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Editorial 

Reference was made last month to the ‘hunger’ on the part of the public 

to be involved in the hobby. At the exhibition a number of people asked 

for advice and guidance. I have dealt with this matter previously but for 

newcomers and those on the fringes the information will be repeated.  

For people learning to play bridge my advice is always play against 

people who are better than you. So it is with the model railway hobby. 

Get to know and learn from more experienced people. For modelers in 

the Durban area John Everitt is the best tracklayer I know. Frank 

Graham made all the common mistakes when he started – buying the 

wrong kind of equipment but has since developed into a skilled modeller. 

Alick Horne is the man to contact if you want to learn how to scenic your 

layout. John Borman shows what can be done with cardstock. 

A lot of my knowledge has been sourced from magazines and books on 

the subject. Now with the depreciation of the Rand we have to ‘box 

clever’ and find cheaper sources of information. 

mailto:shares@iafrica.com
https://sites.google.com/a/steamtrains.co.za/steam/garden-railways/the-north-star-chronicles
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I have waxed lyrical about the Model Railway Hobbyist previously, the 

free electronic monthly magazine http://model-railroad-hobbyist.com/  

This is a quality magazine full of information about the hobby but with a 

focus on HO North American. Those who model British outline would 

probably subscribe to Railway Modeller but again this costs money.  

There is a tremendous amount of free information on the internet and I 

defy anyone not to find answers to their queries from his source. 

Against this background I thought it would be instructive to trace another 

thread of the origins of the hobby (superdetailing was covered in the 

article on Pendon in the May North Star Chronicles). This month will 

feature another of the Pendon layouts namely the Madder Valley 

Railway but first for those who have not seen it, an interesting illustration 

of the model railway possibilities using Lego. Highlight the following and 

press control click.          

 Epic Train Set Snakes Through House - MSN.com 
The Madder Valley Railway 
This is one of the most important model railways in the United Kingdom 
because it was groundbreaking in its day. If the Vale Scene at Pendon 
museum is notable for the attention to detail, as a previous chairman of 
the museum commented in a DVD on Pendon, John Ahern adopted a 
‘broad brush’ approach to his modelling.  
John Ahern was an insurance broker by profession. In addition to being 
a skilled modeller, he was a well known photographer, prolific writer on 
model railways and had a passion for motor cars – fast ones! 
There is a considerable amount of information on John Ahern on the 
web with the best article I could find an excerpt from the Christmas 
edition of the Model Railway Journal no 75 of 1994. This was written by 
David Kitchiner who was responsible for installing the Madder Valley 
Railway at Pendon in 1963. Those interested in tracing the roots of the 
hobby are recommended to read the entire article, all 22 pages of it, at  
http://tbmod.com/rm/Madder%20Valley%20MRJ%201994%20dec.pdf 
This month’s NSC draws heavily on the Model Railway Journal article. 
In another influential article ‘A History of OO Gauge Part 1’ 
(http://www.doubleogauge.com/history/History2.htm) (again well worth 
reading for those interested in OO gauge  in particular and the battles 
that went on in the nineteen forties to try and reach a common set of 
standards along the lines of the NMRA in the USA. These battles were 
unsuccessful and the UK ended up with a gauge – 16.5mm - that is too 
narrow for the scale of 4mm to the foot), Stephen Siddle states that 
Ahern started with a conventional main line but it was rapidly replaced 
with a small freelanced light railway called the Madder Valley Railway. 

http://model-railroad-hobbyist.com/
http://www.msn.com/en-in/travel/video/epic-train-set-snakes-through-house/vi-BBsq45q?refvid=BBneA5n
http://tbmod.com/rm/Madder%20Valley%20MRJ%201994%20dec.pdf
http://www.doubleogauge.com/history/History2.htm
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As Siddle observes “such a subject is commonplace today but in 1940 it 
was unheard of. Pre war modellers were almost exclusively interested in 
big modern steam, but Ahern’s first articles dealt with the construction of 
three small antique engines, an 0-6-0 version of a GW Metro tank, a 
GWR ‘Sharpie’, and an LNWR Special tank”. The motive power he used 
and perhaps more importantly the fact that Ahern’s layout was fully 
developed from a scenic viewpoint, are two landmarks in the hobby. 
House moves enabled the Madder Valley Railway to go through three 
incarnations, the first two being outside (third) rail electrical pick up 
(riding rails joined with brass sleepers!) Greater space resulted in the 
layouts evolving and a conversion from 6 volt battery powered to 12 volt 
DC 2 rail pick up. A plan of the first layout is shown below. 

 
Plan of the replacement terminus for this version of the railway 

 
As Siddle again observes “nobody had previously modelled this sort of 
‘picture postcard’ English town or village and certainly nobody had ever 

The railway ran 

from a small 

harbourside 

terminus in front of 

a picturesque town 

of Much Madder to 

an unfinished 

terminus of Hither 

Gammon with all 

the fully detailed 

buildings being 

modelled in 

cardstock.  
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before built model buildings of this quality, or in such profusion, for a 
model railway. Even today Ahern’s work is outstanding: in 1942 it was 
simply breathtaking”. 
Few photographs were taken of the first layout and of course those that 
exist were taken in black and white. The ones reproduced here are 
copies of copies so sadly the quality thereof is poor. However the flavour 
of what Ahern achieved (at a time when materials were scarce or non 
existent) and his contribution to the hobby can be appreciated.  
The terminus of the first Madder Railway and the iconic Bert’s 
Garage 

  
Moving on the MVR second incarnation, many more photos exist which 
can be viewed in the aforementioned Model Railway Journal article. 
Madderport station. The outside rail pick up system can be seen 

 
The station remained unchanged on this and the railway’s final version 
except for an extension beyond the original buffer stops to add more 
operational flexibility to the adjacent harbour and the change to 2 rail 12 
volt electrification. Note the loco, a LNWR special tank.  
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As an inveterate traveller Ahern’s inspiration for his modelling originated 
from many sources. In addition he did not stick rigidly to scale. Other 
locos were based on narrow gauge lines such as the Manx Northern, 
Darjeeling, Lynton and Barnstable and Festiniog, rescaled to run on 
16.5mm track. Even North American rolling stock featured on the line. 
Schematic of the second Madder Valley Railway 
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The final configuration as it is at Pendon Museum

The railway was relocated to Pendon in 1963 following Ahern’s death. 
When the museum was rebuilt in 1971 the layout was opened out from a 
‘U’ to an ‘L’ shape so that it could be viewed from the inside. To facilitate 

An example of Ahern’s quirky 

approach to modelling: the 

hexagonal station building at 

Much Madder was inspired by 

the Lodge on the Inner Circle 

of Regent’s Park. Kitichiner 

argues that Madderport is the 

archetypal light railway 

headquarters-cum-terminus 

with elements of such railways 

and places as Bishops Castle, 

the Welsh Highland, 

Portmadoc, Rolvenden the 

Mid –Suffolk and Towyn all 

rolled into one scene. The 

station had a timber platform 

and a goods shed based on a 

Southern Railway type. The 

Harbour office is based on the 

Customs House in Poole 
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this the incomplete Moonraker corner was modified by the installation of 
a new section built on the same principles as the existing layout. Photos 
of the layout as it is now follow. Some were taken through protective 
glass and have been cropped to remove reflections. Please visit the 
Pendon website: (https://www.pendonmuseum.com/about/madder) to 
view more profesional photos (and watch the 2 minute video at:                                                                                                                
https://www.pendonmuseum.com/madder/ to obtain a better idea of the 
quality of Ahern’s work. 
Madder Port 

 
Madderport harbour (photo courtesy Pendon Museum) 

 
More of Madderport 

 

https://www.pendonmuseum.com/about/madder
https://www.pendonmuseum.com/madder/
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Much Madder 

 
More of Much Madder with boatyard on the right 

 
The locks on the canal at Much Madder with  Moonrakers Inn to the 
right (photo courtesy Pendon Museum) 
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Much Madder station (photo courtesy Pendon Museum) 

 
Brick field on the right on the branchline to Gammon End 

 
Gammon End station Gammon Magna in the background. Note 
Virginia and Truckee combo! (photo courtesy Pendon Museum) 

 

https://www.google.co.za/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiWnZPQ6KHNAhVJMhoKHSN8ChwQjRwIBw&url=https://www.pendonmuseum.com/about/madder&psig=AFQjCNFlidZWyPrPHUCuXrpPQRNlIZoYFg&ust=1465796972002628
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Madderhorn (sic!) based on the Aberglaslyn Pass on the Welsh 
Highland 

 
Gammon End foreground. Station throat of Gammon Magna right  

 
Gammon Magna station (photo courtesy Pendon Museum 
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Gammon Magna 

 
Gammon Magna station at front and Gammon Magna castle at rear 
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Ahern was passionate about motor cars too (photo courtesy 
Pendon Museum) 

 
Hopefully this article has given you an insight to a man who has been 
rightly described as a pioneering craftsman. John Ahern stands among 
the giants of our hobby. Given the context and the environment in which 
he operated his work is quite remarkable. The great thing is his layout 
has survived, is still operated occasionally and despite being over 60 
years old continues to serve as an inspiration to us lesser mortals. 
In conclusion, those interested in supporting Pendon Museum can 
become a ‘Friend of Pendon’ at an annual cost of £17 (£20 for those in 
Europe and £22 for the rest of the world). Details are available from the 
website. 
Benefits of membership while supporting the development of what has 
been described as the “UK’s finest landscape diorama” include: 

 Complimentary entry to Museum public openings 
 Publications and activities exclusive to Friends 
 Discounts on all purchases from the Museum shop and Web Shop 
 Priority booking and 10% discount on Workshops and Talks 

I cannot wait to revisit this outstanding example of scenic modelling. 
 
 


