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Toxic Chemicals, Wiring, and Norm Abrams 

 

While friends and family think we live only for 

trains, life occasionally gets in the way.  I missed 

the April meeting when this happened to me.  I had 

the opportunity to work with my old employer com-

pleting a control room project that had been sitting 

on the shelf since I retired. 

The project involved a complete upgrade of the 

control system, including all the wiring. 

Over my time in the hobby, I've heard many disser-

tations on wiring connections. I had worked for 

years with control systems that handled toxic 

chemicals - control systems that necessarily relied 

on good connections. I decided to take a second 

look at what the latest technology uses. 

Almost all the control connections were of two 

types: some type of compression barrier strip or 

standard modular network connections. Both of 

these are available to us in the hobby at reasonable 

cost. 

The type of barrier strip I use is shown below. It 

accepts a wide range of wire sizes (14 to 26 gauge), 

and is easily cut to any length. It is an excellent 

substitute for older screw connections or soldered 

connections. In the control room , similar connec-

tions were is service for over 20 years. 

The modular network connections are excellent for 

use anywhere where voltage drop and higher cur-

rent are not factors (i.e. everything but buss wiring). 

The 24 gauge of cat5e network cables is excellent 

for Tortoise machines, LEDs, signaling and trains 

detection. The RJ45 connectors make removal for 

maintenance a snap. Grouping four pairs of wire 

into a single cable reduces control panel and under 

layout clutter. Modular connections have been reli-

able in telephones and computer networks. At the 

higher voltages we use, they are even less suscepti-

ble to poor connections 

While we're on the subject, I think two other con-

nection methods have proven themselves as well. 

Insulation Displacement Connectors (Suitcase con-

nectors) provide an easy way to tap into bus wires 

without cutting and soldering. Proper installation is 

critical, however. There are used reliably in auto-

mobile wiring, a severe environment compared to 

our layouts. 

Finally, simple wire nuts come is a variety of sizes 

and have been used for decades. 

While these connectors do not eliminate soldering 

track leads or toggle switch lugs, they are worth 

considering for most wiring applications to save 

time, reduce awkward soldering, and solve the frus-

tration of keeping a wire under the screw as it is 

tightened. 

All of these connectors and wire are available lo-

cally at Home Depot, Lowes, Fry's, EPO or from 

one of the electronic supply houses on the internet 

(Mouser, Digi-Key, etc).   (continued on page 2) 
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But where does Norm come into all this?  

I used to watch the "New Yankee Workshop" on 

PBS. The host, Norm Abrams, was a master carpen-

ter with the latest specialized tool for every job. 

While we don't need to spend thousands on elaborate 

power tools, a few specialized hand tools make wir-

ing quick and reliable: 

 Sized wire strippers. I have two that handle 

wires from 14 gauge to 30 gauge. 

 An instrument screw driver sized for the bar-

rier strip.  It has no shoulder above the blade 

that would interfere with the barrier screw 

guide. 

 Parallel jaw pliers for the IDC connectors. I've 

had trouble finding these at a reasonable price 

but  they make all the difference. 

 A  RJ45 crimping tool. It's a little tedious to 

get the color coding correct but ease of con-

nection it is well worth it. 

Although we don't handle toxic chemical or utilize 

thousands of dollars of woodworking tools, these 

connections can reduce layout headaches. They are 

all worth a second look. 

 

President’s Message (Cont.)             Richard Louvet 

TCH Needs Plastic Wheels  

Most everyone knows about the train display built for 

the sick and injured kids at Texas Children's Hospital 

in the Houston Medical Center. You might have even 

been one of the 87 volunteer modelers that helped to 

build part of it. The display is open daily from 11 am 

to 11 pm, seven days a week. Since we opened in No-

vember of 2003, that is a whopping 42,000 hours of 

operation. With that much running time, things obvi-

ously wear out. That includes wheels on the rolling 

stock. We use mostly metal wheelsets for cleaner 

running, but we also use a few plastic wheelsets to 

help pick up the gunk off the rails. After a while, they 

get filthy, and sometimes even start to lose their 

flanges. Many of you use metal wheelsets and have 

removed the plastic ones that came with the rolling 

stock. If you have no use for the plastic ones, TCH 

could use them. Specifically, 33 inch size, but we 

don't want plastic axles......metal axles only. Please 

bring them to the next meeting, and thanks for your 

generosity. 

 

We recently obtained information about the impres-

sive train display at Chicago’s Museum of Science 

and Industry.  It is a large layout and reportedly cost 

$3.5 Million when built 11 years ago. They run 3 

times as many trains as TCH on 21/2 times as much 

track, but the amazing thing is they spend about 7 

times as many man-hours for maintenance as we do 

at TCH. Tracy Mitchell (or I on occasion) put in 4 to 

5 hours on site every 5 or 6 days coupled with a few 

hours per week doing repairs at home. By contrast, 

the Chicago layout has someone tending the trains at 

all times. On a broader scope, I’m not aware of any 

other public train display that remains unattended 

92% of the time like we do at TCH. 

 

We have made many changes since The Choo-choo 

Hut opened almost 10 years ago. Depending on the 

season, we now run three versions of big G-gauge 

trains with sound up front. We have added many new 

brightly lit animated carnival rides and a year round 

Christmas snow village. What kid doesn’t enjoy 

thinking about Christmas all year long? Alternating 

special trains and other rotating seasonal decorations 

keep the display changing to help entertain the long 

term patients with something new. 

(Continued on page 3) 

Special Request              Don Bozeman 
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If you would like to see the display, it is just a few 

steps inside the main entrance to the Abercrombie 

Building on the TCH Fannin campus. There are sev-

eral adjacent parking garages, but they are very ex-

pensive. A good cheap, and also fun, way to see the 

display is to park free at the Park and Ride Lot by the 

Metrorail Car Barn on Fannin a couple of blocks 

south of 610. Metrorail has a station stop at Dryden 

and the Abercrombie building is just across the street 

to the east at the traffic light on the south end of the 

station. Walk up the drive and use the second en-

trance to the building on the left. There it is! Don’t 

miss going into the little room at the side of the dis-

play to view more details. After seeing the display, 

you can reboard Metrorail to the next stop and ride 

the train around Hermann Park or visit the zoo. An-

other stop towards downtown is the Museum District. 

Whatever way you plan the day, it should end up be-

ing a great adventure for you and/or your family. Try 

it! 

 

Please don’t forget the plastic wheelsets, and thank 

you again. 

(Continued from page 2) 

Special Request (Cont.)          Don Bozeman 
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THE  SECRET OF HAPPINESS 

(With Apologies to Zen!) 

 

I have been forced to spend an extended period of 

time at home, and although not yet retired, I started 

thinking about what retired people do with their lives 

on a daily basis. 

If you ask any soon-to-be-retired person about their 

intentions, it is almost certain that their first answer 

will be ‘travel’, which is something that most of us 

probably intend to do or in fact did!  But one can only 

travel for so long and after returning home, reality 

sets in and one becomes aware that health permitting, 

one still has twenty or more years to look forward to - 

years without having to get up and go to work and 

instead, play golf or tennis or be with the grandkids – 

but these are no long-term solutions.  That is when a 

hobby becomes so important. 

I have friends who do not have a hobby to fall back 

on, and virtually without exception, every one of 

them has said to me at one time or another – ‘You 

really are lucky to have a hobby to help pass the 

time!’  I always smile and agree with them, but then 

usually let them know that to me, model railroading 

is not just a hobby – it is a number of hobbies and 

‘professions’ all rolled into one. 

For example, there is ‘architecture’!  Before starting, 

basic plans of the cities, towns, rural areas farms, etc., 

have to be drawn up, together with the industries to 

be ‘built’ - all of which depend upon the era and the 

geographic location of the intended layout. 

At the same time, the placement of the rail- road 

tracks has to be decided upon and merged with the 

intended location of each town, road, farm, rural area 

and building. 

Once the basic plan is laid out, the initial 

‘Construction Team’ can move in and layout building 

can commence in earnest.  The task is easier for those 

who elect to work on a plywood base, but much 

harder for those who indulge in cutting and shaping 

the track-base in order to meet the ‘grand plan’! 

 ‘Track-Laying’ professionals then arrive and use 

their mathematical skills in order to calculate the 

track curves and angles, and where bridges and tun-

nels will be placed.  And finally, before the ‘fun’ 

stuff begins, the track has to be weathered and laid – 

level in all three planes – depending on the require-

ments, followed by the laying of the ballast in and 

around the track itself. 

Then, another profession comes into play – ‘the 

painter’!  The new layout that I am building is based 

on Cape Town – my old home town which, as can be 

seen from the picture below, has Table Mountain as 

its backdrop, guardian and eternal symbol. 

 

I am not a painter but I could not have a Cape Town 

layout without the mountain, so painting became a 

necessary part of my model railroading hobby! 

After the track has been laid, the ‘Electricians’ arrive 

and wire up the entire layout.  This includes powering 

and testing the track, the points, all of the lights and 

any other items that need electricity to function. 

(Continued on page 5) 

                                From My Garrett                                   Henri Morris 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=56yYQ_hLCoSMIM&tbnid=y8FPG1uH7Lcy6M:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://iambackpacker.net/table-mountain/&ei=ZCWRUbuuDIyg8gTYtoDQBQ&psig=AFQjCNHglx0t1rC4UAeUkTW-K1d8y_zPbA&ust=1368553188258534
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(Continued from page 3) 

 

From My Garrett (Cont.)                          Henri Morris 

Once that is completed, the task of building the scen-

ery can commence.   First, the ‘Architects’ and 

‘Builders’ return and together, using prototype 

photo’s whenever possible, create mountains, ravines 

and rivers – all within the basic scope of the original 

design of the layout.  Tunnels are then ‘bored’ 

through the mountains and bridges are built to span 

the rivers, in order to accommodate the train tracks 

being laid. 

Then the ‘Horticulturalists’ arrive and ‘plant’ indige-

nous trees – which can either be bought or built by 

hand.  They also lay ‘grass’, create sandy areas and 

fill the farm lands and trees with produce, etc. 

Once the area is ready for occupation, the ‘Builders’ 

erect the buildings, houses and other needed struc-

tures and the ‘Painters’ paint all the details that will 

bring the layout to life.  Painting the general scenery 

is a joy, because nature is so bountiful that no-one 

can tell whether the colors used are authentic or not – 

unless of course you model snow in the Sahara! 

Finally, the layout builder gets to play a ‘Heavenly 

Being” and brings the layout to life by placing the 

appropriate ‘people’ in all of the relevant locations on 

the layout. 

So here we have it – a variety of professions needed 

to build a layout that include Architects, Construction 

experts, Track-Laying experts, Carpenters, Painters, 

Electricians, Builders, Horticulturists and a Creator of 

Humans.  What other hobby can keep boredom away 

by providing such a plethora of opportunities and 

skills? 

 
(Continued from page 4) 

A Control Panel for Newburgh                    Richard Louvet 

The New York West Shore & Buffalo started in my 

attic. The low ceiling dictated a low bench height 

(34"). When management approved the expansion 

into the spare bedroom, I was forced to keep the same 

low layout. 

The standard approach of control panels on the fascia 

presented some problems. With aisle space always at 

a premium, a fascia mounted panel requires the op-

erator to step back and bend over to find the proper 

toggle. Mounting the panel at an angle cuts into aisle 

space. 

I decided to try incorporating the panels into the lay-

out surface. 

I use a panel system consisting of a printed label, an 

aluminum frame and a sheet polycarbonate cover. It 

is an adaptation of an article from the July 2009 issue 

of Model Railroader. 

If any of you were patient enough the read my previ-

ous Derail series, you know the NYWS&B expansion 

is modular. Sections of the railroad can be easily un-

plugged and removed for maintenance. The control 

panel needed to be removable as well. 

I will cover the building and installation of the con-

trol panel for the town of Newburgh. All my turnouts 

are controlled from the panel and routing is indicated 

by LEDs. The end of the Newburgh switching lead is 

hidden, so the panel includes an additional LED for 

an IRDOT "end of track" detector.  

The control panel started with the three basic compo-

nents as shown in Figure 1.  

I used a drafting program, a standard letter-sized la-

bel and an inkjet printer for the panel graphics. 

The body of the panel was standard sheet aluminum 

available at home improvement or hardware stores. I 

cut the aluminum to exact size using my table saw 

with a carbide blade. 

Figure 1 

(Continued on page 6) 
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A Control Panel for Newburgh                    Richard Louvet 
 

The .010" polycarbonate sheet with a velvet finish is 

available over the internet from Eplastics among oth-

ers. 

I had used the drafting program to develop track 

plans so it was an easy step to generate the panel dia-

grams. I used DesignCAD, but any drafting, photo or 

paint program could be used. When laying out the 

panel, be sure to allow enough room for the toggle 

switch bodies on the back side of the aluminum. Print 

the exact center of each component on the diagram 

itself. 

After printing, the label is stuck on the aluminum and 

trimmed to size with a razor knife. 

The polycarbonate sheet is attached with photo 

mount adhesive as shown in figure 2. I used this ad-

hesive to allow repositioning or replacement of the 

cover sheet. 

With the assembly complete, I center punched each 

of the component locations from the front of the 

panel as shown in figure 3. This figure also shows the 

offset metal punch I use to punch holes. 

Using the center punch dimples to locate the holes, I 

punched a hole for each component in the aluminum/

label/polycarbonate sandwich as shown in figure 4. 

Next I mounted the toggle switches as shown in fig-

ure 5. 

All external connections to the control panel are done 

through terminal strips mounted on the back of the 

panel with foam tape.  For Newburgh this consisted 

of 12VDC power, the auxiliary DCC bus for an auxil-

iary decoder to control main line turnouts, LED and 

power wiring for the IRDOT detector and connec-

tions to the several tortoise switch machines. 

All wiring was done at the bench. With a supply of 

12VDC, the DCC bus and a tortoise machine that was 

connected to each toggle in turn (using the terminal 

strip), each toggle/LED was tested at the bench.  At 

this stage only the toggle handle position and LEDs 

are finalized. The direction of throw of the tortoise is 

set to match the toggle and LED when the final wir-

ing at the Newburgh module is done. 

(Continued from page 5) 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 

(Continued on page 7) 
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A Control Panel for Newburgh                    Richard Louvet 
 

Most of the LEDs were wired in series with the tor-

toises. The exception was to indicate routing that in-

volved two or more turnouts (a crossover for exam-

ple). In this case a limiting resistor was used in series 

with the LED that was connected to the appropriate 

12 volt or ground toggle lug of the toggle to light or 

not light the LED as needed. 

The completed wiring is shown in figure 6. Note the 

terminal strips. 

To support the panel I built a frame from aluminum 

angle and 6-32 machine screws and nuts. The panel is 

then mounted to the frame using 4-40 machine 

screws and bolts.  

After temporarily removing the panel from the frame, 

I mounted the frame on the layout itself. While the 

panel is removed I wired from the terminal strips to 

the connectors. I use network cabling. The plugs and 

jacks are inexpensive and each cable has eight 24 

gage wires, large enough to handle the tortoises, de-

tectors and LEDs. For higher currents, I use computer 

power supply plugs and appropriate wire. The plugs 

come in all sorts of configurations from places like 

Fry's or EPO.  

The completed panel/frame/connector wiring is 

shown in figure 7. 

 

At the layout, I wired from the busses, detectors and 

tortoises to connectors near the location of the panel. 

See figure 8 for an example. 

I have used this approach for  two panels. One on the 

surface of the layout and another as the roof of a line 

side industry. See figures 9 and 10. 

 

 

(Continued from page 6) 

Figure 6 

Figure 10 

Figure 7 

Figure 8 

Figure 9 
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                                       June Minutes                                            Gilbert Freitag 

 

Meeting minutes June 3, 2013 

President Dick Louvet called the meeting to order at 

7:00PM and welcomed all current members and 

guests. We had three visitors. 

Vice President Kelly Russell announced this month's 

program: 

Katy Railroad in the Postwar WWII, Pre-duramus 

years by Tom Palmer. 

Tom identified himself as a “Railroad Modeler” - 

modeling a prototype as accurately as possible. Tom 

gave a presentation illustrating the history of the Katy 

RR. He discussed its routes in St Louis, Kansas City, 

Parson, Dennison, Fort Worth, Dallas, Hillsboro, 

Waco, San Antonio, Austin, Houston, and Galveston, 

among others. The MKT had no diesels or streamline 

passenger car in 1946. They had 310 locomotives on 

the roster, as well as 150 pieces of passenger equip-

ment. They ran fast/short trains in order to outdo their 

competitors. The Katy burned coal all the way from 

the north down to Oklahoma, They had a large repair/

paint car shop in Sedalia which also had a large trans-

fer table. The Katy had one of the largest grain eleva-

tors in Kansas City. The Katy was good at keeping 

their steam engines clean and running short/fast 

freights. 

Katy's power consisted of a few 0-6-0's and 0-8-0's, 

DS4-4-1000, S12, NW-2, SW9, GE70T, 

J-5, 2-6-0's, K-8, K-9, 2-8-0 Mikado's, 

F3, F7, FA1, GP-7, AS16, 

4-4-0 Americans, 4-6-2 Pacifics, 

E7, E8, FP7, FM H16, RS-3 

(as well as some I missed for sure) 

Tom followed with shots of Katy caboose, service 

cars, hoppers, box cars, tank cars and gondolas, 

pointing out special features along the way. 

 

Tom photographic presentation/history of the Katy 

was enjoyed by all. 

Next month will be program will be Al Partlow. 

In October we will have a round table on Control & 

Wiring. 

The minutes from last month were approved as pub-

lished in the Derail. 

Treasurer's report, Gilbert Freitag: 

Expenses: 

$267.38 Freitag Award individual keepsake bowl. 

Income: 

none 

$7,284.43 Ending balance 

Bob Werre discussed buying plastic display stands 

for holding our clubs brochures at hobby shops, lay-

outs, and other places. They would only cost about 

$2.50 each. There was discussion on how many to 

buy and how many brochures to get printed. A mo-

tion was made to buy about 50 stands and about 500 

brochures, to be limited by a total cost of $500. Mo-

tion passed by voice vote. 

Website: Chris Whitehead is having some problems 

and could use some more help getting the website up 

and current. 

Club Directory: 

A draft copy of the club directory was passed around 

for final review/edits before going to print before the 

next meeting. 

2014 Train Show: 2/15/14 

Copies of Tom Bailey's club sales table guidelines/

rules are available. 

     (continued on page 9) 
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                                       June Minutes (Cont.)                                            Gilbert 

 

Bob Barnett announced the table cost will be raised 

$5 to $30, still in line with other area shows, and the 

front door will stay at $6. 

LSR: 

The LSR convention in Dallas had about 24 in atten-

dance from the Houston area. Several contest winners 

were from the Houston area. There were lots of door 

prizes, good tours and good clinics. Judith Neufeld 

entered a flatcar greenhouse that won several awards. 

There were actually more non-rail contest entries 

than rail...guys have to get busy building for next 

year...Round Rock 6/4/14. 

Division 8: no report 

Derail: Bob Sabol 

Please submit photos/articles soon to add quality/

information for our Derail readers. Remember the 

deadline for submissions if the 15th. We have 2 loyal  

authors but we more contributors/authors and more 

towards modeling. 

NMRA: 

No report 

New Business: 

Floquil, Polyscale, & Pactra paint are being discon-

tinued...get them while you can. 

Bob Werre needs a small person to help lay about 6” 

of track in a tight spot on his layout. 

Refreshments were thanks to Steve Sandifer and Vir-

ginia Freitag. 

Next month will be by Robert Ashcraft. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:45 PM 

General comments: 

-Respectfully submitted, Gilbert Freitag, Secretary / 

Treasurer  

 Announcements  

(Continued from page 8) 

DIRECTORY!   

 

The new club directory will be available at the July meeting. If you have 

any changes in your listing or new photos, contact Steve Sandifer imme-

diately at steve.sandifer@sbcglobal.net. 

Sympathy to local modeler Lyle Dickey on the death of his wife, Brenda, during a 

robbery at her flower shop on Saturday, June 15th.  

http://abclocal.go.com/ktrk/story?section=news/local&id=9142342  

mailto:steve.sandifer@sbcglobal.net
http://abclocal.go.com/ktrk/story?section=news/local&id=9142342
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President: Richard Louvet 

rlouvet@att.net 

Vice-President: Kelly Russell 

krussl@yahoo.com  

Secretary/Treasurer: Gilbert Freitag 

gilbertfreitag@att.net 

Director:  Tracy Mitchell, MMR 

traymit@comcast.net 

Officers 

Derail Staff 

San Jac RR Club Meetings take place 

the first Tuesday of each month 
 

Bayland Community Center    

6400 Bissonnet St. Houston,Tx 
 

Click here for directions 

 

Visitors are always welcome! 

Next Meeting 

TUESDAY, JULY 2 

Al Partlow’s “The Houston & Texas Central Railroad” 

 
Al is a retired former railroader, having worked for the Southern Pacific, Chi-
cago & North Western and Railserve Contract Switching. He models the 
Texas & New Orleans Hearne Subdivision which was part of the Houston & 
Texas Central. 

 

    Guess the Layout!  

Answer to June’s Guess the Layout: Mike Spoor  

 

 

"Wobbly Bobbly Turnover and Stop!" 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?

feature=player_embedded&v=TMUKhsOg1Kk#at=66  

Video Corner 

sanjac.leoslair.com 
 Do Not Use www. 

Webmaster: Chris Whitehead  

http://maps.google.com/maps?q=Bayland+Community+Center+6400+Bissonnet+St.+Houston,Tx&oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&um=1&ie=UTF-8&sa=N&hl=en&tab=wl
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=TMUKhsOg1Kk#at=66
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=TMUKhsOg1Kk#at=66

