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Editorial 
This month we have a guest writer – Mike Leppan tells us about his G 
scale LGB layout located in Cape Town. Thanks to Mike for sharing his 
layout with us. 
“Early Beginnings: 2003 to 2020 

   
Two photos taken about 2003 before the current plan when the line 
ran around the pool. 
 It is experimentation like this that creates garden railways. 
The current layout was designed for an older existing, established 
garden to showcase G scale trains made by LGB and Aster. 
I had built two earlier lines in earlier homes in the late 90’s.  
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It was intended to integrate this line into the garden in such a way that it 
would look like a natural part of the garden and to use the natural 
vegetation that was already present. The original idea was to use 
conifers and bonsai to compliment the vegetation, however over the 
years I have also used a lot of succulents to combat the water scarcity in 
the Cape.  
The early line was laid out on pavers, bricks and rock – all temporary – 
so that I could see firstly what the line would look like running through a 
particular section of the garden. Secondly, I wanted to get trains running 
as soon as possible. 

 
 Plans drawn around 2004 or 2005 – showing initial thoughts  
The drawing pictured above shows the first stage of the permanent line 
drawn in late 2004 or early 2005 before a meter of track was laid out on 
the grass. It was based on a freelance European layout. The plan stayed 
pretty close to the original drawings – however a stint in hospital in 2016 
and again in 2018 saw me with time on my hands to make small 
changes and build a second section of line which offered greater running 
possibilities and allowed me to run five trains on two levels manually, or 
more with computer control. 
These modifications also allowed me to include an “Old West” American 
theme to the layout which you will see later in the article. This 
necessitated the addition of a number of tunnels and bridges and a 
wooden trestle is planned in the near future to complete some of the 
“missing” bridges on the line.  
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Early main station – Turntable and roundhouse eventually moved to 
new location in secondary station. This was mainly due to direct 
sun causing damage 

 
Construction of the lower viaduct using concrete and shuttering. 
This still needs cladding. 
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Trackwork 
This is all LGB large sectional pieces or flexitrack using R3 and R5 
pointwork on both mainline and the secondary lines. All fishplates have 
been removed and Massoth Rail Clamps used to excellent effect. On 
this size layout – a suitable track cleaner is an absolute MUST HAVE – 
unless you want to be on hands and knees all day. I use a trusty LGB 
20670 Digital track cleaner that does the rounds and cleans the track in 
no time with little more than a push of a button. While the cleaner goes 
around – it gives me time to clear leaf litter, check for damage and 
generally enjoy the feeling of walking around my line enjoying the sights. 
All trackwork is tamped into a solid foundation of crusher fines bought by 
the ton from a local quarry – and hand transported in a wheelbarrow to 
the working area. Most ballast is over a foot deep. The roadbed is now 
so solid I can walk on the tracks without any damage or sinking. All 
sand, stone and other construction materials were hauled using same 
said wheelbarrow. Currently around 5 to 6 tonnes of crusher fines, about 
20 tonnes of sand and clay, hundreds of bricks and small tiles, and 
about 5 tonnes of rock to form retaining walls, rockeries etc. 
Buildings  
There are around 33 POLA buildings now and they have by and large 
stood up to many summers outdoors with a few modifications and trial 
and error. Paint lasts about a year in harsh sun – rain is preferable by 
far. Wet buildings at night with lighting streaming out onto platforms 
remind me of school holidays spent travelling on the trans Karoo to visit 
family when I was a child – those lonely outposts we passed along the 
way! The scenes now being recreated in my garden. All buildings are lit 
using hundreds of custom-made lights bought in bulk off eBay from a 
Chinese vendor. 
Catenary  
These are original LGB plastic masts and will include spans made from 
stiff stainless wire or copper wire that is then soldered to make all the 
spans. A lot of work, but if it takes a year or two – that’s fine by me. The 
masts have been out for over a year and hold up perfectly to the Cape 
Town weather.  
Additions 
In 2017, I made changes to the Main station layout by adding a second 
station with passing sidings and turntable/ roundhouse that allowed 
greater operational flexibility. I also started to add in the catenary posts 
that I have always loved to see when running electric locomotives with  
pantographs.  
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 Tunnel construction under a set of stairs – the stairs were 
extended over the rails. Catenary lines were installed at the same 
time to match up with those yet to come. 
Track was free floating in crusher fine ballast – the roadbed in the tunnel 
was cast concrete and no ballast was used in the tunnel. This just made 
it easier to keep clean. 
Tunnel portals are cast resin and sprayed to match the darker brown 
rockwork on my line. Ballast is currently being upgraded with a very fine 
dark grey crushed rock just used as a decorative finish. It is much more 
to scale than the 4 to 6mm crusher fines I used as a main roadbed.  
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A drawing made in 2016 while lying in intensive care.  
The idea to build this area came about while under the influence of 
pethidine…one of the better highs on this layout.  
The lower line which runs at ground level allows two trains to alternate 
through a single station, just running in the background. It is about 
creating small cameo scenes on your layout that create visual impacts. 
This was built in 2017 and construction required about 15 tons of sand 
and 5 tons of rock. I also wore out one wheelbarrow!  
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Start of the upgrades on this section of the line in about 2017. 
Trains still running!  

 
And taken a few months ago.  
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Another deeper field view showing the start of the Old West line on 
the lower level. The early 1970s LGB diesel loco 2096S pulling a 
short freight on the line above. All turnouts are decoded and lit with 
indicator lamps. 
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A lovely broad angle view of the upper main line and the Old West 
branch line below. Note the fresh ballast laid on the lower line. All 
buildings are POLA and grass is fake. This area is still under 
construction. The pathway on the right will eventually be paved 
with cobble or brick. All miniature trees and shrubs are succulents 
which do very well in the clay soil. Note the crate for my grandson 
to stand on.  
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Control system 
At about the same time as a start was made upgrading  the above track 
section, I also upgraded my DCC system that from the excellent (but 
older) LGB MTS system to the new Massoth Dimax system. At first using 
the 800Z central station, and then upgrading this last year to the latest 
1200Z with the 1203 Booster and the Massoth switching mode power 
supply. Total current available on the line is a possible 24A at 24V – 
supplied through two SMPS’s. Currently I operate the line on just one 
single 12A system without any blocks.  

DCC or DC – this is the question that we all ask ourselves – and I know 
it is a cost factor more than a practicality. I chose to go the DCC route in 
the garden early in the 2000’s – Just after LGB released their excellent 
Digital Start set. The central station was only capable of 5A on the line, 
so it very quickly ran out of power as my line grew. (almost 160m of LGB 
track) All locos are currently decoded (with the exception of a few 
collector pieces I normally don’t run too often.  

All my main locos are decoded with either original LGB, MTS or Massoth 
DCC sound decoders and some pulse smoke generators. With well over 
50 LGB locos in my collection, the decoding represents a large 
investment over many years. Most of the locos have been decoded and 
upgraded by me a few at a time. I also have a large selection of rolling 
stock to make up complete train sets. No particular theme exists on the 
line other than the fact that all locos and rolling stock are Narrow Gauge 
and used to run on anything from quaint sugar plantations to mainline 
operations like the RhB. Some of my favourites ran on the Narrow gauge 
line in America and South Africa. So if it’s Narrow Gauge – it’s in my 
collection. 

 
Early evening view of the main station and sidings. 
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Another early evening view of the main station. All buildings lit with 
12V pea lamps and LED car lamps. Note my grandson who simply 
loves playing in mini-land and catenary posts being installed. 

  
The main station with new brickwork and slate capping. It is 
important to integrate the layout into the garden so that it looks like 
it belongs there.  
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Originally the borders were defined with old railway sleepers which 
eventually started to rot. The brickwork was completed about a year ago 
and the station trackwork changed to accommodate more complex train 
working and overhead catenary. 

 
Jan Gouws (SARM), Henk Grootendorst, Ethan vd Merwe, Monty 
the parrot, Mike Leppan, Cecil vd Merwe and Jonathan Horn who 
were recent attendees at an open day. 
The Future 
Well this is still an open book. This year I want to get the finer details 
done, get catenary masts up and wire spans in. Colour light signalling 
and all the many building lights installed. The first few years were years 
of experimenting and trying out what would work in the harsh 
environment of the garden, and what would not. 
The next phase will also include computer control and colour light 
signalling.  
My layout is always open given advance warning and good weather. As 
long as we can stand undercover while it rains. I hope you enjoy the 
photo records from the early days to current. I look forward to seeing 
many of the readers of the NSC and many new faces in the coming 
years. We try and hold regular open days and some folk are regular 
visitors to the line. I also import the Massoth range of decoders / 
electronics and install them on behalf of the G scale enthusiasts I have 
met along the way!” 
The end                                                                                                     


