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Chairman’s Message – November 2020 

By Glynn Chamberlain 

 

Hello fellow Emrig’ers 

I hope this newsletter finds you all well.  Every month since July’ish, my opening comments have been in 

relation to how close we are to Christmas. I just do not know where the time goes. No sooner have I 

completed a newsletter report / message for Brian, and he is asking for the next one! 

Well, now we are finally reaching the end of the year – and what a year!  Things did come back to life at the 

club, but seem to have died off a bit again. Last weekend, there was just Jimmy and myself to begin with, 

and then when I was leaving John Burkhardt arrived. Yes, a large number of the folk were off to timeshares 

and the like, but where were the other members? 

As I am sure you will see elsewhere in the newsletter, the Swap Meet is going ahead on the 5th December. 

Your committee would like to ask that as many members as possible assist on the day, not just with setting 

up and tearing down, but also with Covid controls. The Covid controls are still to be finalised…  It will be, 

however, a great time to get together with fellow like-minded folk for one last time before the end of the 

year and Christmas celebrations!  Please come along and help. 

Also, as you will see in the newsletter, the AGM date has been set as well.  It will probably be at the same 
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venue as we had earlier this year. Again, please join us on the day. Come and discuss YOUR club, and make 

sure we remain strong well into the future. 

I hate to say this… but I do not have much else to say, so will sign off for now. I will however be looking 

forward to seeing you all at the Swap Meet! 

Till then, look after yourselves and keep safe. 

Happy railroading. 

Glynn Chamberlain 

Other Club News 

By Brian Dawson 

Read This Month’s Water Tower Challenge Article by Jean Dulez!!! 

I know it’s right at the end of the newsletter, which is specifically why I am mentioning it here!  I want to 

encourage you to page all the way down and at least read Jean Dulez’s article, even if you don’t read the 

others.  There are few pretty pictures, but Jean paints a pretty bleak (and provocative) picture of what our 

PRASA has to deal with, if they hope to ever get a passenger train service up and running properly again…   

The Club Is Open!!     (but – yes – still subject to Covid-19 protocols…) 

Indeed!  The club is open… and trains have been running regularly!  And most of the “regulars” are back 

running trains (Kallie – we’re missing you!!)! 

Even under Lockdown Alert Level 1 (guys, this Covid-19 thing is still with us, and is still a real potential 

threat to our health, despite reduced levels of new infections… people are still dying from it!  We would be 

irresponsible not to still take it seriously!) we are still maintaining the Covid-19 protocols that we instituted 

as part of our agreement with the Mall Management allowing us to re-open.  So we’re still limiting partici-

pation to eight members at any one time (within our four rooms), with a maximum of four operators within 

the main DCC layout area at any one time, and no members of the public or other visitors are allowed in 

the premises.   

Sanitizer is provided, to be used on arrival, please (and as often as you wish while you are there).  It’s no 

real imposition to have your temperature taken and recorded, and to complete the register that we are 

obliged to maintain.  If you go to the Spur you still have to do it!  The Keyman on duty remains responsible 

for taking temperatures, and ensuring that everyone completes the register.  (Just please remember to re-

move the batteries from the thermometer at the end of the session…) 

Like I said last month, not everyone feels the need to wear a mask while at the club, and so long as you are 

perfectly healthy and not coughing and sneezing that is okay (it’s not a public space, when the security gate 

is locked!), so long as we maintain our “social distance”.  But if you feel more comfortable wearing your 
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mask, please feel free to do so!  No-one will stigmatize you, or think you are being odd!  It just shows that 

you are being extra careful with your own health, which at our (advanced [on average!!]!) age is probably 

not a bad thing!  

Damage to the Lifting Bridge 

On Wednesday 28th October, Jimmy 

pointed out to me that the super-

structure of the bridge had been dam-

aged, presumably pretty recently.  The 

cross-piece at the distal end of the bridge 

(i.e. not the hinged end, for those of you 

who are not biologists!) had been broken 

out, and a couple of the angled cross-

members at that end of the bridge are 

also cracked.  It would appear that some-

one either tried to LIFT the bridge by 

grasping it under the bridge super-

structure instead of the lifting tabs, or 

else tried to PUSH it down that way to get 

it to locate properly on the seating pins (or maybe tried to “catch it” if it was dropping down?).  Whatever 

caused it, the bridge has been damaged, and this is not the first time that this has happened. 

PLEASE, GUYS, the bridge should ONLY be lifted 

by lifting the tabs that are located on either side 

of the bridge, at track level!  And conversely, if 

the bridge does not drop (gently!) back down 

onto the locating pins, and needs a little help to 

get it to the level and aligned position,  then 

ONLY push down on the tabs that clearly say 

“LIFT HERE”!  Do not EVER push down (or lift up) 

on the bridge structure itself!  It is not designed 

to handle that type of mistreatment!  

Colin A was fortunately there with some glue, and has effected some basic repairs for us, gluing the end 

cross-member in place (taped up with white tape, in the picture above), but the angled cross-members are 

still very fragile.  The bridge will need to be partially dismantled again to do the full repairs.   

Please take all due care when raising and lowering the bridge, so that no further damage is caused…  

Track Cleaning 

In our May 2019 Newsletter, Jimmy wrote an article for us which included information from well-respected 

Joe Fugate from MRH Magazine, promoting the use of graphite to improve electrical conductivity between 

track and loco wheels.  Since then, the club adopted the “graphite” method (although not every member at 

the time seemed to agree that it was a good idea), and we stopped cleaning the track so as not to remove 
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the graphite that was being intentionally applied.  Initially, a marked improvement in track-running WAS 

reported by many members.  

However, since then, there do appear to have been some issues, particularly those experienced by mem-

bers running trains with traction tyres.  So since last month (October), Jimmy has “relented”, and has since 

been removing the graphite, by running trains with cleaning cars (one of his own, as well as the club’s Un-

ion Pacific caboose, which he has fixed up so that the track cleaner [alcohol applicator] is working properly 

again).   

So, members – please take note! – we all need to share the responsibility for keeping the track clean again 

from now on!  The graphite (and other gunk) will have built up on the wheels of your rolling stock if you 

have been a regular user of the club layout, and you’ll be transferring it back to the layout as you run your 

trains (unless you’ve been very diligent in keeping ALL your rolling stock wheels clean, and not just your 

locos!).  So please assist by doing some track cleaning now and then!...  The UP caboose is there to be used 

(if you have Kaydee couplers – or alternatively, you could PUSH it around in front of your loco!), and the 

roller cleaner wagon is also there, with a Hornby / Bachmann type hook coupling.  And there’s a small bot-

tle of alcohol (NOT for human consumption, no matter HOW desperate you may be, or what level of Lock-

down we may be in!) for use with these two track-cleaner vehicles.   

As Jimmy explained in his 

Whatsapp post - to use the 

caboose with the alcohol, 

carefully lift off the cupola 

(raised section) roof, which 

then exposes the tank inside.  

Remove the red screw in or-

der to fill the reservoir with 

alcohol (takes about 5ml), 

using the syringe or dropper provided.  Beware, as the pins holding the cleaning pad below the caboose are 

very fragile!  Open the brass screw just a tad, and this then allows the alcohol out of the reservoir and onto 

the cleaning pad.  But remember to CLOSE it afterwards, otherwise all the alcohol will just continue to leak 

out onto the layout once you have parked the caboose.   

Thank you, Jimmy, for looking out for the club’s best interests, and for all that you do (often behind the 

scenes) for the club! 

 

New Key-duty Members? 

Clive Shepherd, who used to do Wednesday Key Duties a while back, is now doing duty on the first 

Wednesday of the month.  And Ash Pappa has expressed an interest in doing duties, and will probably start 

in the new year.  But we could still do with a few additional Key-duty personnel!   Please consider volun-

teering your services if you are prepared to take on this responsibility.  The necessary training will be pro-

vided, and you would double-up with an experienced Key-duty guy for the first couple of duties…   



 

Page 5 of 49 

 

Boksburg Camera Club Visit 

On Saturday 10th October, we had visitors (by 

special arrangement)!  And they took photos!!  

Four members of the Boksburg Camera Club 

visited our layout for the purpose of sharpening 

their “micro-photography” skills, taking photos of 

“the small stuff”.   Theuns Wessels had passed on 

their request to visit the club (they have been 

wanting to visit us for a loooong time!), and 

made the necessary arrangements (not sure if he 

himself is actually a member of that club or not).  

The four members who made the visit were 

themselves photographed standing outside Rene’ 

Bosch’s @Trainz shop (where presumably they 

also stopped off for a  photo-opportunity on the 

day).  They are, f.l.t.r… Barry Clayton, Ruzaan 

Blignaut, Kerry Mellet and Hannes Bronkhorst.  But what did they do with their cameras?  Not a camera in 

sight… 

Theuns has sent through copies of some of the photos that they took, and hopefully we can get permission 

to upload these quality pics to our club website.   A few sample pics are included below and also further on 

in the newsletter to show you how they look at things through their camera lenses… 
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October Swap Meet at Krugersdorp 

The first “since-Covid-Lockdown-started” Swap Meet was held on 31st October at Krugersdorp, bravely 

hosted by Crossroads Hobbies.   It seems that the Krugersdorp Swap Meet is traditionally smaller than our 

one (that’s from what I’ve heard – the last one I attended out there was about 5 years ago when it was still 

held at Witpoortjie), but this one was significantly smaller and quieter than what I am used to…  There were 

eight trader groups, and no more than 40 occupied tables (there were a number of unused tables standing 

around, as if some traders maybe had not pitched up, or had cancelled at the last minute?).   

 

Mervyn was there, with his usual seven or eight tables, as was Dick the Tree Man, and obviously Crossroads 

Hobbies (those three being the largest table groupings), but Craig’s Models was not there, neither was 

DreamTrains, nor Valley Loco Works…. 

 Because it is held in a hall, the patrons could be kept lined up outside waiting to be allowed to enter at 

9am when the doors were opened.  Those standing waiting in the queue had their hands sprayed with sani-

tizer before entering the hall, whereafter the bottle of sanitizer was placed on a chair at the entrance, and 

patrons arriving after the initial rush were expected 

to sanitize themselves.  All traders and patrons had 

their masks, but not everyone wore them conscientiously (some just wore them on their chins, so that they 

were “there” in evidence, although not covering mouth nor nose).  There was, however, little heed paid to 

“social distancing” - definitely not in evidence at Mervyn’s tables…    
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The trader tables were spaced well apart from each other (which was quite easy to achieve, given the large 

size of the hall, and the relatively few traders and tables).  But the crush of humanity that I expected to see 

at Mervyn’s tables was pretty much as per “old normal”, standing shoulder to shoulder (apart from the fact 

that the folks were wearing masks).  But people still congregated and chatted as groups of friends, with a 

bit of the old hand-shaking going on.  I guess that, for many, not having seen each other for six months or 

more, there was a bit of catching up to do…   

Most of the patrons that attended were there at opening time, or had at the latest arrived by 9:30.  And the 

buying and selling was pretty much all over by 10:30.  I left there at 10:30 and went on to Chamdor, but the 

traders were expected to stay there until 12.  When a couple of them arrived at Chamdor at 12:20, they 

said that nothing much at all had happened after 10:30…  

But one of the very noticeable (and pleasant!) differences between “their” Swap Meet and ours, is that re-

freshments are available for purchase at the counter, as one would expect in a church hall – tea and coffee 

and colddrinks, and even freshly baked pancakes and jaffles!! 

So it seems it was a fairly quiet “re-start” to the Swap Meet season (since our last one held on 7th March)…  

Hopefully things will pick up a bit by December….  

  

Likely December Swap Meet??? 

At this stage we are busy with planning to host our December Swap Meet…  Obviously whether this hap-

pens will depend on Covid-19 and Alert Levels and regulations closer to the time.  Meanwhile, we are in 

discussion with the Mall Management and with our regular traders.   

But ASSUMING we are able to host it, the date will change, from the previously scheduled 12th December, 

to Saturday – 5th December!  Mervyn is apparently not available for the 12th (what would a Swap Meet be 

without Mervyn???) and nor is Mark (our chief organiser!), and PMTC have confirmed that they will not be 

holding their Pretoria Swap Meet which was scheduled for the 5th…  So watch this space (and the club 

Whatsapp group) for updates!......   

We believe that Covid-19 protocols will still have to be adhered to… and so we will need a large group of 

our members to do some “crowd control” for us, ensuring that members of the public do NOT crowd 

around the tables as is usually the case.  Obviously, being in the mall, it will be difficult for us to control the 

numbers coming to the swap meet, but we WILL need to somehow control the numbers around the tables.  

The tables will be spaced further apart, and we may need to limit the number of tables per trader, and per-

haps the number of traders.  We are considering how to cordon off areas particularly around the more 

popular traders, and that is where we will require club members to assist with limiting the numbers of peo-

ple entering the cordoned-off sections.  Traders will be required to provide sanitizer at their tables, for 

members of the public to sanitize before handling potential purchases.  And of course – no mask: NO at-

tendance!  We really don’t want to get ourselves the unenviable reputation of having been a “superspread-

er of Corona-virus”!  
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Advance Notice – AGM 2021 Date! 

We are scheduling the 2021 AGM to be held on Sunday 24th January.  At present that’s looking to be the 

best date for us – but again subject to possible interference by Covid-19 and government regulations…  

who knows what will be happening in our world in January 2021?  But meantime – please diarize the date! 

Car Wash Closed! 

What has this got to do with the club, you may ask?  Well it was “interesting” to see that the Mall allowed 

the opening of a new car wash facility at the top of the access ramp to the upstairs parking, above the new-

ly refurbished space that used to be our club room, and is now part of the Trinergy gym.  And it was “inter-

esting” to see, a couple of months later, that the car wash facility has been closed (and not for lack of pa-

trons).  When Mall security staff were asked why the car wash was closed, they said it was apparently due 

to the water leaks down into the new gym!  I guess it’s a case of “we could have told you so!!”...   

Club Communications Media (our regular monthly reminder) 

These are our Newsletter, our Website, our Whatsapp Group, and our Facebook page, and occasional gen-

eral Email correspondence… 

The Website address is www.emrig.co.za.   

The Newsletter is uploaded to the club’s website each month, and a link to the website location is emailed 

to members once the latest newsletter is available.  Members who have requested such, are emailed a 

copy of the newsletter.  Printed copies of all recent newsletters are also housed in the club library (in a blue 

file).      

The Whatsapp Chatgroup is administered by Niel Wilson.  To be added to the group, you need to be an ac-

tive paid-up member of the club.  Send Niel a message at 078-305-5248, and he will add you to the group.   

The Facebook page...  Type “EMRIG” in the searchbox at the top of your Facebook homepage (this assumes 

you are on Facebook).  This will bring up the club’s page.  And if you like it, “Like” it!!!  ;-) 

Emails are sent to club members when there is something urgent that you need to be notified about.  You 

need to have been added to our “Google Groups” mailing list… 
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The Development of Railways – Steam Wins The Day:  

1825 - 1830 

In World Atlas of Railways, by OS Nock, pages 12 – 13 

Editor’s Note: As explained last month, I have found it absolutely fascinating reading an out-of-print coffee-

table book called World Atlas of Railways, published in 1975, the first chapter of which provides a very 

simple basic history of railways – how things started and how they developed. I  realized while reading it 

that there was an awful lot that I didn’t know, and found to be particularly interesting…  and so, over the 

next few months, I’m providing you with bite-sized chunks of that history, typing out a couple of pages at a 

time, covering the early eras and phases of railway development.  I hope that you are finding it as 

fascinating as I have (assuming that you didn’t know it all already, of course! )…   

1825.  The Stockton and Darlington, the first public railway in the world, was conceived as a coal carrier, to 

provide transport from the rich coalfields in the Bishop Auckland district of County Durham to tide water at 

Stockton.  From there, the coal was carried on, as an export, or by coastal conveyance, to other British ports.  

The businessmen of the northeast backed it strongly, but the great landowners and local farmers were 

implacable.  One peer (Lord) secured an alteration to the proposed route, because it ran through his fox 

covers!  The surveyors were harried by farm hands armed with pitchforks and accompanied by fierce dogs.  

But through the sagacity of Edward Pease, the great merchant of Stockton, the professional influence of 

Nicholas Wood, a distinguished mining engineer, and the dogged commonsense of George Stephenson’s 

pioneer engineering, the railway was built and opened to public transport in September 1825.  Except for 

one isolated steam locomotive, the original motive power was by horses; and the horses worked all the 

passenger services. 
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To all the promoters, however, this was only a temporary expedient.  George Stephenson was convinced 

that the future lay in steam traction, and the one unit on the line, the Locomotion, was undoubtedly the 

best that had been built anywhere in the world up to that time.  But there were features other than motive 

power that made the Stockton and Darlington Railway a milestone for future development.  The company 

was prepared to provide wagons for the transport of coal, or other traffic, but it was also prepared to 

convey goods in the consigner’s own vehicles, if they were suitable to run on the railway tracks.  Thus began 

a practice that developed to an almost embarrassing extent on the railways of Great Britain, and which was 

ended only when the railways were nationalized in 1948.  So far as motive power was concerned, primitive 

as the Locomotion was, if it had not been “made to go”, it is fairly safe to suggest that the whole 

development of railways would have been seriously, if not indefinitely, retarded. 

The early success of the S & D was largely due to Stephenson, who not only engineered it, but also held out 

for locomotive haulage when the promoters would have been content with horse traction. 

From Shildon to the Stockton terminus, the line was locomotive operated.  Stephenson’s route down to the 

River Tees consisted of long straight sections connected by single, large radius curves, although this involved 

constructing a long embankment from Dinsdale to Eaglescliffe, which strained the company’s finances.  

West of Shildon was the first of two rope-worked inclines which took the wagons up to the colliery; at 

Shildon, the changeover point, the loco works were built. 

1827.  In the USA in the 1820s there was need for good communication between the developing lands 

west of the Allegheny Mountains and the seaports of New York, Philadelphia, Washington and Baltimore.  

The first three cities opted for canals, and indeed the success of the Erie Canal between Buffalo and New 

York was intended to draw trade away from the others.  Baltimore alone determined upon a railway, and no 

minor project at that.  It was to be a double track right through the city to the Ohio River at Wheeling, and 

in 1827 an application was made to the Legislature of Maryland for an Act incorporating the Baltimore and 

Ohio Railway Company.  It is interesting that the term “railway” rather than “railroad” was adopted; today in 

the USA, of the many great, and still independent companies, some are styled “railways” and others 

“railroads”.  Still more interesting is that the name “Baltimore and Ohio” survives today, because the B&O is 

one of the three great lines incorporated in the present “Chessie System”.  

Unlike the earliest railways in Great Britain and in parts of Europe, the incorporation of the Baltimore and 

Ohio was acclaimed by virtually universal rejoicing in Baltimore itself, and in the country through which it 

would run.  It was regarded as a great popular venture, but a plunge into the unknown nevertheless.  In 

1827 no one knew whether the primitive locomotives, tracks and rolling stock then used on the earliest 

English railways would withstand the onslaught of the severe American winters, and the still more furious 

spring floods that followed the thawing of the snows.  Still the merchants of Baltimore pressed on.  It was 

perhaps indicative of their iron resolve that one of the first directors of the B & O was Charles Carroll, who 

in 1827 was the sole surviving signer of the Declaration of Independence.  He was then more than 90 years 

of age, and in February 1828 was fit enough to turn the first spadeful of earth, with a silver spade, and to 

lay the symbolic foundation stone of the railway.  Following the ceremony he said: “I consider this among 

the most important acts of my life, second only to my signing the Declaration of Independence, if even it be 

second to that.” 
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The railway followed the course of the rivers where possible, to make the gradients as easy as possible.  It 

was not until May 1830 that the liner was opened for passenger traffic over the first 43km (26 miles) from 

Baltimore to Endicott’s Mills.  The motive power was by horses.  The sharp curves made necessary by the 

rugged country in the valley of the Patapsco River suggested that steam locomotives would be 

impracticable.  But Peter Cooper, an industrialist and inventor from New York, had made a large investment 

in in Baltimore land, and it was important to him that the railway should succeed.  That to him meant 

“speed” with the use of steam traction.  He built a locomotive, the Tom Thumb, and in the summer of 1830 

took the directors for a ride down the line as far as Carrollton, the home of Charles Carroll.  The 21 km (13 

miles) were covered in 57 minutes. 
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The more conservative among the railway supporters were still skeptical of the success of locomotives, and 

a race was organized and run on 28th August 1830 between the Tom Thumb and a horse.  It was a close-run 

thing – neck and neck for most of the way – until the fan-belt slipped from the drum, and with the blower 

inoperative, steam pressure was dropped, and the horse forged ahead to victory.  But though this victory 

was gained through a mishap to the machinery of the locomotive, the moral victory was with Peter Cooper. 

1828.  In France, the first railway, the St Etienne and Andrezieux, built in 1828, was also primarily a coal 

carrier, and was at first worked entirely by horses.  Two, in tandem, were used to haul trains of six or seven 

wagons loaded with coal.  But the provision made for passenger conveyance was more elaborate than on 

the Stockton and Darlington.  They were quite commodious vehicles after the fashion of a stage coach, 

covered over and with three separate compartments.  But an even more elaborate affair was a double-

decker.  The lower deck had open sides to all three compartments, but with curtains that could be drawn to 

give protection against the weather.  The upper deck was completely open.  

 

Next Month: Worldwide expansion begins – Railway development 1831 – 1850 
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MY MODEL RAILROAD HOBBY AND HOME LAYOUT 
–  Red Hook Harbor 

 

By Brian Messenger (The HOn3 guy in Knysna!)  

  
Editor’s Note: Once again we have the privilege of another detailed look at a portion of Brian M’s layout.  
And again, his attention to all the finer detail is absolutely amazing!  Thank you, Brian M, for sharing this 
fantastic project with us!!  
 
This project, all of it done in HOn3 scale, was originally documented about two years ago.  A lot has 
changed since then, i.e. moving buildings, or replacing them.  . 
 
I have started on the lower level, at the end where my “harbor” (that’s American for “harbour”) will be 
situated.  It has to be a well-thought-out process, as once the water (Woodland Scenics realistic water) has 
been poured, it will be too late to add any submerged debris that might be found in and around harbours. 
 
The only things left to do after the ‘water’ has been poured is to place the boats that have lights on them, 
the marker buoy, as well as the barge, in place, to determine where I have to drill holes through the ‘water’ 
for the wires to go underneath to the buss wires below the layout.  Remembering that the holes cannot be 
drilled before the water has been poured, as you would have a huge mess on the floor under the layout.  
The harbour area has to be well sealed beforehand. 
 
The attached photos show the progress and situation as at 2 years ago.  The buildings shown here are from 
my previous layout in Cape Town. 
 
Below is the base of the harbour area with the cork overlay. 
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This was the basic initial layout of what I wanted in the harbour.  (Things changed a bit!) 
 

 
 
 
 
By removing the cork here, I was able to mark out the cutting area. 
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I made a few changes – the cardboard mock-up of a building (the boat repair shop) on the right hand side 
below was later changed to a scratch-built one (see photos of it a bit lower down). 
 

 
 
 
Below is the ‘new boat repair shop’ at the top of the ramp. 
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This is the Red Hook Harbor master’s office, from where he has a full view over his harbour. 
 

 
 
A view over the harbour… 
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The interior of the new boat repair shop, with a few castings still to be painted and weathered, as well as 
the addition of lights still to happen. 
 

 
 
 
A fully-equipped workshop inside the repair shop, to enable all sorts of repairs to the boats brought in. 
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Here is another view inside the repair shop. The rail line brings in all types of equipment needed for the 
boat repairs, as well as bringing in small boats for repair. 
 

 
 
An overall view of the harbour with the buildings now correctly placed. The blue water base coat is just for 
initial effect.  It will be covered with plaster and then painted the correct colour, and the realistic water will 
be poured last. 
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There is a working marker buoy with a flashing red light at the entrance to the harbour. 
 

 
 
 
The boat ramp with a boat dolly.  The parts below the pilings will be hidden once the Woodland Scenics 
water is in place. 
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A dockside crane used to load equipment from the dockside. 

 
 
 
After eight hours of electrical work on the lighting, all the buildings with full interior detail and lighting, all 
done. 
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The street lamp was repaired outside the bar, and now patrons are waiting for it to open. 
 

 
 
 
A lobster boat busy leaving to pick up his latest catch. 
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Below is another scratch-built / kit-bashed barge (different to the one described in my earlier article). 
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The photo above was taken with only a blue ceiling light and a timed exposure.  It gives the effect of a full 
moon night. 
 
The lighthouse operates, and has been relocated to its current position. A friend in George has made an 
electrical circuit for me which allows the light to slowly brighten and go down to nothing and glow back on 
again. 
 
I have since connected the harbour to the rest of the trackwork on the lower level of my double deck layout.  
 
The next article will be about building three of the structures for this harbour: a boat supply merchant, a 
sailmaker, and a restaurant, all of which were scratch built. 
 
Till next month, have fun. 
 
Brian – the HOn3 guy – Knysna  
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Sandstone is open… and trains will be running again!! 

 

 

All you need to do is get to Sandston, near Ficksburg in the Free State!!     
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Running Trainz Virtually – 5: Midwestern Branch line 

By Brian Dawson 

After ending up being a bit disillusioned with the Australian “Warwick – Wallangarra” Trainz route (as 

described in my previous article), and not particularly wanting to run a passenger train all the way from 

London to Edinburgh (I guess I’ll probably end up doing that route too, one of these days when there isn’t 

anything a bit more interesting to do), I decided to look at “add-on” options for my Trainz: A New Era 

programme, specifically something more “operational”, with a lot more shunting to do!   

I went back to www.trainzportal.com , to their Trainz Store page, and scrolled through the options to see if 

there was something that I liked, and that I could also afford!  I found two that tickled my fancy – an el 

cheepo called “Shortline Railroad” (at just $5,99 – ended up as R109,15 on my credit card), and an even 

better sounding one called Midwestern Branch, which cost $9,99 (R182,04).  I decided that I could afford 

both, and bought them.     

The confirmation-of-purchase emails said that I wouldn’t need to download them – they would 

automatically download and self-install the next time that I logged in to Trainz, after a day or so.  And within 

a day or two, “Shortline Railroad” had miraculously appeared in my start-up menu.  I’ll probably describe 

Shortline in more detail someday, but it was a pretty simple set of six sessions, all about moving freight 

around between a couple of towns and two industrial areas that are all pretty jolly close together.  It’s a 

fictional area, using Burlington Northern GP38-2 diesels to move the freight brought in to the area (through 

portals!) by BN SD40-2s.  Perhaps the BN connection also influenced my purchase!  

The Midwestern Branch route was a little more problematic!  I waited a few days more, and still nothing 

new appeared in my start-up menu.  I began to wonder if I’d maybe been scammed out of my 10 bucks!  I 

sent off an email to Trainzportal (a “reply” on the confirmation mail from them, so that I knew it would go 

to the right desk), stating my problem… I’ve waited a week now, and I still haven’t received my programme.  

Could there possibly be a technical or compatibility issue? 

They replied a day later, thanking me for bringing the problem to their attention… Yes – there does appear 

to be a technical problem with the downloading of Midwestern Branch!   

But THIS was the one that I particularly wanted!!!...  Their technical department made some adjustments 

on their side.  They then sent me very detailed (but simple and easy-to-follow) instructions as to what I 

needed to do by way of logging out and then setting up my log-in again from scratch, after which the 

programme would appear, in ten portions, in my Downloadable Content box.  These ten portions each 

needed to be downloaded (a couple of them were a few hundred Megs in size), in the correct sequence, 

after which the route would self-install.  And that’s exactly what happened, and Midwestern Branch finally 

appeared in my start-up menu when I next logged in, and then I was a happy camper!     

Midwestern Branch line is also a fictional area, set somewhere / anywhere in the American mid-west.  Once 

again there are two “portals” through which freight can be introduced to or removed from the area.  The 

dual-track mainline (the section between the portals) is owned and operated by BNSF (that’s Burlington 

http://www.trainzportal.com/
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Northern after the amalgamation with Santa Fe), while the branch line makes use of ex-Milwaukee Road 

equipment, specifically little GP9s, to move the local freight around.  The town closest to the mainline route 

(just off a short “Y” intersection) is called Littleport, and has quite a substantial yard with the arrival / 

departure line connecting to the mainline, as well as six classification tracks, and a loco service area with a 

7-stall roundhouse and turntable, a diesel depot, and a sand and re-fueling station.  There is a large 14-silo 

grain complex (Littleport Grains) next to the mainline, not far from the Littleport junction.  

The whole Midwestern Branch route area is in the form of a big rectangle, with the branch line forming a U 

around three sides of the rectangle.  If Littleport is in the top right-hand (“northeastern”) corner, with the 

passing mainline forming a T above the top of the right-hand portion of the U, then the other town, at the 

opposite end of the branch line, is in the top left-hand (“northwestern”) corner, and is known as Mill Town.  

Mill Town also has a (somewhat smaller) yard with the arrival / departure line and three classification lines, 

and a small 3-shed loco service area (no turntable) where at least one of the GP9s is stationed.  There are 

industries at each of the bottom corners of the U – a lumber mill called Levitt’s on the right (“southeastern”) 

closer to Littleport, but also with an adjacent flour mill close by off a separate siding, and then Lincoln 

Hyde’s Pulp Mill is in the bottom left (“southwestern”) corner, closer to Mill Town.  Between these two 

industries is another small industrial hub called “Cylinder”, where there are another 14 grain silos belonging 

to the United Farmers Co-op, but also two other warehouses (a “freight house”?) on a single siding on the 

opposite side of the mainline, and a large bakery complex off another siding.   

The main industrial area is to the north of Mill Town, where there are seven different industries fed off a 

single feeder line that extends northwards out of the Mill Town yard, with a level crossing (with the 

appropriate flashing red lights and ringing bell whenever a train is in the vicinity) across a busy road running 

between the yard and the industrial area, and on into the industrial area.  Each industry has its own branch 
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siding off the feeder line (one of them – the furniture factory – has two sidings), and the feeder line 

terminates in the large Mill Town Lumber yard filled with stacks of sawn timber.  Maximum speed on the 

branchline is 25mph (50mph on the mainline), within the yards it is 20mph, and then it’s 15mph within the 

industrial areas.   

There are seven sessions 

included in the 

Midwestern Branch 

package – the first being 

the usual “Quick Run” (the 

“freestyle” session where 

you make up your own 

train from the list of 

available rolling stock 

items, and run around the 

route as you wish, with no 

instructions or limitations 

[other than the normal 

speed limits and signals] – 

basically an orientation 

exercise, where you can 

get to explore the route 

and find out what’s 

where).  The other sessions are Grain Collector, Lumber Mill Duties, Mill Town Switching, something called 

“Night of the Twister”, Transfer Run, and another interesting option called “Base Session”. 

The Grain Collector is pretty much as per its description – initially taking a rake of eight empty grain 

hoppers to the Littleport Grains silos and filling them with grain, then parking them on a siding adjacent to 

the silos before returning to Littleport Yard for a further four hoppers.  These are then also taken to 

Littleport Grains for filling, and are then joined onto the eight previously parked there, for later collection by 

a passing BNSF train.  (Now, if I had been able to do my own thing, instead of having to follow the 

Dispatcher’s instructions and the navigation markers, I would have joined up the two empty rakes in the 

yard, and taken them to the silos together, filled all 12 of them and then parked them, instead of doing it as 

two operations!)  You then return to the yard and collect a 10 hopper train of empties, taking these instead 

to the Cylinder silos and filling them there, before running around the train and then bringing those loaded 

wagons back to the Littleport Yard, leaving them there ready to be picked up and taken away by BNSF, 

before returning the GP9s to the loco service area.  (This session was run with a double-header of 2x GP9s, 

as the grain trains would apparently be too heavy for a single GP9 to handle.)   
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This was supposed to be an hour-long session, and was rated as “hard”.  I found it to be pretty simple, and 

obtained the maximum 5 stars, but only scored 1750 points (I am presuming – out of 2000?), possibly 

because I took an hour and 40 minutes to complete the session.  This was, however, in my defence, my first 

session on the layout, and I was still feeling my way around a bit.  When I repeated the session, and 

completed it almost flawlessly, this time in just over an hour and twenty minutes, I once again scored 1750 

points, but then was docked 30 points for speeding through the yard, while trying to get back to the service 

area in too much of a hurry!  So maybe the maximum is the 1750, and not 2000 as I had assumed?  

A really “cute” activity at the grain silos while you are loading, is that there is a constant delivery of grain 

being made to the silos, by an endless string of tractors, each with two side-tipping trailers.  They emerge 

from an adjacent field and draw up at the delivery point behind the silos, tip their trailers to offload the 

grain over the mesh-covered drop-in amid a small cloud of dust which drifts away on the breeze, and then 

drive off, making space for the next tractor with its two trailers to draw up – all this with a repeating 

appropriate sound effect of typical diesel tractor engines as they draw up and pull away.  The tractors are a 

mix of green and red tractors, but one can’t quite make out if they are John Deeres and Massey Fergussons 

or not, Jimmy…!  And during loading, the hinged cover on each rail hopper is flipped open, the loading 

spout is lowered from the delivery silo and the revolving orange warning lights start flashing, and the grain 

pours out the spout and into the hopper (again raising a lot of dust).  Once the hopper is filled, the indicator 

strip showing its loaded mass appears, the spout lifts and the hatch closes down, and the driver’s 

dashboard with the train controls reappears, so that you can push or pull the next wagon into position). 

I next ran the Lumber Mill Duties session, supposedly a 45 minute “normal” session.  I took one hour 15 

minutes to complete it, received my 5 stars and was complimented on my “perfect score” of 1300 points!  

This session involved running out of Littleport to Levitt Lumbers, stopping in the passing loop, and running 

around the train so as to be able to push the wagons in to the lumber mill.  One first has to remove 6x 

loaded boxcars and replace them with six empties, and then push in 6x log-carriers loaded with big logs for 

the sawmill, stopping for each flatcar in turn to be offloaded by the log-loader, as well as 6x empty 
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woodchip hoppers which need to be loaded (again accompanied by appropriate sound effects and a large 

puff of sawdust as each hopper is filled) as one drives slowly under the woodchip loader.        

So far so good!  No problems or incidents…. Just taking a little longer to complete each session than the 

“supposed” time allowed for it, but that’s not a train-smash!... 

Next up was the Transfer Run.  This entailed leaving the Littleport roundhouse, onto the turntable and 

rotating to line up with the correct track to exit the service area, then picking up the consist waiting in the 

Littleport Yard, and taking it around to Mill Town, and bringing another consist back.  Sounds pretty simple…  

The pre-session blurb confirmed this – Dispatcher: “Engineer, a simple task for you today.  You are to collect 

some freight cars that are ready to be picked up at Mill Town.  Once you have dropped off the freight cars 

you are taking through from Littleport, you are to collect a loaded train and bring it back to Littleport.”  No 

mention there of any oncoming trains!!!  The session should take just 35 minutes, and is categorized as 

“normal”. 

By this stage, I was starting to get a bit complacent!  These sessions are all fine – not too technically 

challenging, and no curve-balls.  Just good solid operations stuff, having to do a bit of thinking, changing 

points as required to get to where you need to, the normal stuff!  The way I like it! 

I picked up my 11 car consist, and headed off out of Littleport towards Mill Town.  I passed by Levitt’s 

Lumber, and was approaching Cylinder.  On checking ahead, I noticed that the points were set to take me 

off the main branch line, and onto the second line.  I saw no good reason for this, and blithely changed the 

points ahead of me, so that my train would remain on the main line instead.  I was trundling along at close 

to 25mph.  Having changed the first set of points, I thought that I better check ahead and change the 

reciprocating points that would have brought me back onto the main line once I had passed through 

Cylinder.  I zoomed forward to get access to those points, and found that they were showing as “manual 

control disabled”, so that I was not able to change them!  They were against me! And then, appearing out of 

the “distance” ahead, I saw the reason why!!   

To my horror I found that there was a train approaching, coming from Mill Town, and heading straight 

towards my train!!!  I then also noticed that the signal indicator in the right-hand side panel had changed, to 

show a RED signal now much closer ahead, after I had re-directed my route!!  I immediately slammed on 

the emergency brakes, and my train started to slow down…  As the approaching train drew nearer, he too 

seemed to be slowing down!  But it wasn’t in response to my mistake!! I realised that the points ahead of 

him were set so that he would draw into the siding at Cylinder Grains.  This was an empty grain train, which 

would be loading grain at the silos.  But it was a long train of 12 hoppers, which would not all fit into the 

Cylinder Grains siding – half of the train would still be protruding onto the main line beyond the siding, once 

the train had stopped at the filling point to start loading.  THAT was why my train had been directed onto 

the adjacent passing line, so that I could rejoin the main line beyond that obstruction!!   

My train, fortunately consisting mostly of unloaded wagons, was slowing, but was it slowing quickly enough, 

or was I going to ram into the side of the grain train and have my session terminated?  

Then I recalled that one of the instructions at the beginning of the session had mentioned that some of the 

junctions would need to be set (presumably they were talking about those in the yards!) while others would 

be set for me.  The one that I had chosen unnecessarily to change, was then obviously one of those that had 
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been “set for me”!  

My luck held!!  Phew!!!!!  My train stopped just short of the points, and so I did not slam or even run gently 

into the grain train.  Disaster averted – but ONLY JUST!!  The grain train went about his business, moving 

forward one wagon at a time, to fill each hopper under the loading spout.  So it was going to take a while 

for that loading process to be completed and before the grain train would be out of my way and I could 

reset the points in my favour and continue on to Mill Town…  I could wait, but then realised I would also be 

blocking his route back onto the main line.  I needed instead to back up, and then take the passing loop as I 

was supposed to have done.            

The rest of the session passed uneventfully, thank goodness!  I still earned 5 stars, but only 750 points!!  

And what was supposed to have been a 35 minute session ended up taking me an hour and five minutes!   

I next ran Mill Town Switching.  All of the previous sessions had started and ended in Littleport.  This one 

happened in Mill Town, as the title suggests.  I picked up my GP9 at the loco shed in the Mill Town Yard.  The 

blurb said “This is a busy day in Mill Town.  All of the industries need to be switched out and have new 

freight cars delivered to the industries.  You have until 12:00 noon until the locomotive arrives to collect the 

train that you have assembled.”  So it appeared that there would be a bit of time pressure once again.  A 

long train of 21 wagons was standing on track 1, having been brought in and dropped off by AN Other, and 

these were the wagons that needed to be delivered.  

The session was classified as “hard” and should take an hour and 30 minutes.  Yeah, right!  And to be done 

before 12 noon meant that I would only have 2 hours… 

The first task would be to remove the wagons that were already standing at the various industries (but at 

this stage excluding the Lumber Yard), to make space for the new deliveries.  I was directed to start at the 

back – pick up the two boxcars at the furthest industry, bring them out and place them on the furthest end 

of the feeder line, just outside of the Lumber Yard.  Then pick up the five reefers at the US Cold Storage, and 

reverse them all the way back to join up with the two boxcars.  Next were the two fuel tankers at Coldwater 

Fuels, once again joining them onto the growing train of empties standing on the feeder line.  Next industry 

in line was the furniture factory, where there were two sidings (one each side of the factory – wood in and 

furniture out?), each with three boxcars, and at least in this case I was “allowed” (instructed!) to collect the 

two rakes together, joining them up, and then take them to add to the growing train.  This was followed by 

the two remaining industries, each with three boxcars to remove, so that I finally ended up with a train of 

21 wagons.  Once these last two had also been pushed back, a rake at a time, onto the train, I was then 

instructed to pull the train out of the industrial area, and park it on one of the yard tracks.  

But each time I had had to push the wagons that I had collected, all the way back, to join up with those that 

I had first placed.  If I had been able to do it my way, I would have kept the collected wagons attached to my 

loco, moved forward to the next industry, attached those wagons to the ones I’m towing, then move to the 

next industry…  I would have gathered up half the wagons in this way, then taken that (relatively short) 

consist out to the Yard track and left it there, and then gone back and gathered up the remaining wagons in 

the same fashion, taken them out and joined them to the first lot of wagons.  Job done!  Much less travel!!  
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Alternatively, I would have pushed the collected wagons back only as far as I needed to in order to clear the 

points that I had to adjust to get into the next siding, and would have pulled the growing train forward with 

me each time I moved forward to the next industry siding.  Or else, instead of connecting the collected 

wagons to the growing train, I could have pulled them out and left them on the feeder line, WITHOUT 

pushing them all the way back to join up, and then only pushed them back as a single action at the end, 

connecting the various rakes up until I had coupled up the last of them, and then pulled the whole lot out.  

There were definitely many different ways to skin this cat, and the method that I was being required to 

follow seemed to be the most long-winded and pedantic, requiring lots of additional and unnecessary 

mileage to be covered (in my humble and inexperienced opinion)!   

By the time I had assembled the train of collected cars, it had taken me 40 minutes of effort, and I had 

earned just one star, and 1025 points!  When I successfully returned the train to the yard track, this upped 

to two stars and 1075 points.  I appeared to be making good progress. 

Throughout all of these activities, it had been necessary to follow the navigation markers (I described this 

system – and the issues that resulted when you don’t follow the instructions – in the previous article about 

Warwick – Wallangarra.  When the red dot with the white hand in the middle of it instructs you to STOP 

HERE, you need to stop THERE, and not 20 metres before or after that position… otherwise the dot doesn’t 

go away, and the next instruction you have to follow doesn’t appear on the screen!)  The navigation markers 

are there to “guide you” through the session, but they won’t allow you to deviate from their “guidance”!  

(There is, however, a Settings change that one can make, so that the navigation markers are not shown.  The 

markers ARE very useful, however, in showing, for instance, which rakes of wagons need to be collected, or 

which track to follow, when there are multiple rakes or tracks to choose from.  So perhaps once I am more 
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familiar with the different sessions, I will remove the navigation markers, and see if I can instead do things 

MY WAY, and see if they will still work out, perhaps even more efficiently!)      

But to get back to the switching…. I had by now removed the wagons from all the industry sidings.  Now it 

would be a simple process of replacing them with the wagons that had been standing on the track in Mill 

Town.  And when the navigation markers for this part of the session started to be revealed, it was obvious 

that this would be a repeat of the removal process, starting again with the furthest industry.  Collect the 

two boxcars that were at the far end of the consist, split them off from the others, pull forward to clear the 

end of the track, then trundle the length of the yard back past the consist, and all the way to the industry at 

the furthest end of the industrial area…  Return to the head of the consist, connect to the five reefers which 

were next in line, uncouple them from the consist, pull forward again and clear the end of the track, and 

push them back to US Cold Storage…. then the two tankers…  It was obvious that the train of wagons that 

were waiting for delivery had been made up in the reverse sequence to the order in which they were to be 

dropped off, all being pushed back in to the industries.   

I kept thinking to myself – this would be so much quicker if I had just hooked up to the whole consist, and 

pushed the whole lot back in to the industrial area, starting with the industry closest to the Yard, dropped 

those wagons off the end of the consist, pulled out a bit to be able to reset the points, then pushed back in 

to the second industry, dropped those off, and so on down the line… far less travel for the loco, but 

admittedly having to do my manoeuvring with a far heavier train in the beginning….   

But then – right towards the end of the drop-off, the sequence was changed a bit, and two of the industries 

were treated out of sequence.  I would have been caught out if I had just proceeded based on my 

assumption!  Anyway – all still very tedious and pedantic, dealing with just one industry at a time!    

Finally it was time to drop off the last three boxcars at the second last of the industries – Calvin’s Screw and 

Bolt Supply.  This industry has an “afdak” (lean-to) roof covering the siding, so that, when viewed from 

directly above, it is not possible to see the track.  When dropping off the wagons, I find it easiest to zoom 

out to an overhead view, and had done so in this case.  I was carefully obeying the drop-off navigation 

marker, where the distance to the stopping position reduces as you get closer to it.  And, as it was a short 

siding, and was concealed beneath the roof, I was edging forward very slowly.  According to the navigation 

marker, I still had 0,02 miles to go…  And half of one of the boxcars still protruded out from under the 

afdak…  

Next moment, a message flashed onto the screen – “You have derailed! This session is being terminated.”  

Damn!!!!   Apparently I had pushed the leading boxcar off the end of the siding (through the buffer stop??).  

This was most definitely NOT MY FAULT!!  It was the navigation point’s fault!  There was an error!!!! 

Unfortunately, I had not saved the game as I made progress (I should definitely have done a “save game” 

once I had completed all the pick-ups, at least!).  And so I had to start from the beginning again!  This time I 

was a bit quicker, and managed to get all the pick-ups back into the yard in 31 minutes.  I was also faster 

with the drop-offs.  When it came to that final drop-off where I had been screwed over at Calvin’s Screws, I 

swung down to a side-on view of the boxcars, so that I could see what was happening, and clearly see 

where the end of the track was.  Once again, the navigation marker was showing that I still had some 

distance to travel by the time I was within a couple of feet of the buffer stop.  But I stopped there anyway, 
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and uncoupled from the rake of boxcars and reversed out, and the faulty navigation marker disappeared as 

if nothing was wrong!!  Yes – part of one of the boxcars still protruded out from under the afdak.  The siding 

is too short for all three of them... and perhaps that’s an intentional situation, to trick you into making an 

error such as I made…   

To complete the session, all I still needed to do was collect two rakes (at the two short sidings) of 2x loaded 

centre-beam lumber 

wagons from the lumber 

yard, pull them out and 

attach them to the train I 

had brought out into the 

Yard, and replace them 

with four empty 

centrebeams that were 

still in the Yard awaiting 

delivery.  Simple stuff, and 

this was completed 

without any further 

incident.  The empty 

centrebeams miraculously 

loaded up with timber once they were stationary at the sidings.  

Once my loco was back in the engine shed, the session had taken me one hour and 51 minutes to complete 

(so I was done before 12 noon!), and I had earned my five stars, and a whopping 2625 points for the session 

(so obviously not all sessions are worth a “standard” 2000 points!) – although admittedly only at my second 

attempt!  But I’m adamant – that derailment was NOT my error!!  I’m blaming it firmly on that faulty 

navigation point!.....    

The Midwestern Branch route, despite the rather pedantic approach to the shunting operations (and their 

ERROR with that one navigation marker – which I need to tell them about!!!!) has definitely provided me 

with a tremendous amount of 

fun so far!  And there’s still the 

“Night of the Twister” episode 

and the “Base Session” to go! 

(More about those in a future 

article, maybe?... this one is 

plenty long enough already!)    

 

Pic left shows Littleport Yard 

and loco service area 
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Whose Layout Is This???  

(Answer to be provided in our next edition) 
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Answer to the October edition question…:  Okay – so this time I had to be corrected!  My assumption was 
that, seeing as the layout was located at Rene’ Bosch’s @Trainz shop in Benoni, that it was Rene’s layout.  
But I have been reliably informed that the two modules were actually part of the Cape Gauge Club’s layout, 
on display at @Trainz, moved there when Rinke Blok closed his Train Shop. Old Boksburg Station does 
belong to Rene’, and the bridge scene module belongs to Marcus Kruger.  The last of the pics (which was 
supposed to be the “giveaway”, with the @Trainz logo visible), with tracks extending out from Rene’s 
workshop, is however obviously part of Rene’s workshop testbed, where the tracks come out through a 
hatch in the wall.   
 
   

  The EMRIG Water Tower Challenge… 

By Jean Dulez 

 

Water Tower Challenge Honours Board 

 2015 October  Glynn Chamberlain 

 2015 November Niel Wilson 

 2015 December  Terrence Marx (Part 1) 

 2016 January   Terrence Marx (Part 2) 

 2016 February  Terrence Marx (Part 3) 

 2016 March  Terrence Marx (Part 4) 

 2016 April  Peter Fish 

 2016 May  Colin Anstis 

 2016 June  Dave Wynne 

 …… then the ball got dropped for a bit… (no newsletters, change of Editor…) 

 2017 March  Brian Dawson 

 2017 April  Kevin Chamberlain 

 2017 May  Kobus Pelser (Part 1) 

 2017 June  Kobus Pelser (Part 2) 

 2017 July   Kobus Pelser (Part 3) 

 2017 August  Doug Buchanan didn’t participate (write), needs to donate to charity! 
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 2017 September Karel van Breda 

 2017 October  Carl Andrews 

 2017 November and December and 2018 January  ….. no contributions ….. 

 2018 February  Margaret Wynne (who stepped in and offered to fill the gap!) 

 2018 March & April … waiting for articles ……….. 

 2018 May  Ash Pappa 

 2018 June  John Henry (volunteered an article) 

 2018 July  Margaret Wynne entertained us with her story on trollies! 

 2018 August  …. Nothing once again…  

 2018 September Brian Dawson 

 2018 October  …. Nothing once again…  

 2018 November … same story… 

 2018 December … same story….  

 2019 January to date…  …still nothing has changed    … and THEN………..!!!! 

 2019 May, June, July & Aug Kobus Pelser (thank you for all your hard work, Kobus!) 

 2019 September Shane Brinkley (all the way from Perth!!) 

 …………… and nothing has happened since then………….      

 2020 April  Mark Peddle 

 2020 May  George Lagoudis 

 2020 July, Aug, Sept Harry Ostrofsky 

            ……….. and Harry challenged………….. Jean Dulez!!..... 
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Post Lockdown South African Railway Blues - Editorial 

By Jean Dulez 

Editor’s Note: This contribution by Jean Dulez was originally written and published as the Editorial piece in 

the October 2020 edition of On Track, the newsletter of the Railway Society of South Africa, of which Jean 

has been a member for many years.  Jean and RSSA have kindly given permission for it to be reproduced 

here as Jean’s “Challenge” contribution.    

There has already been some (chirpy) discussion around this issue on our club chatgroup, following the post-

ing of some pictures and videos of PRASA infrastructure being stripped in broad daylight…  So it is good to 

get some authoritative comment from someone as knowlegeable as Jean. 

The Current Situation 

As a student of the South African railway scene and developments for over fifty years now, I can sincerely 

make the statement that 2020 will go down as the most devastating year yet experienced, as regards our 

railway systems and operations. 

During the Covid-19 lockdown, which started late in March, the entire network was virtually shutdown, 

apart from some essential Transnet services, such as coal haulage to various Eskom power plants.  

PRASA’s (Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa’s) Metrorail commuter and long distance trains ceased 

completely, allowing scrap theft syndicates to operate freely in broad daylight, helping themselves to 

overhead and signalling cables, sub-station equipment and, in places, entire railway lines. This occurred in 

the major metropolitan regions, particularly around Johannesburg and Pretoria, and to a lesser extent in 

the Durban and Cape Town areas. 

The rot had already started at the end of 2019, when PRASA suspended its line-patrolling security services 

owing to stated bad service and corruption. This opportunity already permitted parts of the Germiston-to-

Pretoria main line to be stripped of overhead catenary and signalling cabling, leading to its closure, seen to 

be the first time since the Anglo-Boer war, some 120 years back.  

Transnet services, which had used this route for certain freight trains, had to make use exclusively of their 

Sentrarand bypass network, resulting in lengthy deviations for these trains. 

At the start of the lockdown, Transnet still retained its own security services, which resulted in little of their 

railway systems being affected. The fact that the power was still on, with some railway operations, 

discouraged any scrap theft, so the entirely-closed Metrorail network was a much easier target. Even the 

Gautrain, which was also forced to close, suffered no damage, since its intensive security patrolling 

continued. 

Photographs and recordings have been made showing scrap thieves operating in broad daylight.  The police 

had their hands full during this period and, when called out and perhaps caught one gang, another sprung 

up elsewhere to continue the looting. Stations and electrical sub-stations also were targeted and even the 
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electrocution of some thieves, tampering with live systems, was no deterrent, since the syndicates had 

many more bodies to use as “cannon fodder”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main TFR line between Randfontein and Bank, far west Rand – catenary and sidings tracks  stolen, but TFR 

are using the route with diesels to bypass ex Krugersdorp traffic, since the line to Johannesburg was still 

closed – September (Photo – Jean Dulez) 
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Main line north to Tembisa – only the right hand single track has been cleared for limited Metrorail shuttles 

and TFR through traffic, again manual orders, absolute line occupation, since no passing sections had yet 

been opened -  August  (Photo – Jean Dulez) 

 

TFR container traffic to Johannesburg over the Natal main line continued throughout lockdown, thus 

preventing thieves from stealing the Union-Elsburg-India-Jupiter-Kaserne route catenary and signalling 

(Photo – Jean Dulez) 
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Whilst all our parastatals have suffered from financial troubles in recent times, the theft of PRASA 

infrastructure is unparalleled within this mess.  One wonders why the ANC-controlled Corona Virus Control 
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Council and particularly the Minister of Transport, did not appeal for help here, right at the beginning in 

April?  

Instead, security forces were deployed to harass township residents for frivolous transgressions such as 

drinking alcohol on their front doorstep.  In fact, more than 300 000 minor cases have been lodged during 

lockdown, surely more than our overstressed legal system can even cope with. Yet, only a few cases of theft 

of PRASA equipment have been lodged. If the security forces had instead been deployed to patrol the 

Metrorail track system, some confrontations would no doubt have occurred, in the same way that this 

happens, for example, during the current rhino anti-poaching campaign. This would have surely stopped 

most of the thieving by the gangs that, by all reports, were heavily armed.  

I am confident that much of the scrap did not even end up in local scrap yards, and was probably packed 

into containers for shipment to say China.  Since South Africa no longer has any rail manufacturing steel 

plant facility (the last was closed at the old Iscor Pretoria plant and later, Highveld Steel, some years ago) 

new rail may now be ironically re-imported again from China, perhaps using our very own scrap steel!  

Stolen copper wire may also have to be imported, if we cannot source sufficient locally. 

Full restoration of the Metrorail infrastructure will now cost billions of rands, money that PRASA does not 

have. Nevertheless, some reparations will have to be made to permit a measure of commuter and freight 

traffic to resume and this is going to take many years, rather than months. 

The Way Forward 

Some rather strange suggestions have been made as to what PRASA in the main needs to do to restore 

some of the services by way of infrastructure repairs 

One idea is to convert the existing 3kV electrical system to the more modern 25kV AC. Whilst this may 

sound like a great way forward, it will just not work. Firstly, the existing catenary overhead system for 25kV 

has higher insulator clearances, so that would mean being totally reconstructed. Then, there is the matter 

of sub-station conversions, and that the old EMU sets then could no longer be used.  Sure, some of the new 

Gibela series II sets are also planned for other 25kV regions, so could be switched around in the factory. 

However, Transnet still needs access with the older 3kV class 10E/18Es sets for through GFB (General 

Freight Business) traffic, much of which, especially from up north, is still vacuum-braked.  The new dual 

voltage electric series (19E to 23E) have been specially configured for main line heavy haul and, as such, are 

only equipped with compressed air braking systems, not dual vacuum. Granted, the new 43 to 45 diesels 

are indeed equipped with vacuum brake exhauster systems, but then they would have to take over just 

about all the class 18E traffic. Hence, Transnet would have to rather employ the older diesels, where they 

cannot operate their electric 3kV units. 

Another plan is to scrap rebuilding the catenary infrastructure at all, and operate all traffic with diesels. 

Whilst this may work out (and indeed has to, for the present) for freight and inter-city passenger operations, 

the volume of regular EMU traffic would preclude diesel-haulage on any large scale. There are simply 

insufficient spare diesel locomotives available. 

Nevertheless, that is what Metrorail has resorted to in order to restore a medium of commuter traffic in 
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areas where both the CTC and electrical overhead supply are out-of-service.  Old Transnet diesels of the 

classes 34, 35 and 36 have been hired, at great cost, for just a few trains per day, hardly of great 

convenience to hapless commuters, who are paying two to three times as much for minibus taxi transport 

now. 

 

When the Minister of Transport stated recently that there are certain parties who do not want commuter 

trains to resume, one does not have to look very far…  

Then, there is the major question of the previously mentioned large Alstom-lead Gibela contract to supply 

600 new EMU sets, over a ten year period. The consortium has invested millions in the new plant at 

Dunnotar, on the east Rand, for this contract, and switching to DMU (diesel multiple unit) production would 

require a contract renegotiation, plus retooling of much of the equipment at this factory. 

Another issue is that significant volumes of commuter diesel-haulage would present PRASA with a major 

maintenance issue, since the company has none of its own diesel servicing facilities, with the existing 

depots being geared for EMU and electric traction. Such service facilities are currently the responsibility of 

either Transnet or other outside service providers, such as Traxtion, Grindrod Leasing or ARTS (African Rail 

and Transport Services). Therefore, there would be a need for four large diesel workshops in Pretoria North, 

Braamfontein (Johannesburg), Salt River (Cape Town) and the Durban region. 

Practical Solutions  

Gauteng province has been affected most significantly with the infrastructure looting, and the first task was 

to clear at least one line of debris (since the majority of Metrorail lines are at least double track; many 

comprise up to four separate lines within the major centres and townships). Then, the actual track work had 

also to be subjected to safety inspections and undergo minor repairs, where necessary. This has permitted 

very limited – what could be called “emergency” – diesel-hauled traffic operating one way, with an absolute 

manual train order. 

Such operations are just too inadequate at present, and a second return line needs to be opened to 

separate two-way, more frequent traffic.  Even this will create safety issues, owing to the lack of CTC and 

signalling. Hence, the next step will be to restore this service. The major regions (Gauteng, Cape Town and 

Durban) have current major upgrade contracts in progress with three different contractors, and there will 

have to be additional capital sought to pay for restorations to the damaged upgraded sections and fast-track 

additional CTC upgrades, where there has been major vandalism to the old system. 

This would restore a higher volume of diesel-hauled two-way traffic in the interim.  
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Whatever the situation desired, the catenary and electrical supply will eventually have to be restored in 

stages so that EMU and electric traction traffic can resume, even if initially only over the high volume lines. 

Capital for this would have to be re-allocated from other projects. For example, given a current surplus of 

Alstom EMU sets, thought may now be given to slowing the project (even though delivery has fallen behind 

owing to the new Gibela production facility not having been fully operational until recently). Another plan 

would be to reallocate the +-40 Pretoria-based sets, which are all out-of-service, to other regions, where 

the EMU services have been partially restored, namely the Western Cape and kwaZulu Natal metro systems.   

Restoration of the 3kV system will nevertheless take years and it is to be expected that some low traffic 

lines will never be re-energised and will have to indeed revert to permanent diesel operations. Further, 

PRASA does not have sufficient equipment (for example overhead re-wiring trains) to carry out such large 

scale repair work, and would have to hire from / sub-contract to Transnet or outside companies.  

In the end, many more problems have been generated by the splitting of the old SATS (South African 

Transport Services) into separate freight (Transnet) and passenger (Metrorail) companies, many years back, 

than would have been expected. This situation has been made worse by the separation of CTC and 

interlinked train operations. One national separate operations system, divided into full logical geographical 

regions, would no doubt have worked better.   

Another plan for the new Gibela EMU sets would be to switch to production of the series II 25kV sets for 

the East London and Port Elizabeth systems, which are currently operational under Transnet control, but are 

diesel-hauled anyhow, since the country has currently no 25kV commuter sets at all (the Port Elizabeth 

services do still require, however, some diesel-haulage on the non-electrified line from Swartkops to 

Uitenhage). 

This 25kV conversion should be reasonably quick to action at Gibela, since essentially only the HiVac 

transformer systems on the roofs have to be changed (although there could initially be a short term supply 

problem). 

The “PRASA Dual” Order 

As part of the defunct arrangement to source twenty Afro 4000 Co-Co diesel locomotives via Swifambo 

Leasing from Vossloh (now part of Swiss-based Stadler Rail) in Spain, there was also an order for fifty new 

dual 3kV/diesel locomotives for inter-city haulage.  

The Afro4000 itself was not an ideal solution for passenger work, besides which, the thirteen locomotives 

supplied proved to be outside of the South African 1067mm loading gauge and were eventually also 

withdrawn from service for technical reasons, apart from the contract issues. 

A report by Paul Ash in a recent Sunday Times article stated that PRASA had some 122 locomotives in its 

fleet, of which only a few were serviceable.  Most of these were purchased second hand from Transnet 

(class 6E1s, 7Es, 18Es and only a few diesels).  One may surmise that most of these cannot be kept running 

due to maintenance and spares problems. This issue has been cited as the reason behind the failure to 

resume the inter-city Shosholoza Meyl service, although locomotives are indeed available from private 

railway hire companies and even Transnet itself. 
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In the same article, Ash states that the five Afro 4000s retained by PRASA, out of the twelve later placed on 

auction to recover costs, will now be modified to comply with the Transnet loading gauge. There are also 

further assembled units, from the original order for 20, in storage at Vossloh Spain (Valencia), which may 

also be sourced, if PRASA can obtain government funding. 

The really useful locomotive is the PRASA “Dual” Bo-Bo, of which some were also completed prior to the 

Swifambo leasing debacle. These have a 3000kW 3kV DC dual Caterpillar diesel 2800kW drive system, which 

would enable 3kV haulage switch-out, without changes to traction or refuelling, over 25kV and non-

electrified sections of the inter-city routes (not to mention haulage over the “dead” Metrorail lines). Further, 

these do comply with the 1067mm South African loading gauge, having been specifically ordered for PRASA, 

unlike the Afro 4000s (notwithstanding comments in the Sunday Times that all 70 locomotives are not 

suitable) and are also fitted with vacuum braking systems. 

In fact, once certain catenary sectors are subjected to repairs, it would be expected that diesel-haulage may 

still be necessary over route parts not yet restored, which is where the “Dual” has the advantage. Otherwise, 

complete pure diesel locomotive haulage will still be necessary over the entire route. 

The order for the fifty Vossloh “dual system” locomotives therefore presents a practical solution for both 

EMU and passenger haulage at this time and, indeed, well into the near future. The question is whether 

PRASA will successfully obtain the funding to source even part of the fleet, for example the completed units 

currently in storage? 

 

Thank you, Jean, for this fascinating look at what might lie ahead for PRASA, options available, and a reality 

check of just how bleak the current picture actually is… 

 

 Upcoming Key Duty Roster:- 

 

For ease of reference, we normally include here the Key Duty Roster up to the end of the following month 

for the respective newsletter published.  But below is the revised 2020 Duty Roster as re-scheduled till the 

end of December 2020, with Lockdown now having effectively been lifted and us currently being able to 

meet again, but obviously with everything still subject to the government’s LOCKDOWN regulations and 

protocols, and potentially subject to further review, and change at short notice.   

Cell numbers have been removed due to this newsletter being in the public domain; however, these are on 

the full duty roster list on the noticeboard at the club, and the copy emailed to duty members, if required. 

As always, if you cannot make your assigned slot, please make an arrangement to swap with someone.  

Entries in Bold italics indicate a change from the original schedule.  
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  Date Name   Date Name 

   1 Wed 4-11 Clive S 

1 Sat 7-11 Mark P 2 Wed 11-11 Brian D 

2 Sat 14-11 Terrence M 3 Wed 18-11 ??? 

3 Sat 21-11 Kobus P 4 Wed 25-11 Colin A 

4 Sat 28-11 Colin A 1 Wed 2-12 Clive S 

1 Sat 5-12 Johan dV 2 Wed 9-12 Colin A 

2 Sat 12-12 William vdB 3 Wed 16-12 ??? 

3 Sat 19-12 Theuns W 4 Wed 23-12 Brian D 

4 Sat 26-12 Glynn C 5 Wed 30-12 Jan K 

1 Sat 2-1  1 Wed 6-1  

      

     
 

      

      

      

 

To guys doing Key Duty, remember to also empty the dustbins and check that the kitchen area is tidied up 

before you leave, as part of your duty.  ALL extension cables are to be UNPLUGGED at the wall sockets to 

protect the layout equipment against possible power surges due to lightning etc. (be careful with the one 

closest to the window[ left-hand switch powering the IR], as the right-hand switch powers the Security 

Gate lock!!!).  

Mark, as our Secretary, is responsible for the roster and the updating thereof – so for any changes that 

need to be made, please liaise with Mark, or just swap out with someone else if you can’t make your date, 

and then let Mark know what you have arranged.  

Club Diary and Other Upcoming Activities:- 

 

 Lockdown continues, but now at Alert Level 1……. 

 Layout visits are cancelled until the new year 

 Thurs 19th to Sun 22nd November, Spring Steam Festival at Sandstone  
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 Saturday 28th November,     EMRIG Workshop at NMM!!  

 Saturday 5th December, We are intending to host our Swap Meet!! 

 Sunday 24th January, 2021 EMRIG AGM (to be confirmed) – but save the date meanwhile! 

 The Great Model Train Expo at Florida Hoerskool  HAS BEEN POSTPONED TO 2021 

2020 Club Committee Contact details:- 

 

Chairman – Glynn Chamberlain     glynn.chamberlain@gmail.com 

Secretary – Mark Peddle     mark@icemountain.co.za 

Treasurer – Jan Kruger        jan.kruger.10@gmail.com 

Layout Manager – …………………… (position vacant, very sadly)   (Volunteer needed!… or maybe not?)  

Webmaster – Glynn Chamberlain      glynn.chamberlain@gmail.com 

Newsletter Editor – Brian Dawson      brian.dawson@iafrica.com 

Publicity – Mark Peddle       mark@icemountain.co.za 

Swap Meet Manager – Mark Peddle     mark@icemountain.co.za 

 

Club Banking Details:- 

 

Banking details: - 

Name: - Eastern Model Railway Interest Group 

Bank: -  FNB Northmead Square     Account No: -    625 483 74149     Branch code: - 250 655.  

Please, DO NOT forget to put YOUR NAME as the reference.  

IMPORTANT NOTE – SUBS FOR 2020 ARE NOW LONG OVERDUE FOR PAYMENT, IF 
YOU HAVE NOT YET PAID; THEY SHOULD HAVE BEEN PAID BEFORE THE END OF 
MARCH, PLEASE. 

THE SUBSCRIPTION FEES FOR 2020 WERE DISCUSSED AND FINALISED AT THE AGM.   
THEY ARE BEING KEPT AT R400,00 FOR ORDINARY MEMBERS, AND R600,00 FOR 
FAMILY MEMBERSHIP.  BUT (AND ONLY IF YOU WERE A PAID UP MEMBER IN GOOD 
STANDING IN 2019) THERE IS A DISCOUNT OF 50% APPLICABLE ON THE ABOVE! 

mailto:glynn.chamberlain@gmail.com
mailto:glynn.chamberlain@gmail.com
mailto:mark@icemountain.co.za
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PLEASE CAN WE ASK THAT EVERYONE PAY BY INTERNET TRANSFER IF AT ALL 
POSSIBLE? – CASH DEPOSITS COST THE CLUB MONEY!!!   

AND PLEASE USE YOUR NAME AS THE REFERENCE WITH YOUR PAYMENT – AND 
NOT “EMRIC” (sic), AS ONE ANONYMOUS (UNIDENTIFIABLE!!) MEMBER DID THIS 
PAST YEAR… AND AGAIN THIS YEAR!!!!     


