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Well, well, well! 

The response from the fraternity to newsletter no 1 has been encouraging and informative and I 

thank everyone who took the trouble to e-mail me. I also look forward to a flood of articles for 

publication herein but unfortunately the cynic in me advises me not to hold my breath! 

Comment has been received from the UK, Canada, Australia and around South Africa. It is evident 

that there is a need for model railway enthusiasts to have access to a medium to exchange views 

and information. A local magazine would be the ideal but that has been tried previously and failed to 

gather sufficient support to make it a viable proposition so we will have to make do with a 

newsletter. 

One issue requires attention at the outset. The circulation list at the moment has 3 main 

components: the existing or previously local (i.e. Durban contingent) Train Interest Group 

supplemented by family and friends; the local chapter of the Hornby Railway Collectors Association 

of South Africa and Mervyn Mark’s Blackmarket Express list. Those of you who have responded 

directly to me will be added to the “local” list and in due course I will cease sending the Chronicles to 

the HRCSA and Mervyn Mark. The point is if you want to continue receiving this newsletter please 

contact me directly – shares@iafrica.com. 

With respect to queries raised by respondents to newsletter no 1, let’s start with those seeking 

information. I subscribe to half a dozen model railway magazines because that was the traditional 

way to obtain ideas and knowledge of the subject. Magazines used to be relatively cheap but postal 

costs from the UK and USA have risen steeply and magazines take up a lot of space! I will probably 

continue to subscribe to the print editions of a few of the magazines (in particular the Narrow Gauge 

Gazette – in my opinion one of the best if not the best model railway magazine in the world) but will 

change to the digital editions for the rest. In this regard I wish to draw attention to the Model 
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Railway Hobbyist (http://model-railroad-hobbyist.com/). This is an excellent quality, electronic only 

magazine and to those on a limited budget the great attraction is that unlike its competitors it is 

free! Those who are new to the hobby will find just about everything they need to know in MRH but 

there is plenty for the experienced modeler as well. What is so clever about the magazine is if you 

download the embedded version (admittedly this uses a lot of bandwidth and takes up quite a lot of 

space on your computer) one click on the links takes you directly to the reference concerned without 

further access/downloading from the relevant website.  

The internet has had a dramatic impact on the model railway hobby as with so many other things in 

life. For example somebody asked about Kaydee couplers. The answer is to use a search engine like 

Google and this will point you to the relevant website namely www.kadee.com/. 

Several comments were received about model railway hobby shops. The former owner of Hobbytech 

(good to hear from you Craig) had this to say:  

“You are right about the hobby shop and trains, unfortunately the vast stock holding turning over 
very slowly and most people buying their big ticket items on the net and only the bits and pieces from 
the shop certainly does not make it a viable investment.  
Eric is still committed to keep a basic range of trains and accessories so hopefully he will still get 
some support”. 
 
I have fond memories from 40 years ago visiting a stunning, well stocked hobby shop in the Carlton 

Centre in Johannesburg. The shop was owned and run by Colin Marik who used to build beautiful 

models of sailing ships. Colin sold the shop and emigrated to Canada. Hobbies and Models moved 

from the Carlton Centre to considerably less salubrious premises nearby and then the demographic 

changes which occurred in our city centres resulted in a further move to a shop in Kensington. Late 

last year the Kensington shop closed and I understand Hobbies and Models now operates from the 

owner’s home.  

It is a long time since I visited Hobbies and Models and no criticism of their business strategy is 

intended but the contrast with Mike Trow’s operation in Plumstead Cape Town – Model Railway 

Specialists - is revealing. Despite the internet, the depreciation Rand, supply problems etc, Model 

Railway Specialists has recently moved into a new and larger shop! Mike must be doing something 

right. Is it because he attends the Nuremburg Toy Fair regularly and his shop is extremely well 

stocked?  (Is ‘I will get it for you ‘a viable strategy when you are up against internet suppliers with 

lower overheads and who will ship immediately?) Is it because Mike specializes in Marklin and SAR 

prototypes? 

Another respondent to me highlighted the importance of shop owners communicating with their 

customers. Surely it is a basic principle of marketing that you first need to establish your customers’ 

needs and then satisfy them as best you can all the while communicating with them? A good website 

is important but this can be classified as a “passive” or “reactive” tool whereas a “proactive” 

approach arguably will generate greater rewards. Writing a newsletter can be an onerous task when 

you are running a business but it is one way to assist with the building of a loyal and supportive 

customer base.  

Finally on the subject of responses and queries, John Mouat kindly provided me with contact details 

for those seeking information about and drawings etc. of SAR locomotives: 

http://model-railroad-hobbyist.com/
http://www.kadee.com/
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Some Basics 

Unless you belong to a privileged minority it is likely that you are a practicing economist. 

Your function is to allocate scare financial resources to your hobby.  

I have to be careful not to offend those with far greater knowledge, skills and experience 

than me with my next remarks but my view is that many of us start in the hobby by making 

a number of fundamental mistakes. The largest of these is not doing enough research on the 

subject and not starting out with clear objectives.  

Many of us start by buying second hand equipment. This is not necessarily a bad thing as 

long as you start with quality equipment. For example, steel rail is a no no. It corrodes too 

easily and has no second hand value. Nickel silver is by far the rail material of choice and 

flextrack as the name suggests gives you many more options than setrack. You have to be 

careful with what you buy to ensure points for example operate satisfactorily. And of course 

certain motive power and rolling stock manufacturers produce higher quality, more reliable 

products than others. Caveat emptor! 

Timesaver Layout 

Another issue is the type of layout with which we start. Most of us build a circle of track 

which soon becomes boring. Much to be preferred in my opinion is an operationally 

orientated layout. John Allen’s ‘Timesaver’ is a case in point.  

Bird’s Eye View of Ex Durban Modular Railroaders (DMR) Module Now Scenicked By Alick 

Horne And On Display At Durban Society of Model Engineers. Configuration Loosely Based 

On John Allen’s ‘Timesaver’ Module 
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For those not familiar with the concept, the November 1972 Model Railroader featured a 

switching (shunting) game created by the late and legendary John Allen, the “Wizard of 

Monterey” and builder of the Gorre and Daphetid Railroad - http://gdlines.com/index.htm.  

The object of the game is to relocate a number of cars (normally two incoming and 3 

outgoing) to specified destinations in the shortest time using an electrically powered loco. 

 

Two HO Timesavers Back to Back – Source Model Railroader November 1972 

 

The original ‘Timesaver’ configuration had 5 switches/points and 5 spurs/sidings and a run 

around loop. The track plan of the module at DSME was altered to fit in with the needs of 

the DMR layout so as will be observed from the photo on page 3 the revised plan has 7 

switches/points and 5 spurs/sidings. (This duplication of terms is getting really irritating. 

From now on – American terms for US layouts – English for the rest – Editor’s prerogative!) 

As you can see from the foregoing, the operational opportunities from the ‘Timesaver’ 

module are extensive and the module can easily be integrated into a larger layout (Refer 

photo below). Portable versions of ‘Timesaver’ are an ideal way of promoting the hobby at 

conventions/public exhibitions. Those who want more information on this subject should 

refer to the following website: http://gdlines.com/Timesaver_Plans.html. 

http://gdlines.com/index.htm
http://gdlines.com/Timesaver_Plans.html
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Variation of Timesaver Incorporated Into Durban Modular Railroaders Layout 

 

But maybe I am being too harsh. As with most things in life there is a learning curve to 

negotiate with our hobby or put another way we have to serve our apprenticeship. Perhaps 

the continuous run is a phase that we have to go through as we move from playing with 

trains to operating trains. And of course as stated in edition no 1, railway modeling/model 

railroading  (Winston Churchill described the relationship between the UK and the USA “two 

nations divided by a common language” - in our hobby the Brits and Americans can’t even 

agree on a common name!) is a wide church.  

But I digress: the initial objective of this diatribe was to provide some pointers/tools that I 

have found invaluable while pursuing my modeling activities.  

Test Tracks 

Having dabbled in a variety of scales and gauges from Z to 1, in order to facilitate testing 

locos and programming with respect to DCC controlled locos, I have built test tracks from 

scrap pieces of rail. Photos of the results are displayed below. 

N, Hon3 and HO. Jumper Leads Are Used To Power Whichever Tracks Are Required 

 

And on the other side - O and 1 Gauge (32mm and 45mm) 

 

The module at back right 

behind the first control 

panel is the variation of 

the ‘Timesaver’ layout a 

photo of which appears 

on page 3. This module 

was part of the DMR 

mainline when the layout 

had a permanent 

location. Also shown are 

“hidden” HO storage 

tracks at left with HOn3 

mainline and branch line 

to a mine above. 
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Unimat Lathe 

Finally, the aspect of the hobby to which I have migrated (after a long roundabout journey!) 

is live steam running on 32mm and 45mm track. Therefore I can probably justify possessing 

a lathe to a significantly greater extent than someone modeling in N gauge. Nevertheless 

this is a tool well worth having, particularly if you can find one with two motors (I’m told 

they are identical to the motors used in Singer sewing machines but cannot vouch for this 

information). This saves having to relocate the motor if you want to mill or drill holes 

vertically when you have been turning something. 

Portable Workbench, Unimat 3 and Vice                                                                                                                                                     

   

My Unimat was acquired several years ago and I am gradually getting the hang of it. So far usage has 

been restricted to turning brass rod to make O and dual O and 1 track gauges (above right) and 

turning down and drilling out Vesconite, a PTFE based material to make rolling stock wheel bearings. 

It is accepted that a lathe involves a considerable outlay but from time to time second hand Unimats 

come on the market at reasonable prices. If you can obtain a Unimat 3 or even the earlier model 

with the round bed I can only recommend that you sell your wife or whatever is necessary to finance 

the purchase. The older metal lathes (the new ones feature a lot of plastic) hold their value and you 

will be surprised at the uses you will find for it. 

Till next time when hopefully the carrier pigeons will have arrived from Canada, the UK and Durban 

North with the promised articles – adieu. 

David Cairns 

 

 

 


