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Editorial 

In keeping with the late Sheldon McGlone’s objective in starting a 
newsletter for the local model railway/railroad community, namely to 
keep everyone apprised on what modellers were ‘up to’ in the Durban 
area, this month’s main feature is an update on progress with the 
Highway Model Railway Club HO layout. It is nearly 18 months since the 
re-establishment of the layout commenced and some interesting lessons 
have been learned along the way. 
First some brief background for those not familiar with the history, 
Highway Model Railway Club is the result of the merger of Durban 
Modular Railroaders which was established some 35 years ago and 
Roving Rails formed some 18 years ago. Each club had different sets of 
mainly dimension specifications (those interested in pursuing this point 
can look them up on the North Star website) but crucially, the space 
between the two mainlines was identical.  
At its peak DMR had some 18 straight modules and 12 corners. During 
the first few years of its existence the modules were set up over 
weekends in the parking garage of an office building, the Sugar 
Association Reception Centre at Maydon Wharf and in shopping centres 
but in the middle eighties the opportunity arose to move into permanent 
premises in a thatched rondavel in Kloof from which the club operated 
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for some 15 years. This rondavel which had been custom built for a full 
size snooker table had a diameter at its widest point of over 28 feet. 
Several layout configurations were used over the years. At its maximum, 
11 straight HO modules were accommodated.  
DMR humble beginnings: Garage of Norwich Union House – 1982? 
The late Sheldon McGlone nearest camera inside the layout. 

 
Display at Overport Shopping Centre early eighties. Der Fuhrer 
himself operating ‘Bakersfield’ (now Shirley) nearest camera 
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Subsequently, because of resignations and an emigration this number 
was reduced. Custom built sections and an extensive Hon3 layout were 
added to replace the modules which had been removed. 
The unfinished but operational set up in the Kloof rondavel. End to 
end Hon3 layout at higher level. 

 
DMR went into operational hibernation some 15 years ago for two main 
reasons: firstly an attempt to move from DC to DCC control was only 
partially successful. I shall return to this point later in the newsletter; 
secondly, the owner of the premises from where the club had operated 
sold the property (very unsporting!) so the layout had to be dismantled. 
Five of the remaining 6 straight modules and 3 corners went into storage 
for the next 15 years. 
Roving Rails had a happier life in that despite the club breaking up the 
modules were used – some by Jeremy Hawthorn for the layout at 
Inchanga station on the Umgeni Steam line and Gravin Phyfer bought 
several of them and set them up at public exhibitions at Westville Civic 
Centre.  
In early 2017 premises for a model railway (finally) became available 
and it became possible to rejoin permanently the remaining modules 
from both clubs.  
It was inevitable that this process would involve a number of 
compromises. Remembering that the modules are of different 
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dimensions there was only one configuration that ‘worked’ (i.e. 
accommodated all but one – corner – module.) This took the form of a 
double track outer circuit comprising four straight modules down each 
(out) side, five ex DMR modules in between i.e. down the middle with 
two ex DMR corner modules crossing the centre modules through the 
addition of cantilever bridges. At the other end the outer loops continue 
at the same level as the outer modules while a custom built incline 
brings them down to the level of the inner, centre modules. 
A pretty terrible photo but at least it gives a idea of the layout 
configuration. Photo taken from east end. Ex Erich Dokoupil 
portable HOn3 layout along the left hand wall. 

 
Now I come to a most important principle which seldom gets mentioned 
in model railway media, namely use what you have. 
Of course we could have started a custom built layout. Several reasons 
motivated against that – mainly time and money. 
The average age of the people involved in HMRC is probably north of 
70. To build a large scale layout to provide the type of operations we 
seek would take several years. The implication is clear! 
Then there is the expense factor. Having baseboards with track already 
laid has saved a great deal of money relative to starting from scratch. 
The lessons (this is aimed at those who are new to the hobby) is firstly 
always buy quality equipment (Peco track and points) as even if the 
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track has been ballasted it can be lifted and reused.  Secondly, never 
throw anything away!  
So now we had our track configuration but this involved quite an 
extensive custom build to complete the outer loop and bring it down to 
join up with the lower level. This is where we made probably our biggest 
mistake. Initial attempts to join the two levels centred on the use of 
polystyrene for the use of the baseboard. This was unsuccessful and we 
had to start again with plywood.  
Rodney Proud came up with the idea of commencing the incline from the 
lower level module earlier by ‘cutting in’ to the module concerned (see 
photo below). This had the welcome effect of reducing the gradient on 
the incline to an acceptable 2.5%.  
So now we had a configuration that worked, albeit the curves from one 
side (the modules next to the entrance) which joined Pietersville (top 
level) descending to the lower level module called  McGlone Junction 
were a bit tight – 24 inches radius – whereas the radius of the same 
curves on the other side was a visually and operationally acceptable 36 
inches. What to do?  
We had to accept the 24 inch radius but there was a solution to the 
aesthetic aspect – hide the tight curves in a tunnel.  
The first set of modules on the far side of the room (Port Owen) as you 
go clockwise was originally built as a steel works. The trackwork was still 
there but the buildings were not, so what to do again? 
Several years ago I was fortunate to acquire a model of a Liberty ship 
built by Alick Horne. It sat in a display cabinet I had built for it and was 
admired by all who came to visit me in my office. However times change 
and office reorganisation and redecorating meant there was no place for 
it at the office so it had to come home. Working on that principle of use 
what you have got, the idea occurred of converting the steelworks 
modules to a port which would feature the Liberty ship.  
This raises another point. The modules are just that in the sense that 
while the mainlines were designed to connect to one another in terms of 
the specifications, each set of modules was a separate entity and so 
there was no joining of spurs behind the mainlines. In order to create a 
more integrated set up – a layout rather than modules if you will - there 
has had to be a fair amount of track relaying and point repositioning. 
(see below for revised layout of McGlone Junction and Shirley). Of 
course we are prejudiced but we believe the end result has been 
successful and incorporates a good deal of operational potential! 
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Original configuration – note incline on right and where Shirley 
spurs end in relation the those of McGlone Junction. 

 
The layout is intended to be operated prototypically as DMR was with 
timetables, carcards and waybills. As an aside there is a lot of work to be 
done on this aspect before this objective is achieved. Rolling stock has 
to be catalogued and identifying marks attached to them (probably small 
stickers which are matched to identical ones on each wagon’s carcard.  
The stock has to be allocated to a ‘home’ station or yard. An important 
part of this process is to have industries at the various ‘stations’ or yards 
on the layout as the points of origin and destinations for the freight to be 
transported. Last but not least timetables have to be compiled.  
Three of the stations/yards have already been mentioned, all named 
after former members, namely Pietersvile (named after the late Carl 
Pieters), Mcglone Junction (named after the late Sheldon McGlone) and 
Port Owen (named after the late Bruce Owen) One other station in the 
same category is Freetown, named after the late John Free.  
The two other stations/yards named after former members who 
thankfully are still with us are Grahamstown (named after Frank Graham, 
the builder of the modules concerned) this is the ‘station’ that faces you 
as you enter the room and Shirley named after Rob Shirley who returned 
to the UK over 20 years ago taking his modules with him. These were 
incorporated into his layout there. Shirley (formerly Bakersfield) is the 
marshalling yard/terminus at the end of the centre modules. 
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Revised layout Mcglone Junction and Shirley (scenery awaiting 
completion – the gas tank no longer reclines!) 

 
To return to the issue of creating points of origin and destinations for 
freight, this has had a favourable outcome by emptying boxes and 
cupboards of kits that have been in storage for the last 15 or so years.  
Expenditure on the layout taking account of its size has been minimal. 
Some wood and plywood has had to be bought for the custom built 
section in particular. The main expenditure has been on the DCC 
components. While as mentioned earlier DMR tried to convert from a 
DC/block control system, this was only partially successful and one of 
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the reasons the club lost several key members. The mistake was made 
that while it was rewired for DCC the layout was not split into sections. 
Thus if a short circuit occurred in one location the whole system closed 
down and the cause of the problem was difficult to find. This resulted in 
a lot of frustration on the part of individuals who drove all the way from 
Durban out to Kloof only to sit and twiddle their thumbs when the layout 
would not operate properly. 
The mistake has not been repeated with the new layout. The purchase 
of two Digitrax PM42s has enabled the layout to be divided into 6 blocks 
with the result that only the section where there is a fault closes down 
and the location thereof is much easier to pinpoint. 
The second item of capital expenditure was on a Digitrax DB150. We 
already had two DCS100s but they would not operate as master and 
slave with the result there was a conflict between the two controllers 
when locos moved from a section controlled by one DC100 to that 
controlled by the other. Despite Trevor Pankhurst’s Herculean efforts it 
was not possible to solve the problem so we ended up by buying a 
DB150. 
A legacy from DMR days is 6 DT100 throttles. While these can still be 
used, a router has been installed so that visitors can operate locos from 
their smart cellphones once the relevant app has been downloaded. This 
is an endeavour to make the hobby more relevant to the younger 
generation. 
Programming is done with a DT400.   
Finally in emergencies there is a DCS51 available albeit this is normally 
used on the separate HOn3 portable layout which does not belong to the 
club and whose main purpose is a display item at exhibitions. 
While trains are running on the layout there is still a lot of work to do to 
ensure electrical continuity. This involves the installation of ‘droppers’ to 
connect the track to the ‘bus’. Experience has shown that the more 
‘droppers’ the better. DCC is simpler than straight DC/block wiring but 
still requires a lot of work.  
The electronic heart of the layout, positioned on a set of drawer ‘runners’ 
is normally stored under a module but can be slid out when required. 
In the photograph below the two PM42s are in between the two 
controllers. 
I will make only a brief reference to the locos to be used as the intention 
is to write this up in more detail at a later stage. 
Towards the end of the existence of the former layout, several of the 
locos we were running were converted to DCC but without sound. John 
Burkhardt in Johannesburg has fitted new decoders so we now have 
four diesels with Soundtrax decoders, 2 Atlas/Kato RS1s and a S2 and a 
Kato GP35. And pretty impressive they are too for nearly 20 year olds! 
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Pasop Eskom!  

 It was never intended that the layout would be a scenic masterpiece. 
The main objective as stated earlier is prototypical operations but with 
respect to scenery we got lucky. Danie Joubert, a former member of 
Roving Rails returned to the fold so to speak and what a difference he 
has made to the scenicking of the layout! 
With no disrespect intended to my fellow members of HMRC we are not 
exactly imbued with a high level of artistic talent! We have a structural 
engineer and a very able structural engineer’s mate, a highly qualified 
electronics engineer, a gofer who spends his life losing things and only 
being able to find them when he stops looking and various others who 
are knowledgeable but only appear from time to time. Danie has brought 
imagination and artistic talent to the operation and is an excellent 
example of by using what you have principle, buildings and scenes can 
be transformed. (Refer the photo of the Heritage Village below 
constructed from 3 combo Kibri kits purchased about 30 years ago!)  

Highway Model Railway Club is never going to be a layout on the 
scenery standard of John Everitt’s or Frank Graham’s but taking account 
of the primary objective namely operation the result will be more than 
acceptable. And we will have a lot of fun along the way. 
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The blank canvas so to speak (pre Danie) 

 
Backdrops re positioned and mesh for mountain/tunnel in place 
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The finished article. Track awaiting ballasting. Tree stumps by 
Terry Hargreaves and trees recycled from previous layout. 
  

 

 
The Freetown module was originally built as a John Allen 
Timesaver. Look how well it joins with Port Owen behind. 
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Alick Horne’s ‘Enterprise Star’ in the harbour at Port Owen. 
Positioned for the photograph but not yet permanently. Still lots to 
be done in this area (and indeed most of the layout for that matter!) 

 
Overview of layout from west end 

 
REMINDER: Wings Wheels and Whistles in PMB this weekend. 


