
   

 

 

A Slice of Life 

"What are they talking about?" 

"Huh?" 

"The two people by the dock, what are they talking 

about?" 

"I don't know, Jeannie, it's only a model railroad 

scene. 

"I know, but it looks like a real story. They should 

be talking about something." 

We all have stories about layout visitors. We're pre-

pared for questions about time, cost and how fast 

the trains will run when we take house guests up to 

see the layout. But Jeannie's question got me think-

ing. 

I can't take credit for the modeling. As I have men-

tioned previously, I had the initial layout built for 

me and it came complete with people and conversa-

tions: little slices of life that directed visitors' atten-

tion to details and away from model trains running 

on a table. 

We can use this "slice of life" approach to improve  

 

our modeling. Put yourself and your experiences 

into your layout. 

For those of us disciplined enough to closely follow 

a prototype, we already have a framework to de-

velop stories (ah: scenes). If you're not much of a 

rivet counter or want to freelance, then why not 

write a history of your railroad? 

With this history as a guide, you can set the stage.  

Do you run a prosperous operation or one a little 

down at the heels? Are your facilities in a growing 

area of the country or in a neighborhood that has 

seen better days? 

Finally, each scene on the railroad should reinforce 

this history. Here's where the slice of life comes in. 

Put yourself in the scene. What would you expect to 

see given the date, the location and your road's his-

tory? What happened that morning? What will hap-

pen that afternoon? Why is that truck there? 

Shouldn't there be more trash? Would the weeds be 

cut- or not? I think a well thought out scene will go 

a long way to cover any less than MMR skills. 

And yes, give those two people by the dock some-

thing to talk about. 

     President’s Message              Richard Louvet 

The Official Monthly Publication of the San Jacinto Model Railroad Club, Inc 

Volume 44, Issue 05 May 2013 

Special Message              Joyce Dannenbrink  
Dear Bob, I thank you for this edition (April 2013) of the Derail which contains tributes to my dear Bob. I am for-

warding it to our daughter Laura and our son Steve. They will be very appreciative of the attention given to their 

Dad. When I think of or hear trains, it reminds me of Bob and his great love for the wonderful railroading hobby and 

the many friends he made that had a very special impact on his life. Many thanks to all of you who added enjoyment 

to his life! Sincerely, Joyce Dannenbrink  
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I was just sitting in my house the other day, and be-

gan thinking about some of the interesting people I've 

met on Amtrak trips over the years, and suddenly I 

realized, "This is another article for the Derail!" So 

my fortune is your misfortune. 

 

Australian Youth Under the Seats on the Cardinal 

 

One time on the Cardinal from Chicago to Newark, I 

ended up sitting next to a nice young lad from Aus-

tralia who was probably about 19 or 20 years old. He 

was traveling Amtrak on a railpass that was only 

marketed to foreigners. I suppose he was probably 

visiting some relatives at some point, but mainly I 

think he just wanted to see the country. He seemed to 

be traveling on a budget as his only "luggage" was a 

duffel bag, and I believe he mentioned staying at a 

YMCA somewhere. We didn't converse much really.  

 

The trip was proceeding nicely, and then about 10:00 

or 10:30 pm, the lights were turned off in the coach 

so passengers could sleep. To my surprise, this Aus-

tralian lad asked me if I'd mind if he slept on the floor 

underneath the seats. I couldn't even imagine there'd 

be enough room under there to lie down, much less 

sleep, but on looking, there was more room than you 

might imagine. He said he'd done it before and could 

get really comfortable, and convinced me he really 

wanted to do this. This would of course allow me to 

spread out over two seats--something I like to do 

when possible. So feeling a little guilty, but at his in-

sistence, that's what we did. He seemed to sleep 

soundly on the floor. I was worried I might put my 

foot in his face, but I don't believe that occurred. This 

is probably one of my stranger experiences on Am-

trak, but it really happened.  

 

RPO Employee on Amtrak Thruway Bus to Houston 

 

This probably ranks as one of the most interesting 

experiences. I was riding the Texas Eagle back from 

Chicago a year or two after they had discontinued the 

Houston leg of the Eagle. So at Longview, I boarded 

an Amtrak Thruway bus for the final miles back to 

Houston. An older gentleman--probably must have 

been in his mid-sixties at least, but he only looked  

 

about 55, was sitting next to me. We got to talking, 

and it turned out he had worked in his younger years 

as an RPO clerk on a run from Cleveland to St. 

Louis. He couldn't remember what railroad it had 

been on, so I quizzed him a bit. I figured it had to be 

either the Nickel Plate or the New York Central. I 

believe after discussing it a bit, we both kind of 

agreed it was probably on the Nickel Plate. I didn't 

really ask him much about what the job entailed, and 

I've been kicking myself ever since, but it was an in-

teresting trip. 

 

Here's a little side note: On one of these Thruway bus 

trips into Houston, I noticed that in the Houston area, 

the ratio of private vehicles to 18 wheelers was about 

30 to 1. Up in New Jersey, I had noticed that the ratio 

was about 4 or 5 to 1. I think those are significant fig-

ures, and perhaps goes a long way towards explaining 

some of the problems the northeast railroads began 

having as the interstate highway system began near-

ing completion. Distances are relatively short, and 

you could get a truck there in about the time it would 

take to get a boxcar to the yard in town, much less to 

its final destination. It also might reflect the reliance 

of people on public transportation up there, such as 

commuter rail.  

 

Curious Conductor On the Empire Builder Out of 

Chicago 

 

I was changing trains in Chicago to go to Milwaukee 

about 1990. This was on what I have always since 

referred to as my “Grand Tour”--all on Amtrak. I 

went from Houston up to Newark via Chicago. I've 

always enjoyed changing trains in Chicago. To me, 

the act of changing trains in a big city depot is some-

thing with a lot of history behind it. Unfortunately, 

there aren't that many big city depots left where such 

changes can be made very often. I've only changed 

trains in Chicago, Washington D. C., Effingham 

(Illinois--no longer possible), Jacksonville, Portland 

(Oregon), and Los Angeles. I've also gone into and 

out of a town by train on different routes a day or 

more apart, but I don't consider that changing trains, 

as a visit to the city was involved. Cities where I've 

(Continued on page 3) 

                                Amtrak Characters                                David Currey 
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                                Amtrak Characters (Cont.)                     David Currey 

done that include New Orleans, Kansas City, San An-

tonio, Newark, and Milwaukee.  

 

After Newark, I proceeded back through Chicago, 

and then up to Milwaukee. My train into Chicago was 

a bit late, and the connection to Milwaukee was al-

ready past its departure time. I hurried my way across 

to the north-side tracks. (Chicago Union Station is a 

double stub terminal, with stub tracks on both sides 

of the central Amtrak waiting area.) When I got to the 

other side, whose only Amtrak departures were those 

going to or through Milwaukee, the Empire Builder 

was still there sitting on its track, platform barren of 

everybody except a conductor eyeing me. When I got 

up to him, he asked, though not in an unfriendly man-

ner, “What was the hold-up?” as if I knew the reasons 

my train was late. I told him I didn't know, and we 

boarded. Before I even got up to my seat in the Su-

perliner, we were already leaving. Wow! They held 

up the Empire Builder just for me! Within a couple of 

miles, we were zooming along at least 60 mph.  

 

Sunrise on the Empire Builder to Portland 

 

This story is kind of a continuation of the preceding 

one, and I might have told it before, but it's been a 

few years. On my Grand Tour, the fourth leg was 

from Essex, Montana to Portland, Oregon. At Spo-

kane, the Empire Builder was separated into its Seat-

tle and Portland sections. This happened about 5:00 

am. I awoke while this was going on, checked my 

watch, and went back to sleep. I awoke again about 

6:00 am surprised to find us still in the station. In an-

other minute or two the conductor came into the car 

and told us something had been found wrong with 

our coach, and it could not continue on to Portland. 

On his instructions, the entire coach piled into the 

other coach, quickly taking all of the seats. An older 

man's wife in front of me got the last seat, so he and I 

continued on into the lounge car, grabbing two seats 

on the upper level on the fireman's side.  

 

I took one look at the low-backed plastic non-

reclining seat, and wondered how I was going to get 

back to sleep. The man must have had similar  

 

thoughts, and he said, “I'm getting us some coffee.” 

He came back with two hot steaming cups, and we 

sat and watched dawn break out of Spokane on the 

way to Portland.  

 

As things gradually got a little greener as we got fur-

ther west and closer to the Columbia River and closer 

to the coast, I reciprocated with more cups of coffee. 

At one point we went under a quarter mile long con-

crete viaduct. I couldn't locate photos of it on the 

internet or on Google Maps, but I think it was proba-

bly from the Milwaukee Road. If anybody knows 

what and where it was, please let me know. 

 

I was glad this all happened, because I would have 

probably slept through some amazing scenery, and a 

great geographic educational experience. Eastern 

Washington state is basically a desert—much like 

Arizona. Hardly anything grows except in areas that 

have irrigation. 

 

Sad Woman On the Coast Line 

 

This story is also kind of a continuation of the pre-

ceding one. After a stop to visit a friend in Milwau-

kee, and another to spend a day at the edge of Glacier 

Park in Essex, Montana, where I found my GN goat, 

I found myself heading down the coast line of Cali-

fornia, looking forward to the Horseshoe Curve and 

its preceding tunnels. Somewhere south of San Jose, 

a woman boarded, probably in her late twenties. Be-

fore she got on, I observed the platform scene. Her 

husband was there along with two daughters aged 

between 3 and 7. They presented her with small gifts, 

but the entire scene lacked any happiness. 

 

She took the seats directly opposite me in the coach. I 

later observed her to open the gifts. My curiosity got 

the better of me and I struck up conversation. After 

some hopefully not too prodding questions, she con-

fided that she was headed south to a cancer hospital 

where she would be undergoing treatment. I gathered 

from her demeanor that it was a serious issue, per-

haps with not much hope of success, though she tried 

to make light of it. She showed interest in the scenery 

 

(Continued on page 4) 

(Continued from page 2) 
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we were passing through, so I told her what I knew of  

the upcoming tunnels and the horseshoe curve, which  

she then seemed to enjoy. She disembarked before 

Los Angeles, and I do not know her fate.  

 

 

Three Rampaging Teenagers on the Capitol Limited 

 

This was perhaps my worst experience on Amtrak, 

though it eventually got resolved, and has been great 

fun remembering over the years. On the Capitol Lim-

ited eastbound to Newark, I was lucky to get a seat in 

a genuine Budd dome car—one of Amtrak's last ones. 

However, the only seat available was in two pairs of 

seats facing each other. The two facing rearward 

could not be reversed to face forward. I took one look 

at the footroom, which was not much more than my 

size 13 feet, and wondered how I was going to get 

any sleep playing footsies with these other passengers 

all night. 

 

After the conductor took my ticket, I headed immedi-

ately to the dome. No more than about 10 passengers 

were up there, but the view was terrific. Looking for-

ward, you could see upcoming signals miles away. I 

could see diverging signals well in advance, so I 

could tell just when we would be changing to the 

other main to be routed around freights. Headlights of 

oncoming trains could be seen, and I don't remember 

any time after passing a train headed the opposite di-

rection that a following headlight could not be imme-

diately seen. It was truly an impressive parade.  

 

After a nice dinner, I returned to the dome. Now, 

there was also a set of three teenagers in the crowd. 

They were loud and obnoxious. When the lights were 

turned out later for sleeping, these 3 spoiled rats (yes, 

I said “rats”, not “brats”) continued their boisterous 

ways. At least twice the car attendant came up into 

the dome to quiet these three hooligans down. When 

she would be talking to them, they would sit respect-

fully and listen and nod in agreement. As soon as she 

was gone, they returned to their hell raising hell 

within seconds.  

 

 

On the third or fourth time, the conductor showed up 

and escorted the three terrors to the lounge car, where 

they were to be confined for the remainder of the trip. 

Afterwards, the coach car attendant came back and 

sat in the dome for a moment. She said this was her 

first trip and she was seriously considering quitting 

her job. I told her that I'd never seen anything like 

this in all my Amtrak trips, and that she probably 

would not experience anything this bad ever again. I 

hope she didn't quit. 

 

Later, I heard that the three terrors trashed the lounge 

car while they were confined to it. When this was dis-

covered, the three were confined to a vacant sleeping 

compartment for the remainder of the trip with an 

employee on guard duty. I think they should have 

done with them what they did with the drunk in Ar-

kansas recited in one of my later stories here. 

 

The remainder of the trip was wonderful. I went 

down and got my blanket and pillow, and slept in the 

dome. Several other passengers did the same thing, 

and I wouldn't trade this experience for anything. 

 

Woman Bought Me Dinner on Northeast Corridor 

 

This was a pleasant surprise. Southbound from 

Washington D.C., on the Southern Crescent (which 

will always be The Southerner to me), I dinnered 

with an older lady from I've forgotten where. We had 

a really nice conversation over a delicious meal. 

When I finally was getting ready to leave and signal 

the steward for the bill, she insisted absolutely that 

she buy my dinner. I couldn't get her to budge on this 

one iota. So I thanked her heavily, and headed back 

to my coach. That was very pleasant. 

 

It's also interesting how some things balance out al-

most immediately. During dinner into New Orleans, I 

dined with a nice older man and had another interest-

ing conversation. He eventually got up and left. The 

steward then brought me a bill—for both his meal 

and mine. I thought about protesting to the steward, 

and would have probably won the argument, but then 

I decided to just buy the man's dinner, in a way sort 

of a repayment to the nice lady who bought be dinner 

(Continued from page 3) 

(Continued on page 5) 
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the previous evening. He may have been a sleeping 

car passenger, whose meals were included in his fare, 

and he didn't realize he still had to fill out the neces-

sary paperwork for the meal. 

 

Sniffler on the Silver Star in Florida 

 

Some poor lad boarded the northbound Silver Star at 

a stop north of Fort Lauderdale. He sat in the window 

seat directly in front of me. He had the worst case of 

the sniffles I have ever seen, or rather, heard. It was 

keeping me awake. After hours of this, I finally 

looked at my watch, and he was sniffling on schedule 

almost exactly, I mean almost exactly, every 30 sec-

onds like clockwork. Somehow I managed to get to 

sleep. He got off around Jacksonville. Perhaps not 

strangely, I came down with the sniffles up in New 

Jersey—but a much milder case, thank goodness.  

 

Passenger in Newark Pennsylvania Station on a Roll 

 

One vacation trip, after turning in my rental car, I was 

waiting in the Newark train station for a train bound 

for Washington. This is a nice old station, and used to 

have one of those noisy old mechanical flipping de-

parture boards. Amtrak has replaced the last of these 

with monitors I've heard. Sad. While there, I sud-

denly noticed a roll of bills on the bench opposite me 

next to the armrest. Now I can always use some extra 

money, but I also don't like avoidable delays, and I 

also know that legally, you're supposed to turn in 

found money. I decided that with my luck, if I took 

the money, it would wind up being some kind of po-

lice sting operation, and I would get taken down to 

policed headquarters where I would have a lot of ex-

plaining to do, and I would miss my train. Or worse 

yet, it would be the payout for a drug drop, and I 

would get hounded by drug traffickers. (This is New-

ark, remember.)  

 

I also recalled what happened the time I found a five 

dollar bill on the sidewalk: I lost my wallet and a lot 

more than five dollars within a week.  

 

I don't need any such bad luck when I have a train to 

catch, so I decided to just sit tight and see what hap-

pened. I could see that the bill on the outside of the 

roll was a five, and it seemed to have at least ten or 

more bills in it.  

 

Within a few minutes, an older man sat down on my 

bench several feet from me and directly opposite the 

bills on the other bench. After a brief moment, I saw 

his eyes get bigger than silver dollars, but otherwise, 

he remained pretty cool. Presently, he changed seats 

to over where the roll of bills was. Though watching 

out of the corner of my eye, he was very slick, and I 

never saw him pick up the roll. However, when he 

walked off several minutes later, the roll was gone.  

 

Thinking back, he looked like he could probably use 

the money better than I could.  

 

Passenger Turned Over to the Authorities in Arkan-

sas 

 

Not much to this story, but I've never seen anything 

like this happen before or since. One time on the 

northbound Texas Eagle heading through southwest-

ern Arkansas in the middle of the night—we may 

have been stopped at the time—a deputy sheriff came 

through the car with a young male passenger preced-

ing him. We found out later that he had gotten drunk, 

probably obnoxiously so, and was turned over to the 

authorities at some small non-Amtrak town in Arkan-

sas. Who knows if they even had bus service there, so 

how he eventually got to where he was heading is 

anybody's guess. 

(Continued from page 4) 



 6 

 

Here are a couple of photos that I shot of Chuck and Laurie Lind's "opening their 

layout for a party".  Many of our members were there.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Chuck is thanking everyone for coming to the party. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Chuck is laying a 'golden' spike.  
 

Photos courtesy of www.BobWphoto.com 

 

 

DIRECTORY!   

 

During the May meeting, we will be updating the San Jac 

membership directory. Pictures will be taken, and it will be 

a good time to update email address and other information.   

                                  Layout Party               Bob Werre 
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                                       April Minutes                                            Gilbert Freitag 

 

Meeting minutes April 2, 2013 

 

Vice President Kelly Russell called the meeting to 

order at 7:00PM and welcomed all current members 

and guests. We had 2 visitors. 

 

Vice President Kelly Russell announced this month's 

program: A round table discussion on operations. 

 

The panel was composed of local layout owners and 

their average crew count: 

Robert Ashcraft – 5 to 6 operators 

Don Bozman – 9 operators 

Peter Bryan – 8 to 9 operators 

Dave Shaffer – 3 operators 

20 questions were asked to the panel. 

Starting with: What is operations? Anything other 

than running trains in endless loops and circles. The 

simulation of the “fun” aspects of the “real” railroads. 

Operations keeps layouts from being boring. 

Robert showed some track plan evolutions that varied 

from basic running to those more suited from opera-

tions. 

What do need to operate? The understanding of the 

railroad track plan and where you are going on the 

layout. Towns and directions need to be clearly 

marked for newcomers to navigate easily. 

The track plan needs to operate as a point to point, 

even if it actually is a loop. 

Staging tracks can be very helpful. 

Perfect track work and switches are very important. 

Stager your towns on multiple level layouts for body 

space in the aisles. 

Operations do not have to follow a prototype. Most 

layouts are designed to fit the available space rather 

than exactly follow a prototype. 

Car card versus switch lists? The culture of the Hous-

ton area is more towards switch lists. Car cards may 

not be as straight forward for people not used to 

them, however, they are “self healing” for wrong set 

outs/pickups. 

Remember rule number one is to have fun and not to 

let mistakes ruin your experience. 

Set up time before a session can vary from 2-6 hours. 

It depends on how many staged trains need to be 

turned or “reset”. Try to make you set-up as short as 

possible. 

Constant maintenance keeps a railroad running  

 

smoothly. Bad wheels and couplers causing derail-

ments deviates from the fun of the event. 

Operations gives the owner a chance to see his/her 

work come to live and also to enjoy a social event 

with friends, 

 

More information can be found by joining the NMRA 

Operations SIG. The Dispatchers Office quarterly 

newsletter is published by the group.      

 

Next month will be program will be on the Official 

Railroad Guide by David Currey. 

 

Peter Bryan asked for those wanting to buy a club 

shirt to email him at peterb@pdg.net. Let him know 

what size and type (polo or denim) and what name 

you want on it. They will cost about $32 each, de-

pending on the total number ordered. You need to get 

you info to Peter NOW. Order will be placed soon. 

 

Club Directory: Steve Sandifer has agreed to print a 

new edition of the club directory. Photo updates will 

be made by Bob Werre starting next month. 

 

Bob Werre stated Rosenburg will be having their 

“Railroad days” event on April 13th. 

 

Al Partlow announced Mike Spoor is back at home, 

sleeps a lot, and is able to eat and communicate. He is 

still in serious condition. Please keep Mike in your 

prayers. 

 

Dave Milton spoke on the passing of Bob Dannen-

brink. It was the sad end to a wonderful life. Bob was 

a very active member in the club for many years and 

will be greatly missed by all. 

A motion was made and passed to contribute $100 to 

the NMRA in honor of Bob. 

 

Website: Chris Whitehead 

Check website for updates. 

 

Derail: Bob Sabol 

Bob's new Derail assistant will be his daughter. 

Please submit photos/articles soon to add quality/

information for our Derail readers. A video was 

added this month. Remember the deadline for sub-

missions is the 15th.     (continued on page 8) 
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(Continued from page 7) 

LSR: 

Upcoming convention details on the LSR website. 

 

NMRA: 

No report 

 

Division 8: Mike Bodak: 

The Chili Cookoff in Alvin will be on April 20th 

from 10-2. 

 

Clinics will start on May 11th @ the Bayland center 

on Saturdays at 10AM. 

  

2013 Train Show: 2/16/2013 

Bob Barnett: We may want to consider closing the 

show at 4:30 next year to lessen the chance of having 

to pay a late fee, like we did this year, from not hav-

ing everything/everyone packed up and out on time. 

 

 

Refreshments were thanks to Peter Bryan and Vir-

ginia Freitag. Ron Burns volunteered to bring the 

snacks next month. 

  

Treasurer's report, Gilbert Freitag: 

Expenses: 

$54.37 Train show postcard mailings 

$40.66 Train Show name tags/stickers 

$302.83 Misc Train Show expenses 

$1,200.00 Payment to layouts at Train Show 

Income: 

$675.00 City of Stafford Center deposit refund 

 

$9,751.81 Ending balance 

 

Meeting adjourned at 8:40 PM 

 

General comments: 

-Respectfully submitted,  

Gilbert Freitag, Secretary / Treasurer  

 Amtrak Map 
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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, MAY 7 

“Model Railroad Photography” presented by Steve Sandifer, MMR 

 

    Guess the Layout!  

Answer to April’s Guess the Layout: Jeff Clodfelter  

You may recall the video of the gigantic model railroad built in Ger-

many that went the internet rounds. That model is now expanded to a 

"massive" city -- and now even has a miniature working airline, work-

ing police and fire departments, crooks, etc. -- and it won't be com-

pleted 'til 2020! There is a funeral and a gorgeous cathedral. It is mind 

boggling! ENJOY! 

 

http://devour.com/video/miniatur-wunderland/ 

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://devour.com/video/miniatur-wunderland/

