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Editorial 
Another mixed bag this month but mainly further comment on the Roving 
Rails modules with which I am most involved. 
But first news from afar which is placing temptation in my way (again!) 
Resurgam Website 
I admit to being a dinosaur in that I don’t ‘do’ Facebook. Indeed, because 
of the forced changes to the terms and conditions of Facebook’s 
associated company, WhatsApp, I am in the process of moving to Signal 
but that is by the by. Anyway, not ‘doing’ Facebook placed me at a bit of 
a disadvantage when dealing with Resurgam (refer NSC Volume 8 no 1 
January 2020) as until recently the enterprise did not have a website. 
Fortunately, that has changed and a treasure trove of ‘goodies’ awaits 
the SAR modeller in 16mm scale. That is the good news. Now the bad: 
Having vowed not to order any more kits until my cupboard full of unbuilt 
kits had been emptied, I fear that vow is about to be broken. The item 
which is sorely tempting me is the CGR/SAR U2 ‘Walmer’ suburban 
carriage which was the passenger carrier on the Walmer Branch of the 
PE/Avontuur line between 1906 until the line closed in 1928. A photo of 
the model is shown below.    
The Resurgam website for those interested in modelling SAR narrow 
gauge in 16mm scale (and indeed many other prototypes) is: 
https://resurgamrollingstock.co.uk/. Visitors thereto are in for a treat. 
 
 

mailto:northstarrailway@gmail.com
http://www.northstarrailway.com/
https://resurgamrollingstock.co.uk/
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CGR/SAR U2 ‘Walmer’ built up kit. Photo ex Resurgam website. 

Arcomora ( Arduino Controlled Model Railway) 
Most of the points/switches on the Roving Rails layout are hand 
operated but as explained in last month’s newsletter point motors have 
had to be fitted to the Shinohara points on the narrow/dual gauge 
modules. This required some thought on what sort of point motor 
activation system should be used. Primarily for the sake of not having to 
build a control panel with push to make switches and also to avoid any 
protuberances in the front or rear of the modules, thanks to Rudolf 
Marais a different, approach has been adopted. This is based on an 
extension to the JMRI system where cell phones are being used to 
operate locomotives on the Highway Model Railway Club’s layout.  
Before explaining the use of Arcomora decoders, an outline of the JMRI 
system follows. 
JMRI  
This is an acronym for Java Model Railroad Interface. In the words of the 
explanation of the system taken from the website www.jmri.org,     
“The JMRI project is building tools for model railroad computer control. 
We want it to be usable to as many people as possible, so we're building 
it in Java to run anywhere, and we're trying to make it independent of 
specific hardware systems. 
JMRI is intended as a jumping-off point for hobbyists who want to control 
their layouts with a computer without having to create an entire system 
from scratch” 
The system has five main components largely explained by their names: 

• DecoderPro – for managing loco rosters, programming decoders 

• PanelPro – for designing CRT based CTC control panels 

• DispatcherPro – a dispatching system  

• OperationsPro – for designing operating systems  

• AudioPro – tools for using sound with JMRI 

http://www.jmri.org/


3 
 

The most common uses for JMRI are throttles including sound lights etc, 
points/switches/turnouts, signals, lights and sensors.  
The requirements to implement the JMRI system in addition to a DCC 
controller/power supply, (HMRC uses a DIGITRAX DCS 100) are:    

• A computer on which to download the JMRI (free!) software 

• A wifi router 

• An interface between the computer and the track. HMRC uses a 
Digitrax PR4 USB to Loconet interface with decoder programmer   

• Cell phone on which the necessary JMRI software (Engine Driver) 
is loaded. 

At present HMRC’s usage of the system is limited. Locos used by the 
club are loaded on the DecoderPro roster. When a particular loco is to 
be used the operator simply accesses it via his or her cell phone and 
runs the loco as if using a normal DCC controller.  
An alternative to the above and the approach used on the Roving Rails 
modules is the Digitrax LNWI. This is a loconet wifi interface, Digitrax 
LNWI, that obviates the need for a computer and PR4 when using JMRI 
to control locomotives. 
 

 

Digitrax LNWI 
Further motivation for the JMRI based approach is that the point motors 
will also be cell phone operated on the HO/HOn3 modules. 
This is being facilitated by the incorporation of DCCNext kits from the 
Dutch company Arcomora (https://www.arcomora.com/). The modules 
concerned have 19 points at the moment and there will probably be 
more when the corner module is finished.  

https://www.arcomora.com/
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Arcomora DCCNext point controller. Photo from Arcomora website 

 
Arcomora DCCNext decoder with its pyjamas on. Photo also off 
Arcomora website. 
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Each DCCNext decoder can operate 9 points (actually 18 if servos are 
used instead of point motors which take up 2 ports) so the modules on 
the Roving Rails modules concerned require 3 DCCNext decoders. 
In order to save money, the items required are being imported as kits 
which Rudolf will build.  
In addition to the decoders, the following are required, fortunately 
available locally: 

• 27 electronic interface cards (3x9) 

• Some small electronic components for the interface cards 
Because the Arcomora decoders require a wired connection (USB) to a 
computer, we will be running both Digitrax PR4s and LNWIs to operate 
the Roving Rails layout. 
Roving Rails Modules 
I left off last month with the scenery structure largely in place on the 
straight modules. (The corner is another story!) The next job was adding 
rock castings. This involved relearning techniques last practised 30 or so 
years ago. Unfortunately, because of carpal tunnel syndrome, Danie Boy 
was unavailable so this was a case of DIY. (Danie you could still come 
up and direct!)  
First decision was which material to use. In the ‘olden’ days Glasstone 
was the material of choice but a request for that at local hardware stores 
met with blank stares. The choices offered were Rhinolite or Plaster of 
Paris. I tried both. The clear winner was Plaster of Paris. Rhinolite took 
ages to cure (dry) and left a very thin film of the product in the mould.  
Plaster of Paris was pretty firm within 5 minutes of being poured and 
came out cleanly from the mould. Most importantly when set, if not ‘rock’ 
hard, close to that. 
It is true that both materials go ‘off’ if not kept in an airtight condition so it 
is possible that this was the problem with the Rhinolite. I only wanted 
5kgs of the material which was supplied in break bulk form from a 20 kb 
bag so it is possible it went off in between the time of decanting and 
sale. 
One of the issues I had forgotten since last using rock moulds is just how 
messy a business it is. Cover up track with paper or plastic sheeting to 
avoid having to spend a lot of time cleaning up drips etc. So what else 
did we learn (relearn)?  
First, to create the mixture, add powder to water not the other way 
round. 
Second, the strength of the mixture is important. Too dry and it becomes 
difficult to level off in the mould. Too runny and drying time is prolonged. 
Third, particularly with deep moulds, don’t fill them completely. This adds 
to the weight which is an important consideration with ‘portable’ modules 
but also thin moulds are easier to cut and fit.  
Finally, the one area where Rhinolite came out on top was when it was 
used as an adhesive to stick the casting to the backing structure. The 
problem with Plaster of Paris is the shortness of time that it remains 
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workable (around 5 minutes max). When you paint the mixture on a 
Plaster of Paris casting, the water is absorbed immediately by the 
casting which makes getting the casting to adhere to the structure 
difficult. The longer drying time of Rhinolite gives one a bit more 
flexibility. And there is another possibility.  
Eventually I used a premixed crack filler (Mendall 90) to stick the 
castings to the base structure. This has a longer drying time than Plaster 
of Paris and in addition to being used as an adhesive for the castings 
functioned as intended – a crack filler! 
I did not try a technique which if you are less challenged as a scenery 
builder than I am, is to place the casting in its intended position while still 
in the mould. One of the advantages of this technique is that you can 
make the casting ‘bend’. Oh well maybe in my next life I will inherit the 
artistic gene which in my family was snaffled by my oldest brother. 
Photos below give an indication of the process involved with developing 
scenery on a layout starting from the basic structure and using ‘rock’ 
castings. 

 
Rubber rock moulds some of which are over 40 years old and have 
been used on several layouts 
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Moulds now filled with Plaster of Paris mixture – nice and flat  

 

The finished product drying out prior to being positioned on the 
module. 
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Castings positioned and ready for the Mendall treatment 

 
Ready for painting 
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Ballasting 
There is a number of alternatives to use as a raw material for ballasting. 
Woodland Scenics supply at least three different types but as the 
products are imported, needless to say they are expensive. In the ‘olden’ 
days, Agran supplied by Lewis and Everitt was a favoured material. This 
was one of the main components of the plaster used by pool 
manufacturers for marbeliting swimming pools. The marble chips were a 
similar size to refined sugar crystals. Sadly, Agran seems to be off the 
market but fortunately Rodney Proud has discovered an alternative in 
the form of the granular abrasive used in sand blasting. The ‘sands’ 
concerned come in various materials and grit sizes. 

 

Ballasting ‘kit’: 

• Granular sand abrasive in dispensing cup; 

• Soft brush to position the ballast material 

• ‘Wet’ water sprayer 

• Diluted glue container 

• Diluted glue applicator 
Anyone who wants more advice on the subject is advised to Google 
“how to ballast HO track”. There are some good YouTube videos on the 
subject e.g. https://modelrailwayengineer.com/how-to-ballast-model-
railway-track/ 
 
 

There are various 
methods for applying 
ballast and there are tools 
available to speed the 
process. As I had a 
relatively small length of 
track to cover, my 
technique was to decant 
the Agran (what I had left) 
from a small plastic cup 
and then sweep it into the 
desired position using a 
soft half inch paint brush. 
The next part of the 
process was to spray the 
Agran with ‘wet’ water 
(water to which dish 
washing liquid had been 
added) to facilitate diluted 
white glue, which is 
squirted on, to penetrate 
the ballast.  
Finally, a spray gun was 
used to paint the ballast a 
shade of grey 

https://modelrailwayengineer.com/how-to-ballast-model-railway-track/
https://modelrailwayengineer.com/how-to-ballast-model-railway-track/
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Electrics 
One of the reasons we migrate from straight DC to DCC is because in 
theory it is easier to wire the latter. Yea right!  Wiring a layout for DCC 
when a relatively complicated set up is involved is not a simple process. 
To facilitate fault finding, with Roving Rails the two mainlines on each 
module were separated from their respective yards so that by simply 
pulling out a ‘pigtail lead’ feed it can easily be ascertained if any faults 
are on the mainlines or in the yards.  
In the case of the dual gauge/HOn3 modules, old Shinohara points 
created further problems because the frogs were ‘live’ (ok for DC but not 
DCC where all track is ‘live’). This required the frogs to be ‘cut’ to avoid 
short circuits. In turn this required separate electrical feeds to each side 
of the frogs adding a considerable amount of extra work to the wiring up 
process. (More info on this issue is contained on page 56 of the May 
Model Railroad Hobbyist free online magazine, www.model-railroad-
hobbyist.com. Thanks to Bruce Douglas for bringing this to my attention.) 
Fortunately, we had our own ‘sparky’ in the form of Colin Healey who 
wired all the module mainlines and in the case of the dual gauge/HOn3 
modules the yard lines too. 
Indeed, this ‘division of labour’ approach was one of the main reasons 
why the layout was able to be built to such a tight timeline. Gravin Phyfer 
bought the wood and foam required for each module at the end of 
February. He then built the framework and legs for each module using 
mainly his mitre saw. Trevor Pankhurst cut the cork track base and then 
sprayed the track of several of the modules after the individual had laid 
track (virtually all of which had been recovered from previous layouts) 
and done the ballasting.  
Thus the layout was built from scratch to an operating condition in under 
three months. Of course there is still a great deal of work to be done 
before it is ‘finished’ but that may not be a bad thing as it will show the 
public what is involved with building a layout.  

 

Roving Rails on its first ‘outing’, a dummy run for the World of 
Miniatures Fair on the 29th May. Gravin, Colin and Rodney. 
The end 

http://www.model-railroad-hobbyist.com/
http://www.model-railroad-hobbyist.com/

