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NEWSLETTER April-May 2007 
 

Time really flies by when one is busy and happy with life, suddenly it is the end of May.  Again I have 
missed a monthly newsletter so this one covers two months; my apologies. 
 
There has been a fair amount of activity in April and May, a visit to Bob W’s residence for the 
discussion meeting and another to follow up on our DCC investigations to John Burkhardt’s Bahnhof. 
Wow, this was some event. Next up is the erection of the layout at the school on June 22nd and a 
week later another demo of DCC by John on our club layout on July 1st.  This is not to be missed.   
 
On a  sad note we learnt that Derek Sawyer, a long standing member of EMRIG has passed away 
quietly at his home, he will be missed by all those who new him.  It was he that invited me to come 
and enjoy EMRIG and its layouts at Strydom Park many years ago. He was a great fan of the 
American prototype and promised to come and run his Big Boy and freight cars on my layout, sadly 
this will not happen. God Bless and rest in peace Derek. 
 
Past Events Feedback. 
 
Easter School Holiday layout. 
 
Many of us came and partook of the layout, once again erected, and dismantled by a small band or 
willing members. Some good running was had, and some little disaster such as derailments and 
crashes, as is usual with us amateur track builders and operators.  All good fun though. 
 

No Comment, just one of those things……… Wren loco with mixture of Wren and Hornby 
wagons 

 
Visit to Bob Woodhead, Sunday 29th April  
 

At the beginning of the year we discussed several ideas and at the meeting at Bob’s house 
some of these were expanded on.  This has resulted in the meeting at John Burkhardt’s Bahnhof that 
is covered below. As for running trains Bob does not have a home layout, but some excellent modules 
which we all see when the “club” layout is set up. It is the main station with through platforms and 
extended sidings that are Bobs’ layout as are the 4 controllers/throttles. If it was not for Bobs modules 
we would not have much of a club layout, so thanks Bob. 

 



Visit to John Burkhardt to learn about DCC. 
 

On the afternoon of Sunday 27th May 10 members arrived at the Burkhardt Bahnhof to learn 
about Digital Command Control (DCC). John is one of two South African agents for Digitrax, and he 
has a large typical American Railroad layout, all under DCC. And WOW what a layout!  It is built into a 
room measuring 11 by 5 metres, and runs round the room with a centre peninsula running up the 
middle; very similar to my home layout complete with lift out bridge to save the duck-under to access 
the operating area.  

 

 
  

 
Being a good salesman John had us all sit down to listen to his presentation, supported by 

some printed material and samples of the hardware. John went through all the basics of digital 
control, the main components, some of the wide range of operational features and most importantly 
the installation. The main concerns are volt drop in wiring of power to the track, and the digital control 
network, the Digitrax protocol known as “Loconet”. Also the decoder selection, this is the unit that fits 
into the loco and converts the track power to variable voltage to control the speed, as well as other 
functions such as lights, loco sound, (steam or diesel) plus bells and whistles. There are many 
manufacturers of decoders with different features and any can be used with the Digitrax or other 
digital control systems that comply with certain NMRA standards. So it is not essential to use Digitrax 
decoders with Digitrax command control, others can be used and John recommends the TCS unit for 
many applications. However command units, boosters etc CANNOT be connected to same layout.  
Their communication system is different, like English and Zulu are. 

 
So having wet our appetites with all the features and operational possibilities we were 

introduced to his American DCC prototype layout, and what a layout. As with all home layouts it is not 
yet complete, they never are. But all the track and trains work so who needs scenery and all the 
station details, signals, water towers etc. The trains don’t, they run without scenery, and very well too 
under DCC. The control of acceleration, speed, loco lights and horns were all demonstrated and most 
impressive was a large 4-8-4 steam loco pulling off with a heavy freight, the sound of steam blowing 
off with cylinder cocks open and the Chuff- Chuff coming very realistically as speed picked up. Sure 
enough the driver closed the cylinder cocks at just the right time. If one had eyes closed you might as 
have been on platform 4 at Crewe as the Mid Day Scot was being pulled away by a Duchess, (or a 
Castle at Bristol?).  

 
Control of speed and acceleration was very good, and silent, no electrical motor humming, 

singing or growling. The shunting using a diesel switcher was also very prototypical, Robert Peché , 
one of our younger members soon got the hang of it. He managed to make up a consist quite 
realistically, without banging the cars into others. So I am sold on DCC.  

 
I have been very interested for years but I was put off by the “horrendous” expense when I 

started my home layout in 1995.  Today the cost is very reasonable, R165 for a TCS T1 base line 
decoder and as little as R2,000 for a typical starter set. Considering a decent new loco cost about 



R800-R1,500 the extra for the decoder is well worth it.  John has given us an indication of costs as 
follows. 

 
  Unit Price 
Digitrax ZEPHYR starter set, comprising 
1 off DCS50 Command/booster/throttle base station 
1 off  PS315A (3 amp 15 Volt AC) power pack/transformer 
1 off Test kit and manual 

Price all included for 
 R1,925

  
For the club layout John suggests adding the following as the demand grows, 
1 off DB150 Expansion Booster R1,495
1 off PS315SA (3 amp 15 Volt AC) power pack/transformer R 435
1 off UT4 Infra Red ready single knob train operator throttle R 640 
 UP5 Universal LocoNet panel and ribbon cable R145
  

This combination will allow up to six trains to run at the same time but with only three drivers. 
Extra drivers will need more of the UT4 or other throttles. Then of course each loco will need a 
decoder at R165 each, for your loco! The TSC T1 decoder price is R165 each. 

 
Alternatively we go for the largest system known as the Super Chief, which can accommodate 

120 locos: should be enough. This comprises; 
  Unit Price 
Digitrax SUPER CHIEF starter set, comprising 
1 off DCS100 Command station/booster 
1 off DT400 Infra ready full feature throttle 
1 off  PS515SA (5 amp 15 Volt AC) power pack/transformer 
1 off UP5 Universal LocoNet panel and ribbon cable 
1 off Test kit and manual 

Price all included for 
 R4,195

  
Again we can then add as many throttles and stationary decoders etc as we need. 
 
So were to now as far as the club layout is concerned?  Do we want to go DCC? Will we need 

to retain current analogue system, is there much modification required to wiring?  How much will it 
cost, do we run one day DCC and the next analogue, or on e track DCC and the other just DC? My 
own conclusions are that it will not be difficult to accommodate both systems, and probably best to 
DCC days and DC days. As for the expense we can make a plan. The only problem that I can see is 
the Loconet command bus, this being a 6 core ribbon type cable that is necessary to connect the 
throttles to the Booster. Several access points will be required for multi operators (train drivers) who 
will need a walk around facility. To install the loco net via each module is an issue, but there is a very 
viable alternative, which is to use Infra Red (IR) or radio communications.  Both of these will enable 
true walk about operation, but again there are some small drawbacks. 

 
The radio system requires a booster with radio receiver facilities, these cost about another 

R900, and the throttles are also more expensive.  On the other hand the IR system is far cheaper, the 
DT400 throttles are IR equipped as they come, and the IR receiver, that plugs into the loco net needs 
to be located so that any “train driver” has line of site to the receiver or have very reflective walls or 
suitably placed mirrors. I would suggest that this is the way to go with the IR receiver by on a pole in 
the centre of the layout. A Loconet access plug will still be required but can all be accommodated on 
the master “Bobs Station” modules. 

 
To follow up on our visit John has kindly offered to come and set up a DCC system on the club 

layout on the 1st July, Sunday morning 10 till 12. So all members must come and see. Whose locos 
do we run? John no doubt will bring a couple of his own but if you want to try yours out please bring 
them along, but make sure that they are in working order first!  Bob W and I are going to Johns place 
one day soon so that he can fit decoders and test them ready for the test running on the club layout. 
As stated above I am sold on the system and have decided to add DCC to me home layout. I will also 
retain the current analogue control system; it will need a couple of change over switches, the addition 



of the LocoNet command bus ribbon cable and all sections switched on. QED.  The same applies to 
the club layout, but maybe with the addition of an infra red receiver. 

 
See you all on the 1st July at the school. 
 

Membership matters. 
 
We welcome a new member, Brian Davis introduced by Laure Tyrell at the last meeting. May you 
bring new ideas and enthusiasm, plus many trains and ideas. Come and join the fun. 
 
Attached is a list of members and address details, please check and let me know of any errors or 
changes. 
 
Subscriptions.  Some of you still have not paid your R100 annual fee,  now 6 months overdue. Please 
bring along cheque or cash to next meet, alternatively you can deposit directly into my account which 
is 
 
Account holder  Colin Tanner-Tremaine, account No 544 762 276 57 
Bank    First National, Civic Lake branch, code 251-742 
Do not forget to add a reference so that I can track it back to you. 
 
Forthcoming Events. 
 
Bob Brunt is the events organiser, he has put together these dates for us, please diarise so that you 
do not miss out. 
 
Date  Day Time Activity 

22 June Friday 14:00 Modular Layout Set up at Northview High School 

1 July Sun 11:00 Running Session using DCC with John Burkhardt 

8 July Sunday 10:00 Modular Layout Take down at Northview High School 

29 July Sun 14:00 Visit Rand Model Railway Club, Observatory 

26 August Sun 14:00 TBA 

 
 
For Sale or Swap. 
We keep a swap box at the school with some good and not so good items, if you want to have any of 
the items a cash contribution to the owner, or the club is welcomed. You may of course add your 
unwanted model railway surplus items. See Bob W or myself for queries, payments, deposits etc 
 This is an honesty box arrangement.  
 
Finances, 
 
Apart from a few outstanding subscriptions we have a healthy balance, a copy of the latest cash book 
is attached. If we as a club are going to purchase a Digitrax control system than we will have to find 
the funds, or…?? 
 
IDEAS;  Just to remind you of some of the ideas that have been suggested, some of them have 
been taken up already.  Any more contributions welcomed. 
 

• More modules, especially a second mainline station with controllers and operators 
• Maintenance and completion of some existing modules 
• Digital Control, do we need to accommodate if so how? 
• Weathering of locos and rolling stock 



• Visits to other venues with railway interests, such as model engineers at Centurion Lake 
• Visits to other layouts  
• Discussions on topics such as scenery, track laying, electrics, whatever you want 
• Photos, Videos, books and magazine “loans”, do we need a library? 
• Swaps, sales, “ a give away box” 
• Any other ideas?  

 
 

 
 
Another view of the Burkhardt Bahnhof. 
 
News and other material. 
 
This newsletter is for your benefit so if you have any other ideas or articles, adverts or comments 
please pass them on so that I can include in next issue. So far all you have had is my ideas and 
articles, so let’s have some variation.  Besides I am running out of ideas. 
 
To end off then enjoy your hobby and see you on the 1st July if not sooner. 
 
 
 
 
Colin TT 
Secretary/Treasurer 


