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Editorial 

The May and July North Star Chronicles covered two of the primary 
influences on the model railway hobby namely Roye England and John 
Ahern. This month another giant in the hobby’s history is reviewed but 
on a different continent – John Allen – the so called ‘Wizard of 
Monterey.’ My primary sources for the information herein are Wikipedia 
and Linn Westcott’s seminal book “Model Railroading with John Allen” 
first edition - Kalmbach Books published in 1981.  
John Whitby Allen was born in Joplin Missouri in 1913. Ho lost both 
parents at a relatively early age and while at school contacted rheumatic 
fever which weakened his heart. On medical advice he moved to 
California to live with relatives. He attended UCLA originally studying 
economics but switched to art school specialising in photography.  
An attendance at the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1934 where he saw 
scale model trains stimulated his interest in the hobby.  
A bequest, a frugal life style and the proceeds of the sale of a 
photographic business enabled Allen to retire in 1946 aged only 33 and 
to devote the rest of his life to the hobby. The July 1946 edition featured 
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the first of Allen’s many photographs in Model Railroader. In the same 
year, Allen moved into a house in Monterey and began the first 
incarnation of his iconic HO layout – Gorre and Daphetid (pronounced 
gory and defeated in the unlikely event there is anyone in any doubt!). A 
second expanded version followed. 
In 1953 he decided he needed more space and so moved house. The 
layout was dismantled save for the original core 1.1m x 2m section 
which was saved and incorporated in the new (third) layout which 
covered about 55 sqm of a basement he dug out in the new house. 
Construction of the layout commenced in January 1954. It was still 
unfinished in January 1973 on Allen’s death from a heart attack at the 
relatively young age of 59. 
If Allen’s death was sad so was the aftermath. 10 days after he died fire 
destroyed the layout with very little being saved. 
So what was Allen’s contribution to the hobby and why is he such an 
influential figure? 
The answer as Wikipedia says is:  
“Allen revolutionized model railroading with realistic operations, lighting 
(including night lighting), and weathering of models. He used forced 
perspective to enhance the illusion of realism……” 
To this can be added: a prominent scratchbuilder, superdetailing his 
models, the use of floor to ceiling scenery, mirrors and humourous 
vignettes on life in his layouts. Like John Ahern, John Allen approached 
his subject with the eye of a skilled artist/photographer 
Plan of the first Gorre and Daphetid 
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The first layout as actually built. Turntable and engine shed moved 
outside the loop and Hon3 track added (bottom left) 

 
The second Gorre and Daphetid. Note the incorporation of the 
original layout (top right) and the Hon3 section – bottom right 

 
Gorre and Daphetid – mark 111 the final version is shown below. 
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Angel’s Camp was located on the topmost line where the 
dimension 27’- 6” appears. Note Hon3 narrow gauge line (Devil’s 
Gulch and Helengon) from Gorre – return loop at Squawbottom. 
Please also refer the diagram of the Route of the Gorre and 
Daphetid below to assist following the layout plan.

 
The main item still to be built when Allen died was the bridge between 
Scalp Mountain and Angel’s Camp. Pending that installation, only the 
lower two of 4 ‘tiers’ – the River subdivision – were used as the mainline. 
The upper two ‘tiers’ with the unconnected stubs of the Summit 
subdivision were treated as separate branch lines. 
Because of the absence of a join between Scalp Mountain and Angel’s 
Camp the main yard at Great Divide was isolated from the rest of the 
system. To circumvent this obstacle to smooth operation Allen 
incorporated a “cutoff”. Bearing in mind it was a “stub”, trains had to 
reverse out of Great Divide onto the track opposite the Austin Street 
suburban station. From there they moved forward onto the “cutoff” and 
entered Gorre via what Westcott described as a ‘backdoor through 
Cross Junction’. The diagram below hopefully will make this easier to 
follow. Note the arrows indicate westbound direction. 
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There is a host of information on the G&D on the internet. Entire 
websites are devoted to the subject with large numbers of maps and 
photos at:  
http://mrr.trains.com/videos/layout-visits/2008/11/video-remembering-
the-gorre-and-daphetid  http://www.doug56.net/GD/page6.html 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/GandD http://gdlines.info/G&D_Files.htm, 
Perhaps surprisingly bearing in mind the importance of the subject to 
Allen and his contribution to this aspect, operation has received 
relatively little coverage. Being a large and complicated layout the G&D 
required 5 to 10 operators (depending on one or two man train crews). 
The layout was wired using the “independent rail method” where each 
block was electrically independent from every other (in contrast to 
“common rail” where the blocks use a common return path.  
There were 17 blocks which could be assigned to any one of 3 mainline 
cabs. There was a large control panel at Gorre and local panels at Great 
Divide, Port and Andrews. 
The layout was operated to timetable on a 12:1 fast clock basis. 
After trying card order and switchlist routing Allen settled on tab-on-car 
routing as the system that best suited to what he was trying to achieve – 
a random ebb and flow of car movements rather than a predetermined 
number of cars assigned to each train. 
As the name suggests the tab-on-car system consists of four step colour 
coded tabs carried on the top of the cars. In essence the car itself acts 
as the car card and the tab was a four cycle waybill. Each tab had a 
sequence of routing information to send the car through a series of four 
different destinations (Great Divide, Gorre, Port, Andrews). The tabs 
were made of stiff paper but they had small pieces of metal attached 
which enabled them to be lifted off the car with a magnet.  
Each side of every tab was divided into two colours with one block larger 
than the other. To determine the destination the sequence was big, little, 
turn the block over and repeat. 
After operating on a car card/waybill system for many years I would 
argue (and Allen agreed) that this tab-on-car system had a number of 
disadvantages. Not least of these was Allen was not concerned if his 
cars were loaded or not. The system of Car card/waybill/fast clock 
timetables operated by Durban Modular Railways for many years 
(reviewed in NSC Volume 1 no 5 – May 2013) taught one respect for 
Transnet trying to make a profit as we did distinguish between loaded 
and unloaded cars. 
For a more comprehensive description of the tab-on-car system refer to 
http://users.frii.com/gbooth/Trains/GreatWestern/Operations/TabSystem/
TabSystem.htm Another website is 
http://thelittlerockline.blogspot.co.za/2014/10/tab-on-car-routing.html 
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Route of the Gorre and Daphetid mountain division 

 
Whether one prefers tab-on-car or car cards/waybills the point is that as 
with many of the aspects of the hobby with which Allen was involved, he 
innovated with respect to operations. 
No article on John Allen would be complete without reference to another 
of his major contributions to the hobby namely the famous “Timesaver”. 
In what was the last article written before his death and although 
invented some time previously as it featured in post G&D operating 
sessions, the “Timesaver” first appeared in the November 1972 edition 
of Model Railroader.  
The original Timesaver saved from the fire and subsequently 
donated to the San Diego Model Railway Museum 
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The puzzle or competition involves positioning a number of cars on the 
layout and being required to move them to new predetermined locations 
with the minimum number of moves. It is an excellent introduction to the 
hobby and arguably a better start than a tail chasing layout.  
Along with many thousands of others and although it can be built in any 
scale, I built an HO version which can be incorporated into a modular 
layout. My version has scenery added. The layout along with more 
information on the original Timesaver featured in the Volume 1 no 2 
(February 2013) edition of the NSC. Photographs of my layout (Virginia) 
with scenery added can be viewed in the June 2016 NSC in the report 
on the exhibition. 
To finish off, some of the photos of the layout follow. Arguably it was the 
floor to ceiling scenery that created the drama and along with the 
meticulous planning, scratchbuilding, superdetailing, weathering and 
lighting that made the layout and its builder such icons. 
The original layout as incorporated into the 3rd version of the G&D 

       
Scalp Mountain Arch – Allen loved bridges as is evident from the 

large number to be seen on the layout!
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Mountain used to hide a basement pillar. Scalp Mountain Arch, the 

last bridge Allen built with Squawbottom station far below.

 

Floor to ceiling scenery in Giant Canyon. Sims Loop trestle in the 
middle, Squawbottom station to the left. 
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Some of the G&D 30 odd strong roster of superdetailed locos. Note 
the enhanced realism with all the “clutter”. 

 
Squaw Creek High Bridge. Note use of the mirror in this scene to 
enhance depth  
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The unfinished bridge between Angel’s Camp and Scalp Mountain 
(the Great Devil’s Gulch Bridge). Drains lower right 

 
Finally to show Allen could also model city scenes - a shot of Port. 

 
After this had been written, news came that the Cape Town model 
railway convention planned for April next year has been cancelled – lack 
of finance being stated as the reason. First Durban and now Cape Town! 
How sad but as has been pointed out to me potential delegates to Cape 
Town from the Reef or Durban would have to find R5000 or so just for 
travel, accommodation and sustenance before thinking about a fee for 
the convention. A radical rethink is required on this subject.  
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