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Editorial 

There is some good news and some sad news this month. First the 
former: most of us who are railway modellers are also interested in the 
prototype and thanks to the Ceres Railway Company and a talented 
photographer by the name of Wayne Nauschutz there is a bonanza of 
recently filmed South African prototype on youtube. At the end of March 
the CRC collected their second steam loco – a 19B no 1412 named 
BAILEY from the workshop at Voorbaai and the story of the journey from 
Ceres to Mossel Bay and return is told on 4 youtube videos at 
https://youtu.be/f6zAB_6Npdw.  
I encourage you to watch them to observe the two locos concerned in 
pristine, outshopped condition and the glorious scenery of the Cape. The 
shots taken from the air are very special. 
Hopefully what the CRC is doing will be told for inclusion in a later 
edition of the North Star Chronicles. 
Now to the sad news, for those who do not know, Phil Girdlestone the 
talented steam engineer died on the 20th April at the early age of 61. I 
am indebted to Dave Richardson from Fedrail SA for bringing this to my 

mailto:shares@iafrica.com
https://sites.google.com/a/steamtrains.co.za/steam/garden-railways/the-north-star-chronicles
https://sites.google.com/a/steamtrains.co.za/steam/garden-railways/the-north-star-chronicles
https://youtu.be/f6zAB_6Npdw


 

  2 
 

attention and also pointing me in the direction of an appreciation of his 
life at http://csrail.org/newsroom. I again urge you to read this to 
understand what a gifted engineer we have lost. 
Now to happier things: I have had two long standing aspirations as 
regards visiting railway orientated museums in the UK – two major items 
on my bucket list if you like. The first is Pendon and the second Didcot. 
Both museums are located close to Oxford and indeed are within 5 or 6 
miles of one another. Of course they are very different – one dedicated 
to the 12 inches to the foot railway exhibits and the scale of the other is 
4mm to the foot. The latter i.e. Pendon is generally recognised as the 
‘holy grail’ of railway modelling. Pendon’s website contains a great deal 
of information and some superb photographs but it is a bit like the Taj 
Mahal. There are some magnificent photos of this impressive edifice on 
the web but nothing compares with seeing it in the flesh. So with 
Pendon. If there is just one museum you visit in the UK (ok make that 
two – there is also the National Rail Museum at York) then go to 
Pendon. The blurb says spend about 2 hours there. I had time 
constraints otherwise I could have spent considerably longer. 
Pendon Museum 
So what is Pendon? What was the vision of the instigators? There is a 
considerable amount of information about this on the Pendon website 
(www.pendonmuseum.com) but briefly the project was the vision of 
Roye England who ironically despite the name was an Australian. Roye 
set out to capture the beauty and as the Pendon brochure (available 
from the bookshop) describes it the ‘hard reality’ of English country life in 
the 1930s in the Vale of White Horse located west of Oxford. Buildings 
were meticulously photographed and measured and then reproduced in 
three dimensions as they were in that time before the ‘rude’ changes 
experienced in the pre and post Second World War years. So the vision 
was to protect for posterity ‘how it was’ – scenery, buildings, workplaces 
and transport which is where of course the railway in the form of a 
representation of the GWR mainline and the Midland and South Western 
Junction Railway branch line comes in.  
What must always be borne in mind is that the models although not in 
their original location are all exact copies – in one case with 31000 
individual roof tiles – of real prototypes. The detail is truly mind blowing! 
But Pendon museum is far from the work of one man. Apart from the 
Vale scene, the building houses two other iconic layouts, the Dartmoor 
scene inspired by Guy Williams and the probably better known John 
Ahern’s Madder Valley Railway. This layout as well as the Vale scene in 
particular have been featured in numerous model railway articles. 
Ahern’s layout deserves and will receive an article all to itself.  
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The exhibits are positioned on two levels, the Madder Valley Railway 
and the Dartmoor Scene on the ground floor with the Vale Scene on top. 
This month’s North Star Chronicles will feature the Vale Scene while the 
Dartmoor Scene and the Madder Valley Railway will be covered in future 
editions. 
Plan of the museum (used with permission) 

 
Also on show is the superb model of the Shambles area of York built by 
John Warner and Gerry Hall, a diorama which attended many model 
railway exhibitions before finding a permanent home at Pendon. 
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But back to Roye England, in the mid 1950s he had surrounded himself 
with a team who shared the vision and the logical step was to look 
around for permanent premises for the museum. He purchased a pub in 
Long Wittenham near Abingdon (the original home of MG) just outside 
Oxford. Originally the building functioned as his home, a youth hostel 
and a place to display his models. In 1955 an ex RAF hut was erected 
on the property to fulfill the museum function. In 1971 a new building 
was erected over the ex RAF hut which was then dismantled. 
It took 10 years to fit out the new building all the work being done by 
volunteers. The model building continued with dioramas which were to 
be incorporated into the Vale scene being placed on display.  
Roye England died in 1995 but the work continues to this day entirely 
volunteer driven which is a considerable achievement.  
Pendon is owned by a charitable trust. It would be an interesting story to 
hear how the ‘team of volunteers’ stayed together and did not 
disintegrate as happens so often when clubs are concerned. Roye 
England must have been a visionary/inspirational character who had the 
ability to carry people along with him. It would seem that the same spirit 
is imbued in the individuals running the ‘show’ today.  
However, it became necessary for more ‘structure’ to be introduced to 
the management of the museum. Last year the Trust and management 
roles were separated with the former being responsible for the long term 
strategy and the latter the day to day running of the museum, a structure 
described as ‘best practice’. Work groups have a ‘co-ordinator’ at the 
head (appointed by the trustees) and generally trustees would not fill this 
role but trustees can lead a special project. 
As with any volunteer driven organisation, there are never enough of 
them! More volunteers would permit not only extended opening hours 
which are generally limited to weekends, most bank holidays, 
Wednesdays in school holidays and Thursdays in August but also the 
“drop in” clinics for schoolchildren and the more structured ones for 
those who seek to improve their modelling skills. 
A vital issue is the financing of the museum. 40% of the revenue is 
generated from admissions with a further 40% accruing from annual 
donations from Friends of Pendon. The remaining 20% originates from 
legacies, sales from the shop and special events. 
For those who have the same vision i.e. establishing something along 
the lines of Pendon or just a ‘permanent’ home for a model railway club 
in South Africa, as Gary Smith has repeatedly emphasised the first 
prerequisite is to own your own premises. Two other requirements are 
that all members must share the same vision and be led by an 
inspirational leader who directs but does not dictate. 
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The Vale Scene 
I cannot describe this better than the blurb 
“Pendon’s Vale Scene is a pastiche based on the Vale of White Horse 
and brings together village, farming and transport scenes from the 1920s 
and 30s in an imaginary but realistic diorama. It is widely regarded as 
the finest model landscape in the United Kingdom” 
In most layouts the scenery plays a supporting role to the railway. Not so 
with the Vale Scene. The scenery and models are the stars and the 
railway plays a supporting role.  
The 70 foot long display features the imaginary village of Pendon Parva, 
an Iron Age fort, crops in the fields and superbly detailed (interior as well 
as exterior) buildings. The scene is set in early August so the crops are 
ripe for harvesting and the gardens of the properties are in full bloom. 
What is remarkable is that many of the models were built at a time when 
the materials required were not available commercially or did not exist. 
All modellers such as Roye England had to work with were cardstock, 
rudimentary glues and the English equivalent of n boer maak ‘n plan! 
The results were and are phenomenal with incredible attention to detail – 
not only on the exterior scenes e.g. a butterfly on the cabbages and 15 
different types of flowers in a cottage garden but the interiors e.g. the 
cobbler’s shop contains all the cobbler’s tools faithfully reproduced. The 
buildings can be illuminated to show night scenes. 
Advances in modelling materials have seen plumber’s hemp replacing 
human hair for the thatch and widespread use of Woodlands Scenics 
foam for making trees. Surgical sponge is another raw material and the 
rabbits of which there are plenty are made of phosphor bronze! 
Insofar as the railway is concerned I received a ‘star’ from one of the 
Pendon volunteers because I observed that although the tunnel 
entrance looked out of scale in fact it was not because the prototype 
railway was originally laid as broad gauge. This of course apart from the 
wider track also had a wider and higher loading gauge. So the tunnel 
height is in scale! 
The track is laid to EM standards i.e. a gauge of 18mm which is more 
accurate than the 16.5mm of OO track. The rail is code 75 (as against 
the code 100 traditionally used by OO modellers in the past). The track 
is hand laid with individual cast metal chairs – a time consuming task! 
The Railway Operating System  
The operating system is bespoke and best described as advanced semi-
automated analogue control. In addition to his role regarding the original 
Dartmoor scene, Guy Williams built the locos (over 50 of them) used on 
the Vale Scene and Dartmoor Scene layouts. His loco building 
techniques using Portescap motors have featured in several books on 
the subject. 
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The trains run to a schedule with storage yards for 16 trains based on 
what would have been observed in the 1930s. Thus in addition to 
passenger trains (mainline and branchline) there would be China clay, 
coal and mixed freight.  
The completed railway lines are fully signalled. 
In 2013 the Oxford line became fully operational. The Bristol line has not 
yet reached that stage. 
Left hand half of the layout plan, Parva station at front. The layout 
is over 21m long and totals 185 square metres! The visible railway 
is about a scale mile in length. 
Plan reproduced with the permission of the museum 
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The right hand half 

 
The scale of the Scene 

 

The photo 

alongside and 

those below 

were taken 

through the 

glass 

surrounding 

the layout and 

are not of the 

same quality as 

the ones on 

the website 

which 

everyone is 

encouraged to 

visit. 
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Another view of the scale of the Vale Scene 

 
Mind boggling detail! 
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How does your garden grow? 
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Storage yards 

 
Pendon Parva station 
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Another view of Pendon Parva station 

 
And another 

 
Finally, a reminder of the model railway exhibition to be held on the 28th 
and 29th May at Westville Civic Centre. Please would anyone who 
wishes to take a trader’s table advise accordingly in order we can 
determine how many have to be hired.  
Either contact Ian Sutherland – ilsutherland@cybersmart.co.za  
tel no 0317643044 or me shares@iafrica.com cell no 0826535642. 
 
Take the train! 

mailto:ilsutherland@cybersmart.co.za
mailto:shares@iafrica.com

