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2017 ANNUAL SJMRC  

CHRISTMAS DINNER PARTY 

 

2017 ANNUAL SJMRC CHRISTMAS DINNER PARTY 

AT GIL & VIRGINIA FREITAG’S HOME 

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5th AT 630PM 

 

If you didn’t sign up to bring a food item at the November meeting, please call Virginia to see 

what is still needed.  713-926-2993.  See you there for an evening of lots of fun. 

ALSO:  DON’T FORGET TO BRING AN EXCHANGE GIFT TO GET IN ON THE FUN! 

RAILS:  Put your name inside the wrapped gift and mark the scale on the Outside (approx. 

$15 value) 

NON-RAILS:  Put your name inside the wrapped gift (approx. $15 value) 

 

Location:    

1835 Alta Vista St.  

Houston, TX 77023 

 

DIRECTIONS:    

 I45 South to exit #42 (Wayside) or I45 Northbound to exit #41B 

(Wayside) 

 Southbound:  turn LEFT onto Wayside or Northbound turn RIGHT onto 

Wayside  

 Proceed 0.7mi to LAWNDALE    Turn RIGHT onto LAWNDALE 

 Proceed 0.7mi to ALTA VISTA ST.   Turn LEFT onto ALTA VISTA ST. 

     Proceed 1 ½ blocks to 1835   (2 story on right) 
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    The Spirit Locomotive       Submitted By Chris Tolley  

(The full article can be found at https://www.up.com/aboutup/special_trains/commemorative/1943-spirit/index.htm)  

Union Pacific’s Locomotive No. 1943, The Spirit, is the 16th commemorative locomotive introduced in the 

155-year-old company’s history. The Spirit honors the United States’ armed forces and the men and women 

filling their ranks. Created in collaboration with Union Pacific veterans, the locomotive illustrates the 

railroad’s connection to the thousands of veterans who helped build America through the centuries. 
  

The Moniker 

A Boeing B-17 was christened the Spirit of the Union Pacific in 1943, recognizing employees who funded it through 

war bond contributions. The Spirit of the Union Pacific was assigned to the 571st Bomber Squadron and shot down on 

its fifth mission during a raid on enemy installations in Munster, Germany. 
 

Honoring the Armed Forces 

Every detail in The Spirit’s trade dress incorporates a piece of each U.S. armed forces branch.  
 

The Spirit’s front is symbolic of Air Force Silver, and the blue stripe is a reflection of the former Strategic Air 

Command’s “nose sash.” The lettering 

inside the sash is the original 

handdrawn font used on the B-17. It is 

followed by the Coast Guard’s “Racing 

Stripe” and the Navy’s Battleship Gray, 

which frames Union Pacific’s traditional 

American flag. The military 

camouflage is a nod to the Army and 

Marines. 
 

As the train passes by, the final message 

on the tail is dedicated to U.S. prisoners 

of war and those missing in action, 

featuring the POW/MIA symbol and its 

motto, You Are Not Forgotten. 

 

https://www.up.com/aboutup/special_trains/commemorative/1943-spirit/index.htm
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 TRAINS for TEXAS CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL  By Tracy Mitchell 

 

The Choo Choo Hut at TCH: 

What a Strange Trip It Has Been 

By Tracy Mitchell 

Pictures by Randall Wilson 

 

This month The Choo Choo Hut is celebrating its 14th 

Anniversary and 58,000 hours and some change of 

actual operation. Many of you have seen it in person 

or worked on it, so I won’t go into much detail about 

its construction. Suffice to say it was built by a team 

of accomplished Model Railroaders, each an expert in 

a specific field or like many, an expert in all fields. A 

BIG shout out goes to Don Bozman, Robert Ashcraft, 

Dave Shafer, Gil Freitag, and Ronnie Pendleton. 

These 6, along with myself, I like to call the main 6. 

There is a plaque on the wall by the Choo Choo Hut 

that lists all the contributors. During its construction, 

no less than 4 could be found there at all hours of the 

day. Weekends were even more hectic with easily 12 

working on it at one time. This was a group effort. 

When you mention The Choo Choo Hut, you have to 

include Dr. Jamil Azzam and his wife Charlotte. 

They were the ones that put all of us together in the 

first place.   

Prior to getting the room where it is located, 

components were worked on at homes across 

Houston. We officially got the room at TCH on 4th of 

July weekend in 2003. We completed the project on 

the weekend before Thanksgiving of that year. Five 

thousand plus hours is what Don figured we put into 

it for the grand opening.  

From its first week of operation, it quickly became an 

operation nightmare. Don designed the layout to be 

able to be worked on for cleaning and repairs, but we 

all had no idea how much would go into keeping it 

running 24 hours a day. Very quickly we found it 

could not be operating at all hours of the day. 

Someone was up there every day cleaning the engines 

and track only to find the next day, things were not 

running due to dirty track. The nail in the coffin for 

24 hours a day running came at the hands of Dr. 

Feigin. He was the Chairman of the Board for the 

hospital that was still seeing patients. He came in at 

2AM and found staff playing with the trains. The 

next day Don got a call asking what can we do to shut 

it off during the night. It was determined that timers 

would be the easiest solution setting the hours of 

operation for 11 am to 11 pm. This helped with the 

staff playing with the trains but not the train running 

problem. Don and Facility Maintenance went back 

and forth on this problem. Don would say they came 

back with they are a hospital, but we know sterile. 

Don replied with you know sterile, but not dust. 

Finally, a solution was reached. The Choo Choo Hut 

was shut down and a positive air pressure system was 

installed just like an operating room. Problem was 

solved…sort of.  

For the next 10 years this was our operating/cleaning 

procedure. Instead of being down there every day it 

was now every 3 days. Dirty track and wheelsets 

(rolling stock and engines) were still the problem.  

Don’s next solution was to attach metal wipers to the 

engine trucks to increase the pickup for each side of 

the loco. These seemed to help, but also became a 

headache. When cleaning the engine wheels or even 

placing the engine onto the rails could result in the 

wiper wire being bent out of place, or even worse, 

pulling the wiper clear off.  We were starting to 

amass a real inventory of keeping 15 to 20 engines 

ready to go with wipers installed.  Wayne Weiss and 

Ray Byer were our “go to” guys to repair and install 

the wipers. We used the wipers for 10 years until 

repairs were costing more than the engines were 
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    The Choo Choo Hut at TCH (cont.) By Tracy Mitchell 

selling retail. Engine wheelsets usually last for about 

3 months before we must replace them. After that 

they would last for another 4 months until the engine 

literally wore itself out.  Worm gears, bushings and 

gears would be so worn we had to throw the engine 

out. With the cost of replacement wheelsets, we now 

just throw the engine away with the first sign of 

derailments. One of the big questions we get is, what 

manufacturer do we use? Kato/Atlas is about all we 

dare. Athearn is junk. We are now starting to use 

Walthers GP7s as cleaning engines. They have little 

pulling power, but when working in tandem they 

have no problems.  The price is right too.  Every time 

we are down there, we run cleaning cars. We run a 5-

car cleaning set with various styles and brands of 

cleaning cars. We use the Aztec cleaning cars both 

with the Cratex “stone” wheels and the cloth wheels. 

We also use the Walthers cleaning cars and 

homemade Masonite cars. We run 5 car sets with 

each train having the 4 types of cars in the consist. 

We also put them right behind the engine. Another 

trick we use is all our trains have a caboose with 

plastic wheels. They also will pick up gunk. Every 2 

months I replace the plastic wheels. Metal wheels on 

the rolling stock are replaced every 6 months. Some 

of these will have a razor-sharp flange. The trucks are 

thrown away after about a year. When the axle hole is 

elliptical is when we replace the trucks. Our rolling 

stock manufacturers are mostly Athearn and MDC/

Roundhouse. We do have some Varney cars that we 

picked up from Larry Redmond’s layout. These are 

the flat cars with his construction loads (tractors, 

Front End Loaders and bull dozers) These are still 

being run today.  

We used to run long consists having all trains 

consisting of at least 12 cars. A couple trains used to 

be over 15. Today we run far less.  9 is about the 

most now. Most are 5 to 6 cars.  Passenger trains 

were also run, but we have stopped running them 

now. They were less reliable having derailments 

more than I care to mention. We use only Kadee 

couplers, No knock offs. We also cut the glad hand 

off. We try to make the trains as bulletproof as we 

can.  Extra weight is added too. More weight than the 

NMRA recommended weight.  We remove all grab 

irons and extra details as we can. Even the engines 

are given this treatment. We use no handrails, 

snowplows, MU hoses. Anything that can fall off is 

removed. At the viewing distance you can’t really tell 

they are missing. Besides the kids don’t mind. We 

even removed all the turnouts. We use Atlas code 100 

track. Don went to the Atlas booth at an early  

Worlds Greatest Hobby Train Show to specifically 

ask them several questions. How long does the rail 

last? Which is ruined first, the metal wheels or the 

rail? Needless to say, Don didn’t get the answers he 

was hoping for. In fact he got zero help from them.  

When we started we were heavily on prototypical 

look.  Now, Scale is thrown out the window. We use 

whatever we think the kids would like.  

One of the biggest problems we had was when a train 

would derail, sometimes it wouldn’t throw the 

breaker on Dave Shafer’s electronics or even the 

power pack. This would cause the engine to run in 

place sometimes as many as 2 or 3 days, causing a 

huge divot in the track. To repair the divots would 

cause us a huge amount of work. To repair, first we 

had to get a burn permit from the hospital. They 

would come to the layout to remove the 2 smoke 

alarm heads. Then we would fill the divot with solder 

and file flat. To keep these at a minimum, our Super 

Dave came to the rescue. He designed a system I call 

Dave’s Fail Safe. Basically, it is a set of photo cells 

on each track and if the train doesn’t pass through 

them 3 times in a row, the track power is turned off. 

Each morning when the timers would turn the power 

back on, it would have to run through the cycle again 

before being turned off.  
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    The Choo Choo Hut at TCH (cont.) By Tracy Mitchell 

Things pretty much ran like this until a couple of 

years ago, when a new vice president was at the 

hospital at 7 in the morning. He walked by and saw 

that the trains were not running. Another call to Don 

resulted in Don explaining why they were set at that 

time in the first place. He didn’t like the 11 to 11 

hours of operation. He asked Don if we could change 

the time to 7 am to midnight. As Don explained to 

him the changing of the time isn’t the problem, but 

the added hours mean more hours of running time. 

Meaning more hours of maintenance. Basically, the 

vice president told Don if money is the problem, that 

isn’t much of a problem, is it? So, Don figured out a 

new amended budget  

Now I am up there 3 or 4 days a week with 5 or 6 

hours each day instead of 3 days a week with 3 hours 

each day. By accident I discovered a new preventive 

measure to keeping the trains running. I accidentally 

left a Walthers cleaning car on the track. The next 

time I came back, that train was not only running, but 

it was running flawlessly. Yes, the pad was dirty but 

it was running up to speed. That day I did an 

experiment, 3 trains had a cleaning car and the other 

3 didn’t. I purposely skipped a couple of days going 

back in 5 days instead of 3. Well to my surprise the 3 

trains with cleaning cars were still running and the 

other 3 without, were not. I called Don that night and 

told him the good news. We decided Walthers 

cleaning cars would be added to every train.       

Anyone visiting knows that I decorate for each 

holiday. Don put out some fiber optic Easter Bunnies 

the first Easter it had. Then Halloween came and we 

put decorations out. Same for Christmas.  Today I put 

out decorations for Christmas, St Valentine’s day, 

Mardi Gras, St Patrick’s Day, Easter, Spring/

Mother’s Day, 4th of July, football season, Halloween 

and Thanksgiving. This year for football season, we 

decked the layout with Texan stuff. This has been a 

dream for me a long time. For years I have been 

trying to get the Texans to donate stuff. I couldn’t 

even get past the first call. Sorry we don’t donate 

anything to charities, hospitals, etc. is all I got.  Until 

last Christmas the publicity team was there taking 

photos of me decorating for Christmas for their 

newsletter and FB page. I asked the Publicity 

Department if they could help getting the Texans on 

board. I told them my experiences with them. I 

assumed it was because Methodist Hospital was a 

sponsor. I was quite surprised when they said that 

TCH is a new sponsor of the Texans and they’ll see 

what they can do. In May I got a call from publicity 

saying the Texans are on board and I should be in 

touch with TCH Marketing and Texan Marketing 

soon. Three days later it was happening. August, we 

decked out The Choo Choo Hut in Texan gear. These 

are the pictures you see here... Thanks Randall!  
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    The Choo Choo Hut at TCH (cont.) By Tracy Mitchell 

I now decorate the trains as well. For Halloween I 

make loads for gons and hoppers with candy corn. 

Now it is easy to decorate for each holiday. 

Christmas glass balls and garland, Valentines candy 

hearts, St Patrick’s Day, resin shamrocks, Easter jelly 

beans.   

The Choo Choo Hut has a budget just like other 

hospital departments and while the money is good, it 

isn’t why we still do it.  Randall, Steve Sandifer, 

Don, Robert, Dave, and Ray can all attest that it is the 

smiles on the kids’ faces as well as the parents, is 

why we keep doing it. Working down there for 14 

years, I have several hundred stories to tell about the 

kids and staff. Here are a few of my most memorable.  

The staff are always appreciative of what we do. 

They are on the front lines and see the joy the trains 

bring. Doctors will write prescriptions for kids to go 

down and see it in person.  PT will stop and point out 

to the kids to ask them what they see. Not just saying 

where it is, but getting them to point at them. Speech 

therapists also use the trains as a tool.  One of our 

newest acquisitions to the layout is Godzilla. This 

came from a hospital worker 2 years ago. He came up 

to me and said I have something you might be able to 

use. I gave him the usual answer sorry we can’t take 

donations because of hospital policy. He said I don’t 

think you understand I have something that is unique 

and would go great in here. It’s Godzilla. I said Oh 

well we have one already then took him to the 

carnival area and pointed out a 3-inch Godzilla. He 

laughed and said I have one 2 ft. tall and 3 ft. long 

including its tail. Fully bendable. I immediately said 

step into my office and pulled him aside. I said look 

we both know it’s against policy but I’ll take it. The 

next week, Godzilla was throwing his weight around.  

Every Wednesday we have visitors to the hospital. 

That is when the dogs come in. As many as 15 dogs 

will go into the patient’s rooms to cheer them up. 

They always seem to meet at the trains. Most are 

small dogs, Jack Russell’s, Terriers, Poodles, etc. but 

some are labs and other large species. My favorite is 

a Harlequin colored (Dalmatian spotted) Great Dane. 

This guy is huge. One day I had the windows opened 

and was working on the carnival. I had crawled inside 

the window when I felt something warm touching my 

arm. Usually I feel a kid wanting to touch the train. 

This time it was the Great Dane head next to me, 

licking me. I looked up and the owner was laughing 

and said he wanted to do that, but never had a chance 

until now.  

I’ve seen the Chick-fil-A cow, Stormtroopers, super 

heroes, and clowns all stop by for a visit. My favorite 

visitor is Santa Claus. Every December I replace my 

engineer cap for an elf hat and wear red and green. 

One Santa is really, really good. So, whenever I see 

him, I stop what I am doing, salute and stand at 

attention. Without a beat we go into this dialogue. 

There’s one of my Southern Elves that works on 

trains.  Yes Sir, coming to inspect my work I see. Yes 

you are doing a fine, fine job. How would you like to 

be promoted and come work for me up in the 

workshop at the North Pole? I could use an elf like 

you in my train department.  No Santa, I’m sorry but 

I can’t because it’s too cold for me. I am a Southern 

Elf. Ok then. Well, keep up the good work. I’m off to 

visit the sick kids…Merry Christmas. The look on the 

kids’ faces was priceless. Parents would come up and 

say that was incredible, did you 2 work that out. 

When I tell them NO totally ad lib. They would say 

well I believe in Santa now after hearing you two.  

I had patients 6 yrs old tell me that is a T-Rex 

Stegosaurus Triceratops point as they pointed to a 

dinosaur in Dinosaur Canyon. My favorite though is 

the ones that say that is a GP7, GP 38-2, or GE U 

boat. I look at their Dad and he would be beaming.   

The patient that really sticks in my mind that I will 

never forget was named Christopher, Not Chris as he 

said. This guy was about 10 and would either be in a 

wheelchair or pulling an IV pole. He knew when I 

would be there and would come down to visit me to 

get his daily ice cream cone from McDonald’s and 
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    The Choo Choo Hut at TCH (cont.) By Tracy Mitchell 

see the trains. He was stuck in that hospital for 

months. After a couple of months, I would let him 

help me. First spotting where trains were so I could 

move my hand in time to not wreck a train. Then I 

would let him help decorate. Christmas was 

approaching, and I could tell he was not getting 

better. His good days were less and less. I told him 

well I’m going on vacation and I won’t be back until 

after Christmas. He said I hope to be out of here by 

Christmas. I was so glad to hear that. He was 

decorating for Christmas at one end, when his mom 

pulled me aside and said I got to tell you Tracy that 

he won’t make it through Christmas.  OMG it was 

like I was hit with a brick in the face. I broke down in 

front of her, and she started comforting me. After 

that, visits were more special with Christopher and 

me. For the next week he would bring me an ice 

cream cone back on his way to his room. The last day 

I was there before my vacation started was by far the 

hardest. I tried so hard to be strong and not show any 

emotion that he could pick up on. When I came back 

I was hoping and praying he would be there to see 

me. I even stayed longer that day hoping he would 

show, but he didn’t. The next day came and then the 

next….It went on for a couple of weeks hoping I 

would see him. Alas he never came back.   

This is why I keep doing this, and hopefully we will 

have The Choo Choo Hut for another 15 years to 

make memories like these.  
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 Prototype and Model Railroad Design Considerations By David N. Currey 

The following considerations must be taken 

into account when designing prototype 

railroads: 

 Curvature should be kept to a minimum.  

It takes more energy for a locomotive to 

pull cars around curved track than on 

straight track.  Track that is laid on 

curves receives more wear, as does the 

rolling stock, and sometimes the track 

will require apparatus to provide for the 

oiling of the flange side of the rail.  

Curves also interfere with sight lines and 

the ideal placement of track signals in the 

signal system. 

 Grades must be kept to a minimum.  

Grades of over about 2 percent will cause 

operational problems.  The steepest 

mainline grade in he United States was 

the Saluda Grade on the Norfolk 

Southern.  The rail line there is currently 

inactive.  It had an average grade of 

about 4 ¼ percent.  It required a runaway 

track at the bottom for safety.  Trains 

generally require slower speeds on steep 

grades, and there is increased brake wear 

on the rolling stock.  Steep grades may 

require helper districts, which increases 

locomotive and crew costs.  Laying the 

track along rivers or creeks can be a good 

way to reduce grades, but also usually 

causes a lot of curvature, and the roadbed 

can be at risk when flooding occurs. 

 River crossings are a major concern.  It is 

best to cross rivers perpendicularly, as 

that means the least amount of bridge 

construction. The cost of bridge 

construction is much greater than the cost 

of laying track on land.  Complicating the 

issue is that crossing a river at ninety 

degree angles usually results in curvature 

on both bridge approaches, and curvature 

is to be avoided as already described.  

Often, crossing a river at less than ninety 

degrees, say as little as 70 degrees, can 

be a good compromise between bridge 

construction costs and the limitation of 

curvature. 

 The nature of the land should also be 

taken into consideration.  Swampy or 

marshy land may require a lot of rock to 

be hauled in so as to create a firm 

roadbed.  Hilly land will require a lot of 

grading and fills.  Ideally, the amount of 

dirt and rock taken out of cuts will 

balance the amount of dirt used to build 

fills.  

 Drainage of the adjoining land should be 

taken into account.  The embankment of 

a railroad can cause interference with the 

normal drainage of the land.  Care should 

be taken so that there are enough culverts 

and bridges built to provide for proper 

drainage during severe weather times 

when there is a lot of rainfall.  Failure to 

provide adequate drainage can result in 

the washout of track and bridges.  In 

snow-prone areas, this may include the 

construction of snow sheds so that snow 

is kept off the track. 

 Rail lines have to take into consideration 

the highways and roads in the area.  In 

many instances, either the road or the rail 

line will have to be bridged over the other.  

The Derail — December 2017 
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 Prototype and Model Railroad Design Considerations By David N. Currey 

Usually, it is easier to bridge the road over 

the rail line, but not always.  If a rail line is 

crossing a valley, the roads will probably 

pass under the railroad.  In towns and cities, 

it may be advantageous to close certain 

streets where they cross the tracks.  This 

may require building in greater capacity for 

the remaining roads in the area that cross 

the tracks. 

 Unless the railroad is double tracked, the 

placement of passing sidings will be a 

major concern.  Such sidings usually have 

to be placed from every few miles to about 

every twenty miles, depending on the train 

frequency expected on the line.  The 

location of rail junctions, major river 

bridges, etc. will have an impact on where 

the sidings are located. 

 The placement of yards requires much 

thought.  Yards require large areas of flat 

level land.  They are most likely needed 

where mainlines connect and where 

industry is located.  Finding suitable land 

may mean locating the rail line(s) along a 

different route from what would be an 

otherwise ideal route. 

 The building of rail lines in the modern era 

has additional concerns, such as the 

procurement of right-of-way property, 

environmental impact studies, and the 

appeasement of the general public through 

its government. Everybody wants 

railroads, but not in their own backyard. 

In terms of realism, while perhaps obvious, 

or maybe not, when designing your own 

model railroad, it will make your end 

product much more convincing if you can 

make it seem to adhere to all or most of the 

above concerns.  In particular, where your 

track curves, you might put in a reason for 

the track curving, such as a mountain or 

river the track is avoiding.  If you have a 

steep grade, make sure there are steep 

mountains in the vicinity, or hide the steep 

grade in a tunnel.   

Most of the terrain on your layout where the 

track is located should be at least a few feet 

below the height of the rail on your track.  

To have the track situated right on the 

plywood can make it seem flood prone.  

This is certainly okay in switching areas, 

yard areas, and in towns, but out in the 

country, try to grade the track up 

significantly higher with plenty of culverts 

and small bridges.  Mountains and hills, of 

course, should extend above track level.  

One good design practice, is to try to make 

your scenery look like it is independent of 

the level of the track, and in the real world, 

such is the case. 

 The following is not general model railroad 

practice, but should be:  Try to keep the 

curves on your layout to a minimum, and 

have at least a few long straight sections.  

We have enough forced curves, such as 

turnback curves at the end of the benchwork, 

that we don't need to create more curves.  

Many model railroad layout design gurus 

tell you to put in lots of curves, because it 

makes your model railroad look longer.  

That may be true, but if handled incorrectly, 

it makes your railroad look “model 

railroady”.  Nothing excites me more than 

seeing a train come out of a curve onto a 

long straight section of track.  That's 

railroading! 

The Derail — December 2017 
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     The Hobby Bench    By Pete Leach 
 

Lumber for Flat Car Loads 

Many of us have layouts that include flatcars or industries that could use stacks of scale lumber.  Making 

those realistic stacks was something I knew I would need to address for my 2-Ft Gauge Wiscasset, 

Waterville & Farmington Railway set in mid-1920 rural Maine.  Although I model in O Scale, these same 

techniques may be adapted for other scales. 

The lumber loads shipped by my prototype were dimensional lumber and rough sawn “box boards”.  (Note: 

Box Boards are rough cut boards used in the manufacture of wooden boxes and crates before corrugated 

became common place.)  My prototype didn’t have a sawmill located on the right-of-way for most of its 

history. The boards were moved by wagon or truck from the sawmills to the railroad, usually stacked on the 

ground near the rails until needed.  With a half dozen flatcars plus stacks for scenic elements along my right 

of way, I was going to need a lot of wood! 

I found the best material to model wood is… wood.  With a little help, the right color, texture, and details 

may be achieved. For the O Scale stacks, 1/32” thick basswood strips in various widths from 1/8” to ¼” were 

used.  Figure 1 shows some of the materials and tools used to produce the lumber stacks.   

1 - Tools and Materials to make Wood Stacks 
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     The Hobby Bench (cont.)  By Pete Leach 

Here are the steps used to make the lumber: 

Use the blade from a razor saw to create texture by dragging it along the grain of the wood strip. 

Stain all wood using a very diluted stain, such as 1 part Hunterline® Brown to 10 parts Isopropyl Alcohol.  

This helps hide the unrealistic color of the raw wood. 

Create knot holes in some boards using a small drill bit in a driver.  Stacking 4 or 5 pieces together speeds up 

the process.  Also, using an electric driver with a chuck for small bits helps!  

Highlight the knots by dipping a needle in brown paint and inserting it into the hole drilled in the previous 

step. I used an old dissecting needle from a kid’s science kit and Tamaya paint.  Drag the point of the needle 

along the surface to create the lines near the knot holes. 

To create the “live” edge on the box boards, stack 4 or 5 strips and sand the edge, making them uneven.  Dry 

brush the edges with brown and dark gray paint.  You can skip this step if you are making regular 

dimensional lumber. 

2 - Finished Box Boards with Live Edges and Knots 

I was going to need stacks 14-ft long by 3-4 ft. high for my 30-ft long flatcars.  Each car will hold 2 stacks.  

The same stacks can be used on the ground for scenery. To assemble the stacks, a fixture was made from 

scrap styrene so the stacks would be the correct width for the flat cars.   After cutting a bunch of boards 14-ft 

long, I used wood glue to assemble on the fixture. 
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     The Hobby Bench (cont.)  By Pete Leach 

3 – Building Stacks with a Fixture made from Scrap Styrene 

Many of the boards on the inside of the stacks are only seen from the ends.  To conserve the supply of the 

nicely finished boards, I used thicker pieces of wood the same width as the rest of the boards as spacers on 

the interior of the stacks.  I made a series of saw cuts on the ends about an 1/8” in to give the impression they 

were individual boards.   

4 - Cutting Slits into the Ends of Thicker Boards 
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     The Hobby Bench (cont.)  By Pete Leach 

I used shorter scraps on the middle of the stacks to conserve wood.  They are covered with full boards. 

5 - Using Shorter Scrap Pieces to Fill in 

Once the stacks are complete, the ends need an application of the stain diluted even more.  Pour a small amount 

into a shallow dish and add more alcohol.  This prevents the end grain from absorbing too much dark stain. 

6 - Loaded Flatcar No 116 Passes Preble’s Flag Stop on the Way to Wiscasset 

So far, I’ve produced about a half dozen stacks, or enough for 3 flatcar loads.  I have many more to go as I will 

be using them as a scenic element beside the tracks and additional flatcars.  Loads are held onto the flatcars with 

small chains and screw eyes reshaped into hooks.  Building loads for rolling stock and scenery from wood has 

been a great learning experience!  They also give the railroad life!  What’s on your hobby bench? 

The Derail — December 2017 
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RAIL PHOTOGRAPHY WITH RICHARD STEINHEIMER BY STEVE DANNENBRINK  

 

Reprinted from the December 1988 Derail 

Of the many excellent rail photographers in the United States, Richard Steinheimer ranks among the 

most accomplished. His name is or should be recognized by all railfans who are interested in modern day rail 

photography. With several books and numerous articles in most of the well-known railfan publications 

(Trains, Railfan & Railroading, CTC Board, Pacific Rail News) his work has been seen and enjoyed by 

virtually everyone who reads about trains and railroading. Included in his list of books are the two excellent 

collections of rail photography “Growing Up with Trains  Southern California" and “Growing Up with Trains 

- Northern California”. I have both volumes in my collection and I recommend them to all railfans.  

While reading one of the railfan magazines earlier in the year, I came across a notice describing 

opportunities to work with Richard in either a group workshop or one-on-one setting. Since rail photography 

is one of my principal interests I responded immediately. To have the chance to work with someone as 

preeminent in the field as Richard Ste1nheimer is somewhat akin to a golfer getting a chance to shoot a couple 

of rounds with Jack Nicklaus. 

We corresponded for several months and finally arranged a get-together during the second weekend in 

November. Richard lives in Sacramento; and our plan was to take an overnight trip up into the Sierras around 

Lake Tahoe to shoot some of the mountain action on both the UP and the SP. We decided to travel up the old 

Western Pacific “Feather River Route” on Friday and return along the Donner Summit route of the Southern 

Pacific. 

Preparations for the trip included the purchase of a new pair of all-weather boots in anticipation of 

snow in the mountains which starts to arrive this time of the year. I also packed up 36 of my favorite photos 

for Richard's critique. Add a heavy coat and a whole lot of film and I was ready to go.  

After flying into Oakland and spending part of a day looking around some of my old territory I headed 

north to Sacramento. I arrived in time to visit the California State Railroad Museum located in the Old Town 

area along the Sacramento River. This facility is one of the finest examples of a railroad museum to be found 

in the U.S. (or probably anywhere in the world). 

Since I was last there four years ago they've added to the collection a Santa Fe F unit done up in the 

famous red passenger “Warbonnet” paint scheme which appeared recently on the cover of Railfan & 

Railroading Magazine. Several other publications also covered the story of the beautiful paint job done on this 

unit by the Santa Fe shops in San Bernardino. I didn't realize it before, but there is a B unit that goes along 

with this engine. 

While strolling through the Old Town area I came upon a sign advertising the "Great Sierra and 

Northern - The World's Greatest Model Railroad". With a claim like that I had to go and look. I headed down 

a flight of stairs and into a small hobby shop. The layout was beyond the counter and you had to pay $2.50 to 

go in and see it - and it was worth every penny! 

The Great Sierra and Northern is a giant HO scale depiction of railroading in the state of California. 

One section contained the Feather River area including the famous Keddie Wye. The city of Sacramento was 

modeled complete with trolley cars. The large Roseville yard and the Sacramento shops of the SP were there. 

Around the corner one could see the snow country of the Sierras complete with a snowbound City of San 

Francisco circa 1952. The oilfields of Bakersfield and the Santa Fe stood out in warm contrast. A large 

unfinished section of the layout will soon contain the Tehachapi Loop and Cajon Pass.  
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Talk about operation - I counted 17 trains running simultaneously. Other trains - mainly switchers - 

could be operated by spectators viewing the layout. I looked at some photos of the various stages of layout 

construction and was astounded to see that the whole project began in January 1987! I would recommend a 

stop at this layout to anyone visiting the Sacramento area. 

Friday morning, I met Richard at my motel and we piled into his 1979 Ford van with some 254,000 

miles on the odometer. I suspect a lot of those miles were rolled up chasing trains all over the West. It proved 

to be the perfect railfan vehicle. 

Our first stop was the Sacramento shops - one of the oldest facilities on the SP. At one time the shops 

offered complete car and engine services. Some of the buildings date back to the last century and it still is the 

hub of lots of activity.  

The railroad museum has two storage tracks on the grounds of the shops that they use for storage of 

equipment that hopefully will be restored and one day put on display. Included in the storage line was a SP 

Krauss-Maffei - one of 21 diesel hydraulics imported to the U.S. in the early 1960's by the German 

manufacturer. Most of these units went to the SP with the D&RGW getting 4 units. This was my first 

opportunity to see one in person.  

Also awaiting restoration were two Santa Fe steam engines-a 4-8-4 and a 2-10-4. These units were part 

of the Santa Fe collection stored for many years in Albuquerque. I noticed that the Santa Fe logo on the 

tenders had the remnants of adhesive tape around them. Richard told me that during the time preceding the ill-

fated merger between the SP and the ATSF the SP brass didn't want any equipment labeled Santa Fe sitting 

around in a SP facility thinking that it might indicate that the railroad thought the merger was a done deal. Of 

course, they put the Kodachrome paint scheme on everything. 

And now it was off to the high country. We headed straight north out of Sacramento, roughly 

paralleling the old mainline of the Sacramento & Northern, before turning to the northeast and the mountains.  

The Western Pacific is now of course the Union Pacific, but the famous "Feather River Route" is still 

there and still as spectacular. The highway and the UP main crossed back and forth over each other as we 

drove up towards Oroville. There are literally hundreds of great places to shoot photographs along this road. 

Out of Oroville the terrain became even more rough and spectacular. At some points the tracks were 

relatively close to us while at others they were thousands of feet below us, snaking alongside the river. It was a 

thrill to see bridges and canyons that I had seen in scores of photographs. There is something about seeing it in 

person that really is exciting. 

We rounded a turn and almost without warning there it was the Keddie Wye. The wye is close to the 

highway and can be easily photographed providing you don't get too close to the edge and end up down in the 

canyon or stand too far back in the road and get flattened by one of the logging trucks which come screaming 

around the bend.  

The little unincorporated town of Keddie lies just past the eastern leg of the wye. The railroad 

maintains an office there along with two water towers from the old days. I noticed one was still dripping water 

and they both looked like they were still in pretty good repair although the spouts were missing. Richard told 

me that they were used to provide water for the community and that in the past the railroad had provided water 

services for many communities along the line while insuring a water supply for steam engines. 

Being the complete railfan, Richard is equipped with a scanner, the telephone numbers of the various 

dispatchers in the area, and a willingness to ask people on the railroad about traffic movements. At Keddie we 

heard about a meet that was to take place near Lake Almoner to the northwest of the wye. We decided to head 

up that way and soon enough came upon a northbound freight in the hole waiting for the southbound to come 

through. Earlier in the day we heard on the scanner a report of a train-truck collision at a crossing somewhere 
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along this route and the crew of the waiting train verified that it was the southbound train which had been 

involved. Things had been cleaned up though and the southbound should arrive anytime now they said. 

We were about to leave when a headlight came around the curve and there appeared a UP diesel with 

the wildest electric light blue paint scheme you've ever seen. It seems that the truck that they had plowed into 

up the track had been carrying a load of blue paint which proceeded to cover every square inch of the front of 

the unit. The windshield and headlights had been wiped off before they continued. We never found out the fate 

of the truck driver.  

Back at Keddie Wye we awaited a train coming up the canyon from the valley and spotted old blue 

nose again as pulled up to await the passing of the northbound before he proceeded further down the line. 

Soon the northbound train emerged from the tunnel immediately before the wye, the sun came out from 

behind the clouds, everything was perfect and AARRGGHH!·my camera jammed! I can't remember any time 

in my life in which I came that close to losing my marbles.  

In my careful planning I made sure that I brought lots of filters which I didn't need instead of an extra 

camera body which I did need. As is generally the case I learned another lesson the hard way. Fortunately, 

Richard had extra equipment and I was able to use one of his cameras for the remainder of the day. We fooled 

with the camera that evening and thanks to Richard, I was able to get it working and continue to use it for the 

rest of the trip.  

The later afternoon was spent traveling through beautiful countryside somewhat reminiscent of New 

England. We were able to shoot another meet that featured trains headed by the new 9000 series U-Boats on 

the UP.  

As darkness closed in we arrived in the little railroad town of Portola that is home to the Western 

Pacific Railroad Museum. This museum has accumulated a lot of equipment including a DD40X Centennial 

courtesy of the UP. Also, to be seen was an old Alco FA in the Long Island Railroad paint scheme - looking 

somewhat out of place here at the other end of the continent. The museum was closed but we did wander 

around a little bit before moving on to Truckee - our destination for the night.  

Richard is well acquainted with the history and the lore of the area and it was fascinating to hear him 

speak about the characters who've inhabited ·this beautiful country. We covered a variety of subjects from 

early pioneers to railroad photographers to space exploration. I really en1oyed discussing and exchanging 

ideas with him about our respective "philosophies" of photography and what we sought to portray and achieve 

with our work. Having him review my portfolio that evening was worth the trip alone. 

Our arrival in Truckee, just outside of Lake Tahoe, was heralded by the arrival of the eastbound 

California Zephyr. After finding our motel for the night we ventured downtown for dinner. Truckee is first 

and foremost a railroad town although lumber and tourism probably represent a larger segment of the 

economy now. We saw some photographs on the wall of the café depicting the main street of Truckee after 

some of the terrific winter snowstorms that have passed through. Winter railroading takes on a new meaning 

in this part of the country as I was soon to find out. 

The next morning, we looked around the neat Amtrak station and the SP offices across the tracks. 

Parked on a siding were two freshly painted Jordan spreaders poised and ready for action. These units were 

some 25 years old but looked as if they'd been outshopped last week. Richard said that next spring they'd look 

pretty battle weary. The Truckee station is at the top of a slight rise for westbound trains coming from Tahoe 

and the freights really hammer through there, typically with 4 or 5 units on the front and anywhere from 1 to 4 

helpers at the rear.  

The trains begin the climb to Donner Summit as they leave Truckee, climbing up along Donner Lake, 

traversing high passes and pouring through tunnels. Some of these tunnels were those originally constructed 
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by the Chinese for the Central Pacific as they built their segment of the transcontinental railroad in the 1860's. 

One retaining wall contained a plaque commemorating their work. It’s mind-boggling to think that some of 

these tunnels were dug entirely with hand tools! 

One of the highlights of the trip was a visit to Norden - a little known but very important part of the 

area's railroading. Most of the old timber snow sheds have been replaced by ones made of concrete and they 

still play a very important role keeping the line open in the winter months. 

Near Donner Summit a complex of sheds known as Norden houses contained a whole world of 

railroading. In earlier times Norden was a small town complete with houses for railroaders, a three-story 

railroad office building, a station, a dispatcher's office, and a restaurant. The station entrance was up on the 

hillside above the sheds with enclosed walkways leading down to the station platform which was in the shed 

itself. 

In the sheds were a dormitory to house extra workers to assist in snow removal. Also found in the 

sheds was a siding holding a fire-fighting train was always under steam and ready to go. The combination of 

steam engines and timber snow sheds made fire a constant threat and the railroad wanted to be prepared. 

Richard and I ventured into the modern-day Norden sheds through a side entrance. It was like entering 

another world as we walked down the tracks. Soon we came to a large room which held a turntable large 

enough to handle a cab-forward! I understand that this was one of two turntables at Norden which were 

completely enclosed to provide uninterrupted operation the year around. 

The cab-forwards were used as helper engines before diesel power took over and they pushed trains up 

over Donner Summit to Norden where they uncoupled, and the train proceeded on down to the valley and 

Sacramento. The cab-forwards were then turned around to assist in pushing eastbound trains over the summit 

and then over to Sparks, Nevada. Today the diesel helpers continue all the way between Sparks and Roseville 

to provide added dynamic braking power. 

The turntable is no longer operable and probably will never be restored to service. It was great to stand 

there and try to imagine what it must have been like to see those giant engines being turned in that surrealistic 

cavern while winter's worst fury howled outside. It was also interesting to note the giant notches carved out of 

the concrete wall supports around the turntable, put there by cab-forward coupler knuckles on engines which 

hadn't been perfectly centered on the turntable.  

As we explored we heard someone else crunching around on the ballast somewhere in the shed. We 

discovered it to be several SP track workers and Asst. Roadmaster Charlie Drinnen whom Richard knew from 

way back. Charlie is one of the tough breed of men who keep the railroai:1 operating in the most difficult of 

conditions. Charlie gave us a tour of the office, and workers' quarters as they exist today at Norden.  

As we stood in the crew quarters area I leaned up against an I-beam that was supporting the ceiling. 

Charlie told us of how, several years ago, he and several of the men were in that room when they heard what 

sounded like a sharp rifle shot. They looked around and saw that one of the I-beams had snapped and another 

one was bending under the weight of the snow pack on the roof of the building (the snow pack was later found 

to be over 30 feet thick). They cleared out of there in a hurry and summoned assistance to start removing the 

snow as fast as possible to save the building. 

After leaving Norden we stopped back in Truckee for some lunch and a chance to photograph the 

westbound Amtrak California Zephyr. The night before we had found a ticket punch laying in the ballast at 

the Truckee station and we were able to return it to the Amtrak conductor as he made his stop today.  

Richard heard on the scanner that a westbound unit coal train was on the way from Sparks with four 

units up front and four units helping. This ought to be some sight and we took up position outside of town to 
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await its arrival. Shortly we heard a rumbling in the distance and around the bend came four big diesels 

followed by about one hundred Rio Grande (a sign of the times) hopper cars, followed by four more units, 

followed by several more hopper cars and a caboose. We chased this train up over the summit stopping at the 

other side of the mountain to get a shot of them exiting the tunnel.  

Where the weather had been sunny mixed with a little rain on the other side of the mountain; here it 

turned to overcast conditions with cold rain and some sleet mixed in. A Pacific storm was on the way in which 

would later that evening dump several inches of snow over the area. We got a couple of more shots in with the 

mountain 1n the background and then headed back down on 1-80 to the valley.  

The mainline is generally not visible from 1-80 so most photography needs to be done near the summit 

and Donner Pass area where the tracks can be accessed by secondary roads. We were able to make one more 

stop at Yuba Gap to catch the train coming around the rocks where the City of San Francisco had been 

snowbound in the winter of 1951-52.  

As we neared Sacramento we stopped off at the giant Roseville yards. All of us who've watched the SP 

go by have seen the Roseville identification mark on the diesel cabs of passing locomotives. Our first stop was 

alongside what Richard referred to as the "war trains"- an apt description I thought. The war he spoke of was 

the war on snow and the war trains consisted of specially fitted diesels (equipped with window grilles, icicle 

bars, horn heaters, and special pilots) which were poised and ready for action with a string of flanger cars. 

These trains were ready to move out with the first snowfall (and did later that evening Richard tells me). 

We also saw five or six rotary snowplows which looked like they really meant business Richard explained that 

the flangers generally handled snow that was up to three feet in depth with the Jordan spreaders taking over 

after that. The spreaders were used about ten times per season. The rotaries are called out only in the case of a 

really major snowfall which occurs generally every three or four years. 

At the end of the day we stopped off at Richard's house to see his darkroom facility. I had a chance to 

meet his wife who is also a professional photographer and has done some railroad assignments too.  

On Sunday, returning to the Bay Area, I made a stop at Rio Vista Junction at the Western Railroad 

Museum operated by the Bay Area Electric Railroaders Association. The museum is located along the 

Sacramento Northern right-of-way just past Travis AFB. Since my last visit there four years ago I noticed 

some landscaping changes and plans are underway to build a new visitors center. Some of their equipment is 

used in San Francisco each summer during that city's trolley festival which started when the cable cars were 

closed down for a system overhaul a few years ago. 

I've had a lot of great experiences and met some great people during my various railfan expeditions-but 

this trip must rank among the best! It was really a pleasure to meet and work with Richard Steinheimer - a 

man whose work I've long admired. His knowledge trains and his feel for the subject matter in addition to his 

expertise made this an experience I'll never forget. 

The latest issue of Railfan &. Railroading Magazine has an excellent article about Richard Steinheimer 

and the seminars he conducts. It's good reading!  

STEVE DANNENBRINK  

 

 



 19 

President Bob Barnett called the meeting to order at 

7:00pm 

 

There was one visitor: Greg Head, an HO modeler. 

 

David Currey mentioned we need clinics starting 

with the February 2018 meeting. 

 

David gave an excellent video clinic on railroad 

songs, along with an anthology of railroad songs on 

the internet. The presentations included David’s 

excellent videos and two original compositions of 

his: High Iron and a selection from his orchestral 

suite. 

 

Bob thanked Richard Bartlett and Virginia Freitag for 

refreshment for the meeting. 

 

Treasurer’s Report 

The September minutes were approved as published. 

 

The August 31 bank balance was $14,688.87, 

including $504 earmarked for Harvey relief. 

 

Expenses for the month were $641 for printing for 

the Layout Tour. Income included $1933 in table 

receipts for the Train Show. 

 

Greater Houston Train Show 

Steve Sandifer said signup sheets will be distributed 

at the January and February meetings. We will need 

extra volunteers to set up and take down the extra 

tables that were approved by the Stafford Centre. 

 

Lone Star Region/ Division 8 

Jim Lemmond again mentioned the need for Youth 

Award nominees from Division 8. 

 

Ray Byer announced there will be no clinic in 

December due to Harvey related issues. Check the 

website at www.texasgulfdivision.org for upcoming 

clinics since the storm has affected some the 

clinicians. 

Don’t forget the World’s Greatest Hobby at the NRG 

center the first week in February. The NMRA, LSR 

and San Jac will all have tables at NRG. We need to 

print flyers for our show to build attendance for the 

GHTS later in the month. 

 

Website 

Brian Jansky is keeping the site up to date each week 

for the Layout Tour information. 

 

Old Business 

Bob read a thank you note from the Couvillions for 

the member’s donations for Harvey. 

 

Bob presented a check to Ben and Liz Harris for 

member’s donations for the same purpose. 

 

New Business 

Gilbert Freitag suggested a club outing to the Burton 

Cotton Gin and other attractions in town. He will 

follow up to see if it is feasible. 

 

Chuck Clark will build steps for the switching layout 

to allow younger kids to operate during the Train 

Show. 

 

Steve Sandifer asked the club for help at the 

Stockman layout on Saturday and Sunday noon to 

5pm December 2 and 3. This is the first and last time 

this excellent layout will be on the tour. 

 

Virginia passed around food signups for the 

Christmas Party at 6:30pm at the Freitags December 

5. 

 

The meeting was adjourned at 8:45. 

 

 

Respectively submitted, 

Dick Louvet 

Secretary/Treasurer 

     November Minutes          By Richard Louvet 
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Officers 

Derail Staff 

San Jac RR Club Meetings take place the 

first Tuesday of each month at 7pm 
 

Bayland Community Center    

6400 Bissonnet St. Houston, TX 
 

Click here for directions 

Visitors are always welcome! 

Conductor: Bob Sabol 

bsabol@stillmeadow.com 

Engineer: Terri Brogoitti 

tbrogoitti@stillmeadow.com 

Brakemen:  

David N. Currey 

texasandlouisiana@msn.com  

Don Formanek  

locogeared@gmail.com  

Brian Jansky 

brianj844@gmail.com 

Pete Leach 

pleachtx55@gmail.com  

Richard Louvet 

rlouvet@att.net 

Al Partlow                            

alswitch@aol.com  

Kelly Russell 

krussl@yahoo.com  

www.sanjacmodeltrains.org  
Webmaster: Brian Jansky  
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President: Robert (Bob) Barnett  

rbarnett@ljaengineering.com  

Vice-President: David N. Currey 

texasandlouisiana@msn.com 

Secretary/Treasurer: Richard (Dick) Louvet  

rlouvet@att.net 

Director at Large:  Chuck Lind MMR 

chucklind46@gmail.com 

Past President: Rex Ritz 

icrex@yahoo.com   

2017 ANNUAL SJMRC CHRISTMAS DINNER PARTY 

AT GIL & VIRGINIA FREITAG’S HOME 

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5th AT 630PM 

If you didn’t sign up to bring a food item at the November meeting, 

please call Virginia to see what is still needed.  713-926-2993.  See you 

there for an evening of lots of fun. 

ALSO:  DON’T FORGET TO BRING AN EXCHANGE GIFT TO GET 

IN ON THE FUN! 

RAILS:  Put your name inside the wrapped gift and mark the scale on 

the Outside (approx. $15 value) 

NON-RAILS:  Put your name inside the wrapped gift (approx. $15 

value) 

 

Location:    

1835 Alta Vista St.  

Houston, TX 77023 

 

DIRECTIONS:    

 I45 South to exit #42 (Wayside) or I45 Northbound to exit #41B 

(Wayside) 

 Southbound:  turn LEFT onto Wayside or Northbound turn RIGHT 

onto Wayside  

 Proceed 0.7mi to LAWNDALE. Turn RIGHT onto LAWNDALE 

 Proceed 0.7mi to ALTA VISTA ST.  Turn LEFT onto ALTA VISTA 

ST. Proceed 1 ½ blocks to 1835   (2 story on right) 

2017 ANNUAL SJMRC  

CHRISTMAS DINNER PARTY 

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.sanjacmodeltrains.org/

