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Editorial 
 
A cynic has observed that nostalgia is not what it used to be. Those 
interested in vintage cars and diecast locos and tinplate rolling stock 
(me) do not agree but it is a legitimate question to ask what is the point 
of writing about something that went out of production over 50 years 
ago? 
Bear with me.  
Hornby Dublo 
There is a number of reasons for choosing this month’s topic: 

• To feature something different recalling a bit of history. 

• To highlight another, cheaper, approach to the hobby. 

• To record the build of a portable layout intended for exhibition 
purposes using surplus materials and showing off examples of as 
many Hornby Dublo items as the available space permits. 

• To express a view on the need for my generation to promote the 
hobby and pass on their knowledge and skills to the next one (and 
the one after!) 

In the post war UK, with the move to smaller houses, OO scale (4mm to 
the foot) Hornby Dublo was the model railway of choice. Like many 
another I was brought up to 3 rail tinplate rails, diecast locos and 
lithographed tinplate rolling stock. As a family, we never switched over to 
the two rail system. Through school and even for a time at university the 
interest in Hornby Dublo was maintained via a layout, the baseboards of 
which initially could be pulled up to the ceiling via pulleys.  
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When I emigrated to South Africa, the layout was dismantled and packed 
away. There it stayed and fortunately my mother did not do what many 
another mother did, namely give away or throw out the ‘train set’. The 
deal was the first son (of four) to have a son was to get it. My oldest 
brother had two attempts and fathered two girls and the second oldest 
had three. My youngest brother did manage to father a son but by then 
we had produced the first son so the train set came to me – 
accompanying some furniture which had been bequeathed to me. The 
arrival of the trains generated a degree of consternation on the part of 
my spouse who observed that there had been no mention of trains 
during our courtship! 
The HD items which came out from the UK were initially set up in the 
staff quarters of our first house. This was in the middle to late seventies. 
As Meccano had gone bust in the early sixties and had switched over to 
a two rail system a few years prior to that, there was a lot of 3 rail items 
being sold off cheaply. I took advantage of this situation (which included 
the acquisition of the spares collection of Kings Sports who were agents 
for Hornby Dublo in Durban) to increase my collection. This process 
continued intermittently for the next 50 years.  
In addition to accumulating collectible Hornby Dublo items I had a long 
term aspiration to build a large 3 rail layout. A funny thing happened on 
the way to achieving that goal in the form of a deviation into North 
American Hon3 (thank you Keith Stamper), North American HO (thank 
you John Everitt and Durban Modular Railroaders) and latterly gauge 1 
and 16mm live steam – self-inflicted.  
When we moved to our ‘new’ house, initially there was no space for a 
permanent layout. The result was the two track, SM32 and gauge 1 
Umkhulu modules, a portable layout which was set up occasionally in 
the garden and at exhibitions. This has served for 20 years and has 
visited Centurion and George as well as being present at several Wings 
Wheels and Whistles exhibitions at Pietermaritzburg.  
Some 5 years ago a room was added on top of the garage (for a carer of 
course in case one was required in my dotage. At least this was how 
permission for the build was obtained!) This created space for a layout 
but as it accommodated all bar one corner of the remaining modules 
from DMR and another HO modular group - Roving Rails, the decision 
was to re-establish them as a joint permanent layout.  
Hornby Dublo was given a small amount of exposure with the 
construction of a 1.6mx1.22m portable exhibition layout. 
As the stencil of the track outline in the photo below shows (guess who 
forgot to take a photo of the layout before it was dismantled?) this was 
essentially a twin track tail chaser with a small freight depot and a MPD 
in the middle.  
The layout had one major drawback – the baseboard was not long 
enough to permit the incorporation of a reverse loop.  
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Stencil of outline of 1st Hornby Dublo exhibition layout 
Then along came Covid-19 and associated lockdown. This created an 
opportunity and sufficient motivation to complete various projects, the 
first being a dual gauge 1/32mm track around the house and the second 
to complete several 16mm rolling stock kits.   
The next task was to try and tidy the train room. In this I failed miserably.  
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A home could not be found for the spare polyisocyanurate sheets (a 
thermoset plastic typically produced as a foam and normally used as 
rigid thermal insulation). left over from other baseboard building projects 
and then there was the Hornby Dublo layout and all those boxes with 
items intended for the 3 rail layout.  
To cut a long story short, one of the narrow spare polyisocyanurate  
sheets was used to extend the length of the Hornby Dublo layout board 
by 200mm and so enable the incorporation of a reverse loop – module 1. 
The turntable/MPD was moved from module 1 to module 2 and the 
vacated space was filled by replacing it with a repositioned freight depot, 
the original area being taken over by a passenger terminal. 

 

Module 1 – a simple two track circuit but now with a reverse curve 
and a passenger terminal and freight yard in the middle. Note also 
provision for adding more modules at bottom right. 
6 bridges were lashed together to create a link between modules 1 and 
2.  

 

Saggie bridges joining modules 1 and 2 
Module 2 baseboard had been used previously for a Lego layout and 
after reinforcing with 6mm ply, emulating the treatment meted out to all 
the other baseboards, this became the new home for the turntable/MPD 
and a small freight depot. 
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Bird’s eye view of module 2. The first three of the 5 lines with 
buffers below the breakdown crane storage line are intended for 
freight while the two at the bottom will function as carriage storage 
sidings. 
Finally(?), module 3 comprises a terminal with two station buildings and 
2 canopies and 3 canopy extensions covering the tracks and associated 
platforms. I use the ? advisedly as there is no doubt about an 
appropriate name for this layout -Topsy! (the girl who featured in Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and just ‘grewed’.) What 
started out as a single baseboard has grown to three. But wait, there is 
more, as a famous advert from some years ago used to say. As can be 
seen above modules 1 and 2 each have two sidings at their front 
extremities which can easily be used to add additional modules if the 
urge to do so becomes sufficiently strong (I am having treatment to 
control these urges). 
One consequence of expanding the number of modules and reusing 
baseboards is that previously rounded off corners of the boards had to 
be squared off again – a tedious job . 
It is a fact of model railway layout construction that one seldom is able to 
incorporate all the features that one would wish. Compromises have to 
be made at the altar of selective compression. So it is with this Hornby 
Dublo layout. 
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Module 3 – terminal station with two freight sidings on the right.  

 

Module 3 in the reclining position 
As will be noted from the photographs the layout is essentially complete 
but it is far from finished. (You know the difference between complete 
and finished? As Sun Sherman a Native American once observed at a 
linguistic conference in England: 
When you marry the right woman you are ‘complete.’ If you marry the 
wrong woman you are ‘finished.’ And when the right woman catches you 
with the wrong woman you are ‘completely finished!’) 
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The 3 modules joined up for photographic purposes. It will be noted 
the train room is becoming a trifle congested! 
The object of this exercise was to create a portable exhibition layout to 
show off as many Hornby Dublo products as possible. As the years are 
catching up with me, the first requirement was that it be light and ideally 
easy to erect by one person. With this objective in mind the legs are 
permanently attached to the 6mm ply baseboard and fold up and 
secured under the baseboards when not in use. Easy erection and 
dismantling is facilitated by the use of folding stays. These keep the 
whole structure reasonably rigid when the legs are down. 
With respect to the weight and ease of erection, these objectives were 
only partially successful particularly in relation to the latter.  
Joining the track of modules 1and 2 is relatively easy as the Saggy 
bridges rest between modules 1 and 2 and so are relatively easy to 
manoeuvre with respect to joining the tracks.  
Joining modules 2 and 3 is more complicated as there are 4 tracks 
involved. 
The problem is if only one person tries to erect or dismantle the layout, 
the stays buckle when modules 1 and 2 are placed on their sides so this 
procedure requires two people. Oh well, you can’t win em all! 
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Legs with folding stays 
The first incarnation of module 1 was built with manual points and 
uncouplers but following the rebuild these and indeed the entire layout 
uses electrified points and uncouplers.  
Once the layout has been painted and given a degree of scenicking 
(Danie where are you?) it is intended to install electric signals. To protect 
such items on top of the modules while they are being transported 
(probably by trailer as modules 1 and 2 will not fit inside my car) the 
buildings will be removable and stored/conveyed to the display venue in 
large plastic boxes. In addition ‘hills’ built with offcuts of polyisocyanurate 
will be installed. In the large open space on module 2 such a ‘hill’ will 
also hide the switches and controllers to operate the layout. 
There is another thread to be introduced to this debate. I am a member 
of both the UK based Hornby Collectors Association and the Hornby 
Railway Collectors Association of South Africa. It is noticeable the 
average age of members of both associations is over 70. With respect to 
the KZN chapter of the HRCASA I am not aware of any member being 
younger than 65. I suspect the situation is similar not only with respect to 
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the Johannesburg and Cape Town chapters of the HRCASA (alright 
Andrew Johnson you just sneak in). The point is as the oldies die off who 
is going to keep the Hornby Dublo flag flying? 
It is as simple as this: if we do not bring in the younger generation into 
our niche of the hobby, the answer is nobody will. Of course this applies 
across all scales and gauges in the model railway hobby. 
In my own family, my son is a fisherman with no interest in trains. He has 
two daughters who also have no interest. My daughter is horse besotted 
and has left it too late to have children so the train line (sorry) stops with 
me. That raises another dilemma for me namely what to do with my 
collection when I run out of track. In this regard I have a plan of which 
more in due course.  
Young people of today are exposed to an enormous range of hobbies 
and activities to say nothing of electronic stimuli. If we do not compete 
our branch of the hobby will die. Enter a Hornby Dublo exhibition layout. 
The plan is for members of the HRCASA to show the layout in shopping 
centres, at fairs, exhibitions etc. (Yes I know you are busy that weekend 
but make yourself unbusy and that applies to you Johannesburg lot as 
well if you can tear yourselves away from the lasagne!) 
There is another aspect to this diatribe. It will not have gone unnoticed 
that the depreciation of the Rand is having a devastating effect on the 
prices of imported goods. A yard of Peco flexitrack costs over R100 in 
South Africa these days (cheaper in the UK at about £3.50 but you still 
have to pay freight, clearing and VAT). A Peco point costs plus minus 
R300 (UK £10?) An OO loco even without a decoder can cost a couple 
of hundred pounds. This makes becoming involved with the hobby the 
preserve of only the wealthy in South Africa. So if you are a youngster 
keen to build a layout, what are you to do if you want to ‘play trains’? 
One approach is to is look around for good second hand equipment. 
Mike Leppan has done this successfully in Cape Town with Marklin HO 
centre pick up equipment.  
I would argue that something similar can be done with Hornby Dublo.  
Having been re-magnetised and fitted with Wren 5 pole armatures my 
locos run as well if not better than they did 70 years ago. Hornby Dublo 
locos, assuming they are simply runners and not collectibles can sell for 
a couple of hundred Rands. 
The Hobby Shop in Cape Town (021 761-3070) has 3 rail tinplate track 
for sale at R2 per piece. A yard of straights – 3 pieces -would cost R6 
compared with R105 for Peco flexitrack! A circle of track – 8 curves 
would cost only R16! There is a Duchess of Montrose (item 280) at 
https://www.oudewerfauctions.co.za/shop/page/14. 

Chris de Witt operates a second-hand model train shop just outside 
Pietermaritzburg occasionally has 3 rail equipment for sale (083 284 
1085). Swop meets can often be a fertile source of diecast and tinplate 
equipment and of course there is the HRCASA (www.hrcasa.org). 

https://www.oudewerfauctions.co.za/shop/page/14
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In my experience setting up a 3 rail HD layout is ideal for the younger 
generation in that it is an emotionally satisfying, enriching educational 
experience which also enhances dexterity skills. 
It goes without saying that there are limits to what can be done via this 
approach because the old (tinplate) 3 rail track, locos and metal wheeled 
rolling stock are not compatible with the new 2 rail systems with plastic 
sleepers but I come back to the point if we want young people to 
become involved in the hobby we must do our best to make it financially 
viable for them to do so. 

 

Bird’s eye view of module 1, currently the most developed section 
of the layout. 
One final point, given the facilities on the layout – two terminal stations, 
two freight yards and a TPO, the layout could be operated prototypically. 
Car cards identifying each piece of rolling stock, weighbills to represent 
freight and an appropriate timetable would enable the replication of a 
prototypical operation – another opportunity to introduce younger people 
to the hobby. 
Here endeth the lesson. 
 
 
 


