
 

  1 
 

 

                                  

 
THE NORTH STAR CHRONICLES – a newsletter primarily for the model 

railway fraternity                                     
 
Volume 4 no 12 December 2016 
Editor: David Cairns  

e-mail: northstarrailway@gmail.com  

Website for back copies: www.northstarrailway.com  

Phone: +27 82 653 5642 

 

Editorial 

The observant reader will note changes to the above website address: 
more of that later in the newsletter but first I have to comment how full of 
surprises life is. It was with some apprehension that last month’s topic - 
wooden toy trains - was chosen. Would anybody be interested? Well, 
judging from the responses this was a subject to which a large number 
of people related. First out of the blocks, Mary van der Riet:  
“My son Thomas has had a wooden track from about the age of 2. It is 
very 'user' friendly, and also robust. There are two main supplies in SA 
which you do not mention. The one is Melissa and Doug. This brand is 
the more expensive version. The other is 'Big Jig' which is compatible 
with the Melissa and Doug set, but much more reasonably priced. It 
comes with a wide range of accessories - coal mine winches, bridges, 
tunnels, an engine repair shed (in the Thomas the Tank engine lingo, 
this is Victor's Steamworks), viaduct bridges, signal towers etc. It also 
has a set of road vehicles and roads which can be integrated with the 
train track. 
Brio is also available (I have seen it in toy shops in Howick, and also at 
the Junction in Nottingham Road), but it is very pricey. Both the Big Jig 
versions and the Melissa and Doug versions come with motorised and 
non-motorised locomotives.” 

mailto:northstarrailway@gmail.com
http://www.northstarrailway.com/
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And from Hermann Steyn “My grandson (almost 2 years old now) is 
already the beneficiary of some Thomas’s … Toy Zone up here on 
Hendrk Potigieter does sell wooden Thomas train sets and u can find 
locos & other items in Checkers too”  
A relation in the UK contributed the photo and comments below.            

“I have a lot of these, and the most interested grandchild has a huge 

layout of mixed origins, which she set up in their new home, by herself. It 

all started with jigsaw puzzles, but she is a bright kid, and she soon 

gravitated to the wooden track trains, because I think of the 'click-clak' 

way they click together and of course you can do lots of interesting 

things in the layout. By the way, Ikea is the best for 'Starters' because 

you can push out the plastic connector, and as you will be aware, in a 

cross-over, figure of 8, you need a double female and male. Also Ikea is 

cheaper. The small layout you show in the last of your Mag. article is not 

preferred, because it is the smallest and the curves are too sharp for the 

newer bigger electric locos, which causes annoying derailments. But 

again beginners like the push along rolling stock and are quite happy 

with that initially. In fact Charlotte chased me off when I first tried to 

persuade her to swap electric locos for her push along jobs. As far as I 

know Ikea do not sell the tight curves even with their cheapest sets.                                                         

Our dining room table is taken up with the Tomy original tracks etc. Most 

of the stuff shown here has been acquired from car boot sales for 

sweeties, because a great disaster has befallen Tomy, they did not win 

the franchise again, probably because the stuff was too good, and the 

new manufacturers didn't make their stuff backward compatible. This 

was almost a double whammy but I was able to buy the original stuff 

second hand for next to nothing and jolly good it is too, as you can see. 

The cheapest rolling stock is still Ikea, but if motorised locos are 

required, Tesco is the cheapest, and their locos are compatible with the 

wooden stuff, provided you don’t use them on the tighter curves) For 

about £8 you get a loco (060) with lights and sounds and magnetic 

couplings. In the middle of the photograph, are two 125 trains, operated 

by remote control (one red and blue, but you can’t see the blue and the 

other orange and red.” 
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Note use of plastic track and LEGO in these two photographs 

 
Will Nana’s dining room table ever be the same? 
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Frank Steven’s grandchildren in Australia 

 

Mike Richardson from the Gauteng Free Mo Group commented as 

follows: “I have given all three of my grandson's wooden train sets 

starting with Brio but switching to BigJigs, which are much better priced 

in SA. I have been getting Big Jigs from Toddler's Warehouse on-line 

from Kempton Park or occasionally on Bid-or-Buy, but you have to watch 

the prices because there are some sellers that ask ridiculously high 

prices. There is also a toy shop at Nottingham Road that has a good 

selection. I have found that from three years old they become quite 

competent at putting the tracks together. Little breakage except when 

picking up long lengths. They can stand on the  track without doing 

damage but obviously not bridges. But the best layouts are ones where 

the kids can sit on the floor inside any loops or circles. This is a great 

introduction to trains for kids - pleased to see your article. My eldest 

grandson of 7-1/2 years still enjoys them but is probably near the limit 

because I think between 8 and 10 you can switch them to "electric 

trains". I expect these wooden trains have replaced the tin-plate Hornby 

0-gauge we had as kids in the 1940s-50s”. 
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Finally a comment from Gary Smith which sums up the situation nicely. 

“Easy one first, yes it may be that no model railroad retailer stocks them 

but they are usually available at Spars, Pick and Pays, Checkers, and 

the like, so yes parents can get them for Christmas.  

And secondly, most importantly, I was glad to see at the end you made 

mention of having one at a proper model railroad display to entertain the 

youngest people with. This has been espoused in many articles in 

magazines on how to have a successful show / exhibition / display. Little 

kids see with their hands. They learn by (and therefore want to) touch 

feel experience play with what they are experiencing which is the polar 

opposite of ourselves who, now with DCC and RailPro and 

TrainController type computer systems never have to touch our layouts 

ever, and the minute MTH gets their remote uncouplers that are only 

available on select locos into mass production, we won’t ever have to 

touch the our trains to uncouple which will be the perfect realism for us. 

But the youngsters want to touch but we don’t want them touching our 
“proper” stuff, but we DO want them hanging around and getting 
interested because that keeps daddy hanging around the good stuff 
getting interested. It has always been said, at any show / expo, there 
must ALWAYS be a ‘crèche’ area with hands on stuff for that age group. 
And another note is, visitors want ‘action’ they don’t want realism. Do 
you want to interest people at a show? Run the trains just a little bit too 
fast, have the bright gaudy colours shining, have the nodding giraffe 
head sticking out of the top of the circus car, have 5 trains running along 
1 inch behind each other, permanently have trains RUNNING 
everywhere, make everything as diverse as possible, run Big Boys 
double headed with Amtrak diesels alongside German crocodiles, 
difference and variety catch the eye and the interest, reality is usually 
very boring.” 
Model Railway Convention  
I now wish to return to a subject which will be of no interest to some and 
run the risk of reopening old wounds in others. However for the good of 
the hobby in South Africa the subject must be aired. I refer of course to 
the issue of national model railway/railroad conventions. Sadly another 
attempt to host one has aborted with the Cape Town organizing 
committee cancelling the convention scheduled for March next year, as 
with Durban citing financial reasons. 
Better news from Mike Deyzel is that a ‘Train Show ‘ is to be held in 
April/May next year in Durban. Details are not yet to hand but Mike’s 
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initial announcement follows. What is important is that attendees will 
have an opportunity to visit some of the outstanding layouts in the 
Durban area. It is to be hoped the show will be well supported by the ‘out 
of towners. 
Mike’s e-mail reads as follows: 
Durban will be hosting a "Train Show" for the period 27 April to 01 May 
2017. 
There will be layout visits, Swop meet, and coincides with Umgeni 
Steam Railway running Sunday. 
Braai's, swop meet and Umgeni Steam run will be for visitors pockets. 
There will be no "Train Show" subscription fee. 
Layout visits will be communicated in due course. We cannot allow for 
more than 15 people per layout at any one time, hence a schedule of 
visits will be communicated. Further detail to follow. 
No tea's and coffee's or lunches will be provided. 
However, we do ask that visitors indicate which fee orientated functions 
they will be attending. This can be done up to 1 month before the start 
date. 
Fees will be for: 
Braai on Thursday evening 27 April 2017 
Swop Meet door Entrance - R20.00 
Saturday evening spit braai  
Umgeni Steam Ride 
Bookings for the paid functions will open soon. 
Please email us on trainshdbn@gmail.com to register for layout visits 
and other functions during this period. 
Please do not wait for the last minute to register for a particular function” 
While this endeavour is to be encouraged it needs to be established if 
the model railway community feels such an approach stands on its own 
merits or indeed is preferable to a national convention. 
There is no doubt that our economy and large sections of the model 

railway community are under financial pressure. Further, it is the costs of 

travel and accommodation to the venue that are cited as the reason 

hobbyists will not attend rather than the convention delegate fee itself – 

a point well made. However there is a number of counter arguments.                                 

Earlier this year Mike Leppan in Cape Town took over the responsibility 

of selling a LGB collection from an estate. Over R1m was realized. It is 

true some R130000’s worth went to overseas buyers but local LGB 

enthusiasts took approximately R900000’s worth. 

While researching model railway suppliers in this country for the website 

I came across Eric Bekker - http://bekkerail.wixsite.com/bekkerail  

mailto:trainshdbn@gmail.com
http://bekkerail.wixsite.com/bekkerail
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Eric builds magnificent HO models of SAR prototypes which sell for 

approximately R8500. 

SAR/SAS Class 25 NC Worshond 

  
Another example is Rod Hering from Precision Miniatures 

www.precisionminiatures.co.za Rod builds a HO GMAM Garratt 

(presumably starting with a DJH kit) fitted with two motors which costs 

just under R13000. 

 
The fact that these locos are selling indicates for at least a certain 

section of the model railway community there is no shortage of cash!  

I could go on and on countering the no money argument but instead let 

us concentrate on the financially strapped and recall Robin Kerr’s 

comments in Volume 3 no 8 August 2015 edition of the NSC. (Robin and 

Mike Trow from Model Train Exchange were mainly responsible for 

organising the last 5 Cape Town conventions.)  

Excerpts are quoted below: 

Attached find a schedule of information, which indicates............... 

90 Class 25 condensing steam 

locos with a 4-8-4 wheel 

configuration were placed in 

service by the SAR between 

1953 and 1955. The Class 

25NC, which was introduced at 

the same time, was a non 

condensing version of the same 

loco. These locos with rebuilt 

tenders were soon nicknamed 

‘Worshond’ (sausage dog for the 

non Afrikaans speakers) 

http://www.precisionminiatures.co.za/
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• we have never had the luxury of a single delegate 6 months prior 

to the convention   

• in 1999 we only had 4 delegates 4 months before the convention! ;  

• most delegates registered 2/3 months before the convention;  

• we ran an "early bird" discount (10%) up to 3 months before the 

our convention to encourage early registrations;  

• all previous delegates, to all previous conventions (1 to X), were e-

mailed invitations to the convention, where we had an email address 

(200) - response was 32% but it yielded 63 delegates;  

• we posted 350 personal invitations to previous delegates who 

were not on email - response was only 6% and yielded 20 delegates - 

maybe not worth it? ;  

• approximately 40% of your delegates should be local (Durban and 

environs), approximately 40% from Gauteng, and the balance from 

elsewhere. 

Further, you have done very little marketing/publishing of information 

about the convention - the website www.samodelrailway.hot.co.za  was 

specifically set up a number of years ago to advise forthcoming 

conventions, and publish information concerning them, has not been 

utilised? Those locally who know about the convention have only 

stumbled upon the information, as did I. Also the convention is not in 

school holidays, as has normally been the historic case, allowing the 

convention to double up as a holiday for the family.  

 As to the economic situation, it has been worse, and delegates came to 

the past conventions. I believe that the high delegate cost of R 1,440 

has been off putting. It is about 50% higher than that of the last 

convention in PE in September 2013. This is the initial hurdle to get 

delegates over. Accommodation, travel and meals can be pitched at 

many levels, from rock bottom to luxury, and accommodation and travel 

can be shared to reduce costs.” 

The essence of Robin’s comments is: 

Firstly, he subscribes to the ‘Field of Dreams’ argument –“Build it and 

they will come.” 

Secondly, publicity is vital and social media and e-mail are the ways to 

contact potential delegates. 

Thirdly, the convention should be hosted during school holidays 

(particularly for the out of towners?)                                                  

http://www.samodelrailway.hot.co.za/
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Fourthly, as regards the convention attendance fee a cheaper venue 

should be chosen (Robin suggested a scout hall as a possibility) to 

further reduce delegate cost. 

Against the following background: 

 there are some world class layouts in Durban – Frank Graham and 

John Everitt to name two - and I am sure there are similar ones in 

Johannesburg and Cape Town 

 the cash is available to finance a convention (pre-payments for hall 

hire etc.) 

 exhibitions more than cover hall hire expenses 

 a convention provides an opportunity for traders/suppliers to show 

off their wares. Combining the convention with a public exhibition 

enhances the opportunity for buyers and sellers to meet 

 the public is hungry for model railway exhibitions 

 there are plenty of people prepared to exhibit 

 a convention is a good way to promote the hobby 

 clinics provide an opportunity for newcomers to the hobby to 

improve their knowledge 

 Arguably some market research is required 

With this in mind at the end of this newsletter (and also in the ‘Events’ 

section of the website – see the next section of the newsletter - where 

the forms can be completed on line) is a questionnaire which in order to 

ascertain what potential delegates think, please would you complete and 

return to me at northstarrailway@gmail.com It would be useful to reach 

as wide a spectrum of model railway hobbyists as possible so please 

forward it to as many people as you like. Retailers please print off copies 

of the questionnaire and display copies prominently in your premises. 

This is in your interests! 

I have one final thought: maybe the time has come for a national 

convention co-ordinating committee to be formed to deal with this 

subject. Sadly politics has intruded at the local level. It is understood that 

part of the problem in Cape Town was that Robin Kerr and Mike Trow, 

while they were willing to act as ‘consultants’ to the organizing 

committee, did not wish to serve thereon. Apparently this led to ill feeling 

on the part of some committee members, a development which exactly 

mirrored what happened in Durban.  

mailto:northstarrailway@gmail.com
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In the modern electronic age with websites, e-mail, Skype, etc. perhaps 

a way should be found to harness the expertise of people like Robin and 

Mike in Cape Town and perhaps Erich Dokoupil and John Burkhard in 

Johannesburg.  One possibility is to establish a national co-ordinating 

committee which could mentor some of the younger generation to take 

over the organizing of conventions? 

Website 

Turning now to www.northstarrailway.com the rationale for its creation is 

explained in the website. The site is a ‘work in progress’ which will be 

added to over time. At the moment the sub menus are Gallery, 

Specifications, Layouts, Museums, Market, Links, Events and 

Chronicles. Please explore the site and any suggestions for 

improvement will be gratefully received. 

Garden Railways                                                                                       
It has always seemed ironic to me that a country like Great Britain with 
its less than perfect weather, to put it mildly, and the low level of plant 
diversity has so many garden railways. South Africa with allegedly the 
fourth greatest plant diversity in the world, particularly in the Cape and 
blessed with favourable weather, especially on the Reef, by contrast has 
few garden railways. 
A major impediment to the development of garden railways in this 
country is that the Rand has been in a long term decline (we were one to 
one with the dollar in the early eighties and now the rate is around 
fourteen and a half to the USD). This has resulted in the cost of track 
and motive power/rolling stock becoming increasingly expensive.  
However there is some good news on this front.  
The late Mike Humphries initiated 45 mm i.e. gauge 1/G scale local track 
production some 25 years ago. Sleepers were styrene and the rail 
copper. Durban based companies have recently produced a higher 
quality product.  
At the instigation of Murray Kyle, a toolmaker (Simon Anderson) 
serviced Mike’s mould so that improved tolerances were obtained. UV 
treated acetyl plastic was used for the sleepers and a 250kg brass ingot 
was rolled for the rail. The result is 2m long code 250 track that in terms 
of quality competes well against the imported product.  
It is a laborious task to thread the sleepers onto the rail (I built a jig to 
ease this task when I was building my 45/32mm dual gauge track) In 
addition as with imported track made with the same material for the rail 
i.e. brass, a rail bender should preferably be used to achieve best results 
on curves. Nevertheless the cost saving is significant. Local track can be 

http://www.northstarrailway.com/
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produced at about half of the price of the imported good depending on 
the quality of the latter. 
The estimated cost of 1m of completed track is R130 as long as you are 
prepared to assemble it yourself. Below is a photo of the track (courtesy 
Murray Kyle) with the new black acetyl plastic sleepers and brass rail. 

The new rail is code 250 i.e. 250 thousands or quarter of an inch high. 
This is an improvement on LGB’s rather overscale if robust code 332 as 
adopted by Mike Humphries. However the advantages of Mike’s rail as 
used on my portable dual gauge layout is that as stated previously a rail 
bender is not required and it causes no problems when used with LGB 
points. A photo of Mike’s original track incorporating styrene sleepers 
and the new acetyl plastic ones with copper code 332 rail is shown 
below. 

 
The track highlights the fact that the new sleepers can be used just as 
easily with code 332 rail as code 250. 
Anyone interested in having some code 250 45mm track produced or 
who wishes to borrow the mould to produce just the sleepers should 
contact me at the following address northstarrailway@gmail.com  
Next challenge rail joiners and then the biggie - points! 
 

mailto:northstarrailway@gmail.com
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SOUTH AFRICAN MODEL RAILWAY CONVENTION QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

The primary purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain the views of the model 

railway/railroad community towards the holding of a national convention. Please use 

the opportunity to have your say.  

The questionnaire is structured largely on a yes/no/multiple choice basis and should 

only take a few minutes of your time to complete by circling your answers.  

The second main objective is to update the database of those involved in the hobby. 

The database will only be used for convention planning and will not be made 

available for any other purpose without your permission.  

Please forward to anyone you think might be interested.  

Completed questionnaires should be returned to northstarrailway@gmail.com by the 

end of December. The results of the survey will be published in the North Star 

Chronicles. 

Thank you for participating. 

NAME ………………………………………………………………………………………. 

POSTAL ADDRESS…………………………………………………………………………  

………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

E-MAIL ADDRESS………………………………………………………………………….. 

PHONE NUMBER…………………………………………………………………………... 

AGE ………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

1 GAUGE MODELLED Z;  N;  HO;  HOn2½;  HOn3;  OO;  O gauge;  1 gauge;  LGB;  

Other (please specify) 

2 PROTOTYPE MODELLED  SAR;  USA;  UK;  Continental; Other (please specify) 

3 PERIOD MODELLED………………………………………………………………………   

4 PROTOTYPE - Steam; Diesel; Electric 

5 DCC - yes no  

6 SOUND - yes no 

7 Is it desirable that a convention be held and are you interested in attending - yes 

no (a) home town (b) other metropolitan centre 

8 Is the cost of travel and accommodation the major deterrent to your attendance? - 

yes no  

mailto:northstarrailway@gmail.com
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9 Would you be prepared to share these costs? – yes no 

10 Is the delegate fee (say R1200) a major issue for you? - yes no 

11 Would you be happy if the venue for meetings/clinics was a scout or church hall 

for example to save costs? - yes no 

12 Bearing in mind travelling times between layouts how long do you think the 

convention should last (layout visits and clinics)? - 2, 3, 4 days 

13 What clinics would interest you most?  - track planning; benchwork/baseboards 

and use of new materials (aluminium and foam); track laying; wiring; DCC; painting 

and weathering; backdrops; battery power; radio control; garden layouts; live steam; 

LEDs; capacity discharge units; modular layouts; other (please specify); 

14 Do you agree home layout visits are vital? - yes no 

15 How much time of the allotted time for the convention should be taken up with 

layout visits? – three quarters; half; third; quarter 

16 Should there be a public exhibition as part of the convention? - yes no 

17 Should there be an excursion on a preserved railway line, for example if the 

convention was to be hosted in Durban a trip on Umgeni Steam or Paton County 

Railway on a Sunday? – Included; optional; 

18 Should there be a model building competition? - yes no 

19 Would you participate in a model building competition? - yes no 

20 What minimum number of delegates should be required for the convention to 

proceed? – 100; 80; 60; 50; 40; 30; 20; 10; 

21 Would you be prepared to serve on a convention organising committee? - yes no 

22 Should the organising committee be 100% local (or include people from other 

centres?) - yes no 

23 Should participation of retailers/traders/second hand dealers be encouraged? – 

yes no 

24 Should a dinner be part of the proceedings e.g. on a Saturday night? – yes no 

25 Is it time a younger generation took over the organising of conventions? – yes no 

26 Are there any other comments you wish to make or issues you wish to raise? If so 

please add here………………………………………………………………………………. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 


