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Editorial 

The original purpose of the North Star Chronicles was to take over the 

role of the late Sheldon McGlone in keeping the model railway 

community in Durban apprised of developments amongst the members 

thereof. That function has widened somewhat reflecting the fact that 

there is no dedicated magazine published in this country aimed at 

railway modellers. Reverting to the roots, so to speak, of the NSC, a 

year has passed since Highway Model Railway Club moved into its 

premises so an update is appropriate. In addition after a year’s break 

work has restarted on relaying the track of the North Star Railway so the 

techniques used to do that will also be covered.  

We start with some local news. 

 Garden Railway Exhibition 

The South African Large Scale Model Railway Group garden railway 

exhibition to be held in December in the Outeniqua Transport Museum 

referred to in last month’s NSC is now confirmed. It will be jointly 

organised by the SALSMRG, Eden Lions and the Outeniqua Railway 

Society. Details are still to be finalised and will be advised in due course.  
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East Coast Hobbies 

Mike Deyzel has reverted to his original modus operandi. The shop has 

been closed and Mike is now operating a web based operation from his 

home in Malvern. However once building operations there have been 

completed the ‘shop’ will be open from 09h00 to 13h00 on a Saturday 

morning.  

Owen Storbeck 

Owen has dismantled and sold his fine SAR HO layout and is building a 

freelance layout in N gauge. 

Highway Model Railway Club 

The initial challenge was to accommodate as many of the original 

Durban Modular Railroaders and Roving Rails HO modules as possible. 

The approach adopted was to use what we had rather than starting a 

layout from scratch which would have absorbed a great deal of time 

(none of us is getting any younger!) In the event all but one of the 

available modules (an ex DMR corner) were used.  

The DMR modules had been in storage for 13 years but were 

structurally sound.  

The Roving Rails modules had featured in exhibitions in recent years 

and were thus in good shape. 

The two sets of modules were built to different specifications (refer North 

Star Railway website for details. The DMR ones were a hefty 1800mm x 

900mm and Roving Rails a still substantial 1500mm x 750mm) but 

fortunately track spacing specs were the same so they were easy to join.  

There are six stations – Grahamstown, Pietersville, Port Owen, 

Freetown, McGlone Junction and Shirley all named after former 

members of DMR/Roving Rails, several of whom sadly are no longer 

with us.  

The only module which is properly scenicked is Freetown with 

Pietersville incorporating a cement works and coal mine. 

Port Owen will have an Alick Horne built ship in a harbour as its main 

feature. 

A large quantity of kits still require to be built to provide destinations to 

which freight can be delivered. In addition a considerable amount of 

work is still required to enable proper operations. 
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Overview of layout (Ex Erich Dokoupil HOn3 layout on left)  

 
As can be seen from the photo above, the configuration is a twin track 

loop. All but one of the side modules are ex Roving Rails and 5 ex DMR 

modules run down the centre of the loop. It will be noted that at one end 

nearest the camera the loop crosses the centre tracks which at that point 

are a MPD terminus. This obviously required bridges but also created an 

issue at the other end. Here, not only was there a height difference 

relative to the centre modules but access tracks had to be laid to enable 

the outside loop to join them. The structural issues to custom build a 180 

degree turn and join the different track levels took many months to solve. 

An initial attempt using foam on top of a thin plywood base was 

unsuccessful so it was decided to build the required structure using 

thicker plywood.  

The difference in height between the outer loop and the centre modules 

was approximately 75mm. In order to keep the gradient to an acceptable 

level it was necessary to redesign the first of the centre modules. Spurs 

were removed and repositioned but the main change was to incorporate 

about 2mm of the required gradient on the first 1 metre of the centre 

module, shortening a passing loop in the process, leaving another 
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5.5mm to be gained from the curves joining the outside loop. Thus a 

reasonable 2% gradient is maintained during the whole climb.  

Custom built corner and centre module joining section 

 
The curves from the outer loop into the centre modules were less 

successful. Unfortunately they are pretty tight at 24” radius. Hopefully 

these will be hidden by scenery. The outer loops are more acceptable 

with a minimum 36” radius.  

McGlone Junction towards Shirley. Note ramp on 1st metre of track
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Pietersville towards Grahamstown

 
Port Owen towards Freetown. Proposed harbour on right. Yellow 

box car sitting on what will be quay side. A backdrop will conceal 

the level difference relative to McGlone Junction. 
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The electrics were the next big challenge. The DMR modules were 

originally block wired for straight DC operations. Towards the end of the 

time at the previous venue an attempt was made to convert the layout to 

DCC. This was not successful. The problem was that the rewired layout 

was not divided into blocks. The result was if a fault (a short circuit) 

occurred anywhere on the layout this shut down the entire system and it 

was not always easy to identify the cause of the fault and where it was 

located. Understandably this caused a high level of frustration on the 

part of the members several of whom came up from Durban to Kloof on 

a Sunday night only to stand around when the layout would not operate. 

This was a major factor in them resigning from the club. 

Now some 16 years later the same mistake has not been repeated. 

Technology has advanced and two Digitrax PM42s each permitting four 

power sub districts to be created i.e. 8 in total have been incorporated. 

To quote the blurb: “ Short circuit management increases layout 

reliability by pre-empting booster shutdown when a short circuit is 

detected by the  PM42. This minimises disruptions to operations by 

automatically restarting layout operations when the short circuit is 

cleared.” Not only does that mean if there is a problem in one block 

trains will continue on the other seven, but the block on which the 

problem is situated can easily be identified.  

Unfinished Digitrax control system base. PM42 on right 
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The other piece of magic incorporated in the layout is a Digitrax AR1 

The layout configuration includes a reverse loop where the curves from 

the outer loop join the inner modules down the centre. The AR1 obviates 

auto-reversing polarity mismatches on the reversing track section 

without manually throwing electrical toggle switches or adding another 

booster. 

At present and bearing in mind there are six ‘stations’ the roster of DCC 

and sound equipped locos is still a little sparse but that is a deficiency 

that can relatively easily be rectified with the conversion of some DC 

locos to DCC. 

Rolling stock has been catalogued and virtually all have been fitted with 

Kadee couplers. The next step is compile car cards for each car and 

waybills identifying their ‘home’ base and destination. Finally as regards 

operations a timetable has to be drawn up. The ‘bible’ on this is ‘How to 

operate your model railroad’ by Bruce Chubb. 

So, still lots to do but much has been achieved in a year. 

North Star Railway 

The early history of this large scale (gauge 1, G scale and 16mm dual 

gauge 32mm/45mm line was covered in the NSC Volume 2 nos 9 and 

10 and Volume 3 no 11. During building alterations the track was 

damaged and the original section had lifted from its base. (Hint: don’t try 

and fix outside track to brick with hot glue!). Although only one power 

feed had been used previously without any voltage drop problems, in the 

interests of good electrical continuity a decision was made to install a 

power ‘bus’. To simplify that task it was also decided to attach the feeder 

wires from the bus by soldering them to the fishplates joining the track. 

Electrical conductivity was enhanced via a carbon conductive lubricant 

by USA Trains (see photo below) being placed inside the fishplates.  

What was discovered was that the process of soldering feeder wires to 

the already in position fishplates was laborious and slow. Because the 

brass fishplates had already tarnished as a result of being exposed to 

the elements for well over a year they had to be polished with a wire 

brush on a Dremel. Soldering in the garden in the blazing sun is also not 

recommended. A revised modus operandi was required. Soldering the 

feeder wires to the fishplates had to be automated. 

Before describing the methodology adopted it is appropriate to say a few 

words on tools for this particular job.  
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First a good soldering iron is a must and I don’t just mean a bog 

standard iron off the shelf. Thanks to Trevor Pankhurst one of our 

HMRC members for guidance and after dropping some heavy hints on 

what I would like for my Christmas/birthday present to my spouse as can 

be seen in the above photo I am the proud owner of a Magnum 

temperature controlled iron. The benefits thereof are firstly the 

temperature can be turned down if operations involving low melt solder 

are involved (e.g. white metal kits) and secondly the iron heats up 

quickly – far quicker than traditional irons.  

Secondly, when soldering, a good flux considerably simplifies the task in 

hand. I use Nasco flux but there are several other brands on the market. 

It is amazing how well solder will adhere to just about any metal when 

there is a dab of flux present.  

The solution to mass producing wired fishplates is shown below. First 

they were slid onto a piece of scrap cardboard of appropriate thickness 

to hold them while they were receiving attention. Each fishplate received 

a dab of flux and finally the pre tinned feeder wire was soldered to it. A 

job which was taking quite a long time to do individually was done in the 
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quickness of no time as the expression goes, on a ‘mass production’ 

line. Thanks to Henry Ford for the inspiration! 

Fishplate wiring production line. Completed ones at top left 

 
The next job is to secure the track to the brick base. The intention is to 

use silicon sealer. 

Waiting waiting waiting for the bus 
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End of the line – for now 

 
Some concluding remarks may be appropriate for those unfamiliar with 
this model railway. For example why dual gauge and why is only the 
outer (gauge 1) track electrified? The answers are mostly DCC LGB 
locos will be run on the outer 45mm tracks albeit on what is code 205 
rail. It is not necessary to use LGB code 332 rail which although it is 
extremely robust, to my mind is not so aesthetically appealing as code 
205. I accept beauty is in the eye of the beholder! Secondly only steam 
and battery powered locos will be run on the 32mm gauge track. 


