills, having logical reasons for 
curves, as well as providing drainage 
ditches all help provide a realistic 
context for the track we model. One of 
the truths that I discovered is that 
starting with a flat, plywood-topped 
benchwork makes creating the illusion 
of these features harder than with other 
benchwork systems. At least using 
roadbed such as cork, foam, or 
Homasote provides the illusion of 
trackside drainage as well as the 
surface on which to lay track. 
 

 When I started actually laying 
track on the first phases of my railroad, I 
tried a new technique that successfully 
eliminated a distracting and unrealistic 
feature of typical HO scale track: the 
solder blob. In previous layouts I always 
had solder blobs at the feeder wire 
joints, although somewhat hidden by 
paint, they always negatively drew my 
attention. Unpainted, they stood out like 
a sore thumb. I had seen techniques 
where one could disguise the feeder by 
flattening the end of the wire and 
having the soldered connection look 
like a spike. As my soldering technique is 
not that sophisticated, I tackled 
soldering the feeders to the underside 
of the rail. The unintended 
consequence of this approach was 
combining two steps (dropping feeder 
wires and laying track) into one more 
involved step. I cannot say it was easy, 
but it did eliminate the unsightly solder 
blobs. If you want to go into the weeds 
with this process, I wrote about 
combining track wiring with the track 
laying process on my blog at: 
https://gnbranch.blogspot.com. And you 
can find it by searching for the March 
14, 2017 post “Willow Junction – Track 
Laying and Wiring.” Soldering at least 
some of the track joiners, while 
necessary for electrical continuity, 
provides yet another opportunity for 
unsightly solder work to disrupt the 
realistic look of the railroad’s track. 
Improving one’s solder skills helps, but 
painting the track, arguably a critical 
step for more realistic model railroad 
track, is still needed to disguise the 
joiner.  
  
 Painting the track after it is down 
and has been thoroughly tested is, in 
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my opinion, one of the most effective 
techniques for transitioning from a toy-
like appearance to realistic track. 
Painting the track disguises soldered 
joints and unifies the different look of 
using different brands of track or 
turnouts. It hides the plastic sheen of the 
ties, allowing them to look like wood; by 
touching up the individual ties with 
several colors as a last step, the ties are 
easily weathered to a realistic patina of 
silvery grays. Most strikingly, by painting 
the rails, the unrealistic shiny silver of the 
sides of the rail are muted into a more 
authentic rusty, grimy, oxidized 
appearance. One approach to 
painting the track, both ties and rails, is 
using an airbrush, a process that I 
successfully explored on my layout. An 
extensive exploration of my process for 
accomplishing this is found by searching 
for the July 24, 2018 post, “Track is 
Painted,” on 
https://gnbranch.blogspot.com/. A less 
involved, in terms of equipment 
investment, but perhaps more laborious 
approach is to paint the sides of the rails 
with a paint marker, marketed as a 
“Track Painter,” and sold by Woodland 
Scenics. Touching up all the ties, with a 
coordinated range of brownish gray 
acrylics mixed wet-on-wet on a 
cardboard scrap, I found to be 
surprisingly easy. Knowing that the next 
step will be ballasting the track, only the 
tops of the ties need be painted.   
 
 Evidence that ballasting is an 
important step towards realism is seen in 
the Golden Spike Award requirement 
that track “must be properly ballasted 
and on proper roadbed.” Choosing 
which ballast to use is best done by 
weighing what is available, 

observations of the prototype one is 
modeling, and finally what appeals to 
the modeler. How to achieve properly 
ballasted track is less easily suggested. 
 
 Many modelers find ballasting the 
track an unpleasant and overly time 
consuming part of the hobby. Working 
with the Meadville Model Railroad Club, 
I have seen several shortcuts that at 
least get trains operating on track on 
ballasted roadbed, an ideal process for 
when running trains quickly trumps 
fidelity to scenic realism of the track. Ed 
Cronin, one of our adult mentors, 
suggested that we paint the roadbed a 
color similar to the ballast, sprinkle 
ballast on the wet paint, roll a brayer 
over the ballast forcing it into the wet 
paint, and vacuum up the extra ballast 
after the paint has dried; all of this is 
before the track is laid. A second similar 
approach, which we tried earlier this 
year on the young men’s railroads, 
involved using polymeric sand, 
available at big box stores. First we 
sifted the sand to provide a finer grade 
for the ballast, applied it over the cork 
roadbed, and then sprayed the sand 
with water from a mister. The adhesive 
qualities of the polymeric sand formed 
a very solid base on which to lay track 
after it had hardened. We could follow 
up on either of these techniques later 
with an additional application of ballast 
between the ties for a more realistic 
appearance.  
 
 On my railroad, with my attempts 
to improve my modeling skills, I chose 
Cody Grivno of Model 
Railroader and MRVP as my virtual 
ballasting mentor. His advice includes 
going slow, being patient, and breaking 
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it down into steps. His suggested first 
step is to ballast between the rails.  
 

 
 
After applying the ballast and then 
brushing it off the ties with brush and/or 
thumb, I first applied the 70% rubbing 
alcohol and then the scenic cement 
from outside the rails with an 
eyedropper which keeps the ballast 
granules in place and undisturbed. The 
second step includes “painting” the 
sloped edge of the roadbed with full 
strength white glue and sprinkling on a 
first layer of ballast over the glue.  
 

 
 
After that dries and the loose ballast is 
vacuumed up, the third step is to apply 
additional ballast to the area outside of 
the rails. Our mentor, Cody, referring to 
a one-inch foam brush as the ballaster’s 
best friend, suggests using its beveled 
edge to tap down and smooth this final 
layer of ballast before carefully 

applying wetting agent and scenic 
cement above (along the rail) and 
below the ballasted area and letting it 
wick into place. I find that by limiting 
myself to no more than a couple of feet 
at a time for any of the individual steps, 
I can turn out convincing ballasted 
track. 
 
 A second consideration for 
convincing ballast as well as track and 
right-of-way in general is to create 
some difference between mainline and 
non-mainline track. I did not take this 
into account initially, leading to my cork 
roadbed for all types of track being 
identical. Many modelers account for 
this difference by using different 
thicknesses of cork for mainline and 
sidings. I ended up using “ground 
goop” to provide the illusion of 
differences between mainline and 
other track, a process that I explored on 
yet another blog post found by 
searching for “scenery experiment” on  
https://gnbranch.blogspot.com/. 
Other ways to provide clues to the 
different types of track are by using 
different sizes of rail and removing or 
respacing ties on non-mainline track. 
Finally, you can apply ballast to appear 
less well manicured on non-mainline 
track, apply ballast of a different color, 
or have more junk or weeds intruding 
into the ballast and right-of-way.  
 
 A final consideration for 
improving the level of realism on my 
railroad will be in transitioning from 
focusing on the track itself to being sure 
to include realistic trackside or lineside 
details. Signals, signs, switch machines, 
line poles, maintenance equipment, 
battery boxes, bumping posts, culverts, 
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and grade crossings are features we 
expect to see along the track as part of 
the railroad. As this started as an 
exploration of my quest to improve my 
modeling specific to the level of realism 
on my layout’s track, I will leave this 
extensive, yet not exhaustive, list for 
another day. 

 
 
   
 
To publish the Builder’s Plate 
we need submissions! 
 
 Modeler’s tips, modeler’s projects, the 
“Modeler’s Workbench” column, or any other 
railroad or modeling related stories make 
excellent submissions. Any member can submit 
a short article. Share what you have been 
working on! 
 
 To make our membership meetings less 
business-focused and include more model 
railroading fun, we also need reports from the 
officers and committee chairs submitted to the 
Builder’s Plate.  
 
 Builder's Plate encourages Division 12 
members to share their favorite YouTube videos 
or DVDs. The more you share, the more the rest 
of us can learn from the modeling masters that 
are out there. Give it a shot in the coming 
months and tell us what you've been watching 
"At the Movies." 
 
 
 Write it up and submit it as a minimally 
formatted Word document attached to an 
email to clerk@div12mcr.org. Photos are best 
formatted as JPEGs. It is very helpful to the 
editor to include the JPEGs as a separate 
attachment rather than imbedding them into 
the document.  
 

  


