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BREAKING NEWS: 

Major new railway bridge for Durban: 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mvlbridges/sets/72157632896439730/ 
 

DURBAN MODULAR RAILROADERS PART 1 

The subject featured in this edition has been circulated previously to members of 

Durban Modular Railroaders. Apologies for the repetition but there are others who 

have not seen the article and additional photographs have become available since 

original publication (thank you Keith) which are included here. 

One Tuesday evening in February 1981 a group of model railways enthusiasts met 
in an office furniture showroom in Durban. While the individuals shared a basic 
common interest, their modeling backgrounds were diverse including 3 rail OO 
British Hornby Dublo, HO German Fleischman, HO North American and HOn3. From 
this unlikely beginning emerged a group which in one form or another held together 
for over 20 years and did much to promote the model railroading hobby to fellow 
enthusiasts and the public in South Africa. 
At the outset some general observations are appropriate about the modular 
approach to the hobby. A distinction must be drawn between a home layout 
constructed on a modular basis but which is not designed to be portable and 
portable modules specifically designed to be part of a modular group. With the 
tendency for space to be at an ever increasing premium and also taking account of 
the possibility of having to move premises, there is much to be said for constructing 
a ‘permanent’ i.e. non portable layout on a modular or perhaps better described as a 
sectional basis.  
This article is intended to describe a different approach – firstly the modules had to 
be portable but more importantly they had all to be built to a set of common 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mvlbridges/sets/72157632896439730/
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standards. This enables each member’s module or set of modules to interface 
without problems to every other member of the group’s modules.  
DMR, while evolving its own standards, drew heavily on standards already prevalent 
in the US (National Model Railway Association Guidelines for Modular Modeling). 
Space does not permit going into the details of those standards but basically they 
involved two track mainlines constructed on modules 1800mmx900mm. These 
dimensions illustrated the main difference between DMR and NMRA specifications 
namely the size of the modules. The former’s were considerably larger. (Refer 
diagram on next page). A number of factors accounted for this: firstly the standard 
lengths in which chipboard and softboard were sold; secondly even in the early 
stages and in the interests of enhancing operating possibilities some of the group 
had grandiose ideas of the track configurations they wished to develop.  
The resultant size and weight of the modules posed transport and handling 
difficulties and required some ingenious solutions to be developed to overcome 
these problems. In a number of cases the dimensions of the modules determined the 
cars people purchased! 
Corner modules of which at one time DMR boasted 8 were built to a wide radius 
(915mm or 36”) on the outside track. This had two advantages: firstly from an 
operational aspect long trains could be run without derailments; secondly 
aesthetically there is something majestic about watching a long train on wide radius 
curve. 
Reverting to specifications, while the two track mainlines were compulsory, the 
embellishments the owner incorporated behind them (‘local’) were his business as 
long as the yards involved adhered to the group’s electrical specifications.  
Each module was a block which could be electrically isolated from the rest (for 
example if the operator wished to cross onto the mainline while retaining control of 
his loco). In addition the yards were normally isolated from the mainline which 
permitted marshalling operations in the yard without interfering with trains crossing 
the module on the mainline. 
Strict standards were applied in relation to the prototype modeled and locos and 
rolling stock permitted. The unifying theme was North American prototype. At the 
time of inception of the group excellent quality equipment was available ex the US, 
chiefly Atlas locos, at a reasonable price. My first US prototype loco cost US$29 
equivalent to R29 in those days! The loco concerned was fitted with a can motor, 
flywheels and pick up on all wheels. It was still an excellent runner 30 years on but 
sadly went missing from a public display at Durban Society of Model Engineers last 
year. 
All locos and rolling stock were fitted with Kaydee magnetic couplers which enabled 
remote (hands free) coupling and uncoupling (well in theory anyway. We did not 
invent the expression 0-5-0 ing but there is photographic evidence that some 
members were guilty of the practice!) 
Uniform standards did not preclude expansive complicated track configurations. 
Some members built sets comprising 3 modules with extensive marshalling yards for 
freight or passenger operations.  Others, less operationally orientated, concentrated 
on adding detailed scenery to their modules, incorporating mines or small towns. All 
this perhaps begs the question why modular railroading and not each individual 
building a portion of a portable layout? 
The major advantage of the modular approach is that it does not require each 
member of the group to be present when the modules are erected for an operating 
session. 
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Excerpt From DMR Module Standards  
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Bearing in mind we are talking about the hobby of 30 years ago and there have been 
great technological advances since then particularly in the field of electronics, it was 
quite an achievement that each member built his own SCR (Silicon Controlled 
Rectifier) throttle and also quick recovery capacitor discharge unit which ensured 
switches changed properly. 
So we had our modules, what now?  
Initially, our meetings were held on a Sunday in the parking garage of the building 
where I worked. 
  

 
 
From there we moved up in the world to the hall in the Visitor’s Reception Centre of 
the Sugar Terminal on Maydon Wharf. This was an ideal venue for us because we 
could set up on Friday night operate on Saturday and Sunday and dismantle the 
modules late on Sunday afternoon. But we were beginning to be noticed and 
invitations to display began to be received from shopping centres, the SPCA and 
Colin Penn’s Disney Exhibition. This enabled the group to meet one of its primary 
objectives namely: to stimulate interest in the construction and operating of model 
railroads. Our other objectives were to improve the knowledge and skills of model 
railroaders and to raise standards within the hobby. 
The peak of our achievements certainly in terms of the number of modules and the 
attractiveness of the configuration (based on a ‘Z’) were displays at Overport City 
Shopping Centre. Note two‘fillers’ were required with this configuration because of its 
asymmetric shape arising from the use of reverse corner modules. 

Photo taken at an early DMR 

meeting in the parking garage 

of Norwich Union House, now 

6 Durban Club Place, Durban. 

Photo shows basic corner and 

standard modules. The  latter 

nearest the corner with the  

bridge was originally intended 

as a scenery only module. 

Subsequently a Hon3 line was 

added to both modules. 
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Overport City Public Display Circa 1983 

 
Soon after its inception a decision was made by certain members of DMR to 
incorporate a HOn3 track in their modules. Arising from an earlier decision with 
respect to the depth of the corner modules (far less than the straight modules – refer 
photo below) this was not that easy. However 3 members co-operated and built a 5 
module end to end HOn3 layout. The driving force behind this was Keith Stamper 
who has written some reminiscences which appear later in this newsletter. 
 
Another Shot Taken At Overport Featuring the HOn3 Modules. I wonder who 
that is 0-5-0 ing bottom right?!? 

 
 
Overport was an ideal venue for us as we could drive our vehicles into the centre of 
the complex for loading and unloading purposes, there was plenty of space and a 
gallery around the floor enabled spectators to view the display from above.  

The section of the layout 

left and bottom of the 

photo shows the 5 

modules (4 straight and 

1 corner) with the Hon3 

track. Keith Stamper is 

operating a (terminus) 

HOn3 module middle 

left. This module (later 

converted to HO)  

featured in the previous 

newsletter but here it is 

in its original form. 
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Layout configurations were planned using cardboard templates of each member’s 
module(s) on the basis of who was to be available on the day.  
In those early days operations were simple, particularly when exhibiting to the public. 
In our experience what the public wants to see is trains running! Thus each member 
taking it in turns to run freights on one line and passengers on the other for say 20 
minutes was often the norm. While waiting his turn each other member would make 
and break trains on his ‘local’ section. The HOn3 line added to public interest. 
 
My early days with DMR modules and trains in South Africa by Keith Stamper 
 
“Some of you remember me and I hope that those memories are good. To those of 
you that do not, I actively participated in the Durban model railroading scene along 
with a good many of the guys that you see on the list. 
As Johnny, “Das Fuhrer” always said, I was on the lunatic fringe as I was a “died in 
the wool” narrow gauge modeller and have never modelled standard gauge. My 
choice of scales during those early days was Hon3. Colorado Narrow gauge. 
Model railroading for me really took hold when I was a youngster and living in 
Rhodesia, yes Rhodesia and not  Zimbabwe as it called today. My dad moved us 
from Durban to Bulawayo in 1954 where we settled. Dad worked for the Rhodesian 
Railways in the coach shop. Life in Bulawayo afforded me access to the Railways 
shops in Bulawayo and in particular the Engine shop near the station. I watch as 
Garratts shunted cars around the Bulawayo yards and often spent time on the 
station platform watching trains as they worked the yards. We returned to Durban in 
1964 and I went to Glenwood high School. 
My interest in trains began in those early years with a second hand Hornby Dublo 
train set on a board in the bedroom and as I am now approaching 64 years of age 
my interest in the hobby never waned. Despite girls, fast cars and the other 
distractions of youth, the trains always seemed to be there and in the back of my 
mind. 
My days in the DMR were really from the very beginning when a group of us met and 
decided to build a modular layout. I recall many evenings at some place on West 
Street where we would meet and formulate our plans. Those were good old days 
and much hard work went into the building of the modular layout. To this day, I have 
the DMR grey shirt, and my DMR name badge. Keepsakes of those long gone days. 
I had my own Hon3 section on the modules and the two std gauge main line tracks 
traversed the front of my module. 
Much fun was had with those modules. I recall setting up in Durban north at a sugar 
factory in their gym and also a various other venues which have now become distant 
memories for me. I do vividly recall the set up at Overport and the fun we had there 
for a few days. I have some black and white photos that were taken by the 
newspaper showing an aerial view of the modules. They were indeed quite 
impressive. 
Well, not too long after that I began to make plans to move to Canada. I will write 
more about my first days over here and life in Canada as it unfolded and I began my 
foray into the world of On3 and my passion for the Colorado Narrow Gauge.” 
 
Thanks to Keith, my stock of photographs of DMR in the early days i.e. prior to the 
move to a permanent location has increased substantially and I am going to end off 
this edition with a selection of them from that era. 
Till the next time (part 2 of the Durban Modular Railroaders story) – adieu 
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A Mystery! Whose Module Was this     Johnny’s Modules:Motive Power/Rolling                                                                                      
Tony Bell?                                                  Stock From Some Obscure Line………     

    
Ian’s HO/HOn3 Interchange                       Sheldon’s Module 

      
Carl’s Module 1                                           Carl’s Module 2 

     
Carl’s Module 3                                                  Carl’s Module 4 
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Carl’s Module 5                                                  Pair of handsome devils at Queensburgh                    

     
Carl, Sheldon, Derek, Doc & Mr 0-5-0               David (left) Derek (right) at Overport 

                  
Keith’s Galloping Goose                                   Close up Keith’s Galloping Goose 

                                   
 David’s HO/Hon3 Corner Module                   Derek’s Module                                                 

        
 


