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Editorial 

This month the lead aricle is on Light Emitting Diodes, a subject 
I had hoped someone more qualified than me would address 
but fools rush in etc. 
I had also hoped that last month’s open letter from Laurie 
Devereaux would result in some responses from the model 
railway retailers but it was not to be. 
The phenomenon of the demise of the local retailer is not 
restricted to South Arica. Chris Webster from the UK wrote that 
20 years ago there were 8 or more model train hobby shops in 
the London area which are no longe in existence. Reasons for 
their demise include a combination of high rents, lower margins 
from increasing competition from online/mail order companies 
and the fact that retiring shop owners simply haven’t been able 
to sell their businesses as going concerns. (vide Brandbright’s 
recent experience when a flourishing business simply closed).  
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On the subject of clubs Ian Sutherland responded as follows: 
“For those of you who do not know, there IS a model railway 
group who meet regularly, every two months, and has been in 
existence for, as far as I can remember, at least for the past 15 
years. It is the KZN. Chapter of the Hornby Railway Collectors 
Association, of South Africa, which is affiliated to the parent 
body in the U.K. We meet at various members homes, have 
technical talks, run whatever trains the host has collected, and 
not always Hornby products ! Some of our members have 
'modern' D.C.C. layouts, and from time to time sales of 
anything 'model trains' are held. Attendances vary between 10 
and 20 members and we far outnumber those who attend 
meetings in the JHB. area. A newsletter is issued to paid-up 
members, which includes technical topics, sales and wants, 
and reports on meetings held. The bottom line is we all have a 
good time, enjoy each other's company and the Hobby in 
general.” 
Sandy Arbuckle wrote as follows:  
“I and a friend run a small informal club for modellers, no subs, 
no chairman no committee. Meeting at Greenstone shopping 
mall once a month and would like to send him a copy of our 
newsletter that maybe he could start something similar”.  
Mike Deyzel advises that a club is in the process of formation in 
Durban with premises currently being arranged. Mike can be 
contacted at esc@tiscali.com or his shop East Coast Hobbies. 
Finally Roving Rails the modular HO layout has been 
resuscitated with 4 corner modules built over the Christmas 
period. As in previous years the modules are to be displayed at 
the model railway exhibition at Westville Civic Centre on the 
28

th
 and 29

th
 May. In addition all being well, permanent 

premises to erect and run the modules will be available later 
this year. Anyone who is interested in becoming involved is 
welcome to contact me for more information. 
So Laurie all is not “doom and gloom” with the hobby in the 
Durban area and in the final analysis if what is available does 
not meet your aspirations perhaps you should do what another 
respondent suggested and that is establish a club yourself! 
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Light Emitting Diodes  
The primary sources for the information herein are the Train 
Electronics website which has a wealth of information on the 
subject (http://www.trainelectronics.com/) – in particular the 
articles specifically on LEDs – LEDs 101 and 102 and 
Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Light-emitting_diode  
A LED is defined as follows: “a two-lead semiconductor light 
source. It is a p–n junction diode, which emits light when 
activated. When a suitable voltage is applied to the leads, 
electrons are able to recombine with electron holes within the 
device, releasing energy in the form of photons. This effect is 
called electroluminescence, and the color of the light 
(corresponding to the energy of the photon) is determined by 
the energy band gap of the semiconductor”. 
Hmmmmmmmm perhaps a LED is a bit like a car engine. We 
do not need to know how it works only that it propels us from A 
to B. 
Examples of LEDs 

  
Most LEDs have two metal wires extending from the plastic 
body where they can be connected to a source of DC 
power.  The longer lead is called the anode and is connected to 
the positive terminal of the power supply or battery.  The 
shorter lead is the cathode and is connected to negative.  The 

LEDs are available in different 

sizes and shapes with most being 

round topped cylinders that are 

either 3 mm or 5 mm in diameter 

(commonly referred to as T1 (3 

mm) and T1 ¾ (5mm).  The body 

of most LEDs is made of plastic 

that is either the same colour as 

the lit LED, generally referred to 

as a diffused LED, or of a 

transparent plastic.  As a rule the 

clear LEDs are brighter than the 

diffused ones.  The two LEDs on 

the left in this photo are diffused, 

the two on the right are clear. The 

relative sizes of the 3mm and 

5mm units can also be viewed. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electrons
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electroluminescence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Band_gap


 

  4 
 

base of the LED generally has a flat area next to the cathode 
which helps with lead identification if the wires have been 
cut.  The cathode can be identified by looking carefully at the 
insides of the LED. The cathode connects to the part that 
contains a dish shaped lens.   
The voltage required before the LED will light up is a minimum 
of 1.7 volts and a maximum of 2.4 volts. The upper limit of 2.4 
volts does not mean that it could not be powered with a higher 
voltage but that a resistor must be include in the circuit if such 
higher voltage is used. 
There is a wide range of uses to which LEDs can be put to use 
in the hobby – lighting signals, buildings and locos and rolling 
stock. This can be seen as part of the drive for greater realism 
something we all pursue to a greater or lesser extent. 
Individual LEDs could have been used for my LGB coaches but 
it would have been a laborious process to wire these up so strip 
LEDs were employed instead. These are available from 
Mantech Electronics www.mantech.co.za/ , 12 Lennox Road, 
Greyville, Durban 4001. The company’s headquarters are in 
Johannesburg and it also has a branch in Cape Town. 
Coil of strip LEDs 
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The LEDs (SMD part no 3528) were supplied in a 5m coil as 
above  and come in groups of three with a copper “cutline” 
separating each group. This “cutline” facilitates soldering the 
power supply wires to the strip. The copper wires conveying the 
power are embedded in a plastic strip to which the LEDs are 
attached. Peeling off a protective plastic strip reveals an 
adhesive which simplifies fitting to the coach. See below – two 
strips comprising three groups stuck to the carriage roof. 

 
My LGB power system is DCC based with 18 volts AC being 
supplied to the track. Thus not only is a voltage regulator 
required to reduce the voltage but it has to be rectified to DC. 

  

Something less than a 

work of art but it does the 

trick and is obscured by 

the coach interior. Diode 

middle top, voltage 

regulator left and 

capacitor to prevent 

“flicker” below. Joiners to 

facilitate wiring of power 

supply to LEDs. More 

compact components 

available commercially. 
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So we have the LEDs fitted and the box of tricks to sort out the 
power supply but how do we source power from the track? 
The answer is carbon brushes (from G&R Wrenn – there’s a 
name from the past - went out of business in 1992!) pushed up 
against the coach’s metal wheels by spare springs from Kadee 
G scale couplers. The brushes and springs sit inside a short 
metal tube which is embedded in the rolling stock’s bogey. 
Wires are soldered to the metal tube and fed up into through 
the body of the car/coach. See below. 

 
Before showing the results, apart from lighting, my coaches 
were also missing another feature which contributes to greater 
realism. After all you can’t expect a line which runs passenger 
coaches to operate without passengers! So using Pola figures, 
models of people were installed as well as lighting. A number of 
photographs of the results which again are not works of art are 
shown below. 
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First two views of the combine car: 
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Next the passenger car

 
 

 
And finally both together

 
Take the train! 


