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Last year, I tore down my dream layout, an On30 version of the Maine 2-Foot Wiscasset, Waterville & 

Farmington. Doing so was painful but necessary since my wife and I wanted to downsize and move to a 

smaller place. An opportunity came up to rent a small house in San Diego from my son. So, we sold the 

house, packed up, and moved last September.  

Figure 1 - The waterfront on the Sheepscot River in Wiscasset, Maine was the inspirational and signature scene on my old layout.                  
Although it was my dream layout, it was time to move on. 

All this meant one thing: Starting Over. Starting over in a new state in a smaller house located 1500 miles 

away was a bit overwhelming. Doing so at this later stage in life was a bit terrifying! 

Building a new layout was high on my list. I would rely on some of the lessons learned from past efforts. 

Here are some of those lessons: 

Lesson 1 - Layout Size: 

Downsizing your lifestyle doesn’t automatically mean a smaller layout. But in my case, it did. My previous 

layout filled a 10-ft by 12-ft bedroom. I was pretty sure I could design and build a satisfying smaller layout.  

The new layout would have to fit into part of a small outbuilding (shed) measuring 7-ft by 11-ft on its 

inside walls. I decided to limit the layout to the 11-ft long wall in the back of the shed. 
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   Hayden Harbor – Part 1 Starting Over      By Pete Leach MMR 

Figure 2 – The house included a finished structure that will be perfect for a new layout. It was built by my son to serve as a work-from-home office. 
The shed has finished walls and floors and has climate control. I call it my Train Shed. 

Lesson 2 - Built-in vs Sectional: 

The WW&F layout was built with no plan for moving or removal. When the decision to move was made, it 

was clear there would be no way to disassemble it to take it with me. The new layout will be built in sections 

to allow it to be moved if necessary.  

Figure 3 – The layout in Tomball (TX) had to be removed in large pieces. The one in the middle of the garage floor was nearly 12 feet long! 
Structures and details were removed before it was cut up and discarded. 
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   Hayden Harbor – Part 1 Starting Over      By Pete Leach MMR 

The sections will be no longer than 6 feet to allow them to be moved through doorways. It is also important to 

keep the weight of each section low enough for one person to lift. 

Lesson 3 - Scale and Gauge: 

I’ve modeled in N, HO, and O scales over the 40-plus years in the hobby. They all have their benefits and 

issues. My last layout was built in On30 to represent 2-foot gauge. I found this scale and gauge to be perfect 

for my modeling efforts. The equipment is heavy enough to track well yet the narrow-gauge rolling stock isn’t 

any longer than typical HO cars. And the larger scale allows me to scratch build models with many details. I 

am sticking with On30 for the next layout. 

 

Figure 4 – The HO 50-ft tank car is about the same length as the On30 28-ft boxcar.                                                                                                                      
The tank car is from American Limited, and the boxcar was scratch built. 

 

Lesson 4 - Theme: 

My last layout was based on the prototype Wiscasset, Waterville & Farmington Railway. I really enjoyed 

learning about the prototype, the local towns it served, and the people who worked for it during the 40-ish 

years it operated. 

While prototype modeling was fulfilling and kept me focused, it also hindered some of my creativity. Each 

time I wanted to add something to the layout, I had to determine if it belonged in the era and locale. There 

were many details I wanted to include but they just wouldn’t fit with the prototype. 

The new layout will be freelanced with a Maine 2-foot railroad serving a harbor. The harbor town will be 

based on several Maine coastal locations with several industries served by rail. There will be many industries 

I’ve never modeled, such as a fish cannery and shoe factory. The railroad will connect to the rest of the world 

via a second town represented by a set of staging tracks. 
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Figure 5 - Maine had over 80 fish canneries in the early 1900s. They employed men and young boys to cut the fish.                                                          
I plan to include one on the new layout. This photo shows a few O scale figures working at a typical cutting table                                                                  

that will be included on scratch-built model of a typical fish cannery. 

 

The Plan: 

Using the lessons learned and other inputs, sketches of possible track plans were made using pencil and paper. 

The layout was limited to 2-ft deep by 10-ft long that should fit along a wall in most places we toured. There 

is a seam near the middle that will allow it to be built in 2 sections.  
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   Hayden Harbor – Part 1 Starting Over      By Pete Leach MMR 

Figure 6 - This is the track plan developed for the new layout. It is centered around the town of Hayden Harbor located on the coast.                             
The On30 layout will include open staging on the right. 

 

I built a mock-up of the layout using strip wood and card stock. This helped me view the layout in 3D to check 

for reach and to see how it would look finished. 

Figure 7 - A model of the proposed layout was built in 1-1/2" to 1-ft scale.                                                                                                                                   
In addition to being an aid to check clearances and views, it serves as inspiration during construction. 

 

Starting over can be a bit overwhelming. But it is also a chance to try new things! I look forward to the many 

years of fun this project will bring. I plan to share progress with you over the next months and years. Next 

time, I’ll review the track plan in more detail. 
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    Steam in the High Sierra         By Don Hand 

My article "Steam in the High Sierra" was published in SP Trainline, Spring 1998. It was well received by the 

membership of the SP Historical & Technical Society, at that time. 

My guess is that few current San Jac members have had "hands-on" experience with a very large prototype steam 

locomotive. They may enjoy reading one old man's recollection of "a day, in a time, which cannot be experienced 

again" (at least in 1:1 scale). 

If copyright ought to be acknowledged, I have added the photo and caption of SP 4154. It is from A Century of Southern 

Pacific Steam Locomotives, by Guy L. Dunscomb, copyright by the author, 1963. 
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Kewaunee Lighthouse Fresnel  Rotating Beacon          By Kelly Russell MMR 

With the passing of the Lighthouse keeper at Port Peugeot on the Great Great Northern railroad, The 

lighthouse was put up for sale. Bill Wright, president of the Green Bay and Western railroad saw an 

opportunity to acquire a new lighthouse for his own Kewaunee Point. No light was present upon acquisition, 

so Bill asked me if I would help to re-light it using an Arduino circuit and some LEDs. Certainly, let’s see 

what we can do.  

First I built a light fixture from a short piece of ¼ inch plastic pipe with 10 holes drilled for 604 SMD LEDs – 

I wired the commons together and soldered all wires to a SEEED XAIO Arduino board. To test the LEDs, 

code for a quick easy test loop was loaded and the lights seemed to all go on and off. Now we need the code to 

sequence the lights around to emulate the Fresnel rotating beacon.  

I have used Google AI (Gemini) in the past to assist with creating Arduino code, so I asked “provide code for 

a SEEED XAIO to simulate the rotating beam of a lighthouse using 10 LED’s using PWM”. The AI tool also 

suggested resistors and asked me what the rotation cycle should be – 30 seconds per the prototype info from 

Bill. So I load the resulting code to the XAIO board for testing. Lights start the rotation sequence, but a couple 

spots around the circle,  multiple lights come on…wiring was checked, all seemed good, still wrong… I re-

wired another XAIO board, same results. WEIRD… so I go to the internet to find out that there is a flaw in the 

XAIO board – the “OUTPUT pins 4 & 8, 5 & 10 are linked”. Since the XAIO board has 10 PWM output pins 

I had to drop 2 pins from the circuit. So now with 8 LEDs the “beam” “rotates” - but flickers… back to AI and 

request it to remove the flicker. It returned some new code – loaded and finally, success. After adding a few 

comments, including the light test loop, and the flicker adjustments, the code below was loaded to the XAIO 

board. You will notice that the code has parameters for cycle time and for the “beam” width – or how many 

LEDs are on at a time around the cycle. I tested with several values till a smaller beam resulted on a 30 second 

cycle. Bill installed the finished fixture, and the Kewaunee Point lighthouse is now functional.  

 

Arduino and AI – what a combination. I also now know the limitations of the SEEED XAIO Arduino board.  

//  GreenBay and Western Lighthouse at Kewaunee 

//   program written for 8 LEDs using a 30 second rotation cycle 
//  Author Google AI / Kelly Russell  
 
#define VERSION_STR "Kewaunee Lighthouse, ver 1.2, 2026.02.22"; 
//  
// 1.1 adds a test loop to setup 
// 1.2 smooths out the flicker 
// Pins D1 through D10 on Seeed XIAO are PWM capable 
// final: 8 LEDs on Pins D1 through D9 except 8 
const int ledPins[] = { 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,  9 }; 
const int numLeds = 8; 
 
// Configuration 
const float rotationPeriod = 30000.0; // 30-second full rotation 
const float beamWidth = .5;          // Adjust for sharpness (lower = sharper) 
const int updateInterval = 10;        // 100Hz refresh rate (10ms) 
unsigned long lastUpdate = 0; 
 
 
void setup() { 
    // Set PWM resolution to 10-bit for smoother fading (0-1023) 
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Kewaunee Lighthouse Fresnel  Rotating Beacon          By Kelly Russell MMR 

void setup() { 
    // Set PWM resolution to 10-bit for smoother fading (0-1023) 
  analogWriteResolution(10);  
  // set pins for output 
  for (int i = 0; i < numLeds; i++) { 
    pinMode(ledPins[i], OUTPUT); 
  } 
 //TEST Loop  Bright around all 10, then dim, them off 
//all on bright 
  for (int i = 0; i < numLeds; i++) { 
    analogWrite(ledPins[i], 250); 
    delay(100); 
  } 
// all on dim 
  for (int i = 0; i < numLeds; i++) { 
    analogWrite(ledPins[i], 20); 
    delay(100); 
  } 
// all off  
  for (int i = 0; i < numLeds; i++) { 
    analogWrite(ledPins[i], 0); 
    delay(100); 
  } 
} 
 
void loop() { 
  unsigned long currentMillis = millis(); 
 
  // Cap updates to 100Hz to eliminate timing jitters 
  if (currentMillis - lastUpdate >= updateInterval) { 
    lastUpdate = currentMillis; 
 
    // 1. Calculate current beam center position (0.0 to 9.99) 
    float beamPos = fmod((float)currentMillis, rotationPeriod) / rotationPeriod * numLeds; 
 
    for (int i = 0; i < numLeds; i++) { 
      // 2. Calculate distance of LED from beam center 
      float dist = abs(beamPos - (float)i); 
       
      // 3. Circular wrap-around distance 
      if (dist > numLeds / 2.0) { 
        dist = numLeds - dist; 
      } 
 
      // 4. Calculate Brightness (1023 is max for 10-bit resolution) 
      int brightness = 1023 * exp(-pow(dist / beamWidth, 2)); 
 
      // 5. Output to XIAO pins 
      analogWrite(ledPins[i], constrain(brightness, 0, 1023)); 
    } 
  } 
} 
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 A Study of Railway Transportation    Submitted by Mark Couvillion and Brian Jansky 

Editorôs Note: Please see the August 2024 Derail for detailed background on this series. 

Published:  1944 

Loading Coal Cars at the Mine 
 

Coal is our most widely used and most indispensable fuel. It supplies heat for homes, schools, colleges, 

churches, offices, stores and hospitals. It is used as fuel to drive locomotives and ships and to operate mills, 

factories, foundries, and numerous other enterprises. Two-thirds of all electrical energy in this country is 

generated by the use of coal. About one-half of all the power used to drive the wheels of industry is derived 

from coal. 

Nearly every coal mine in the United States is served by a railroad. 

The importance of coal traffic in railway operations is clearly indicated by the fact that about one out of every 

four carloads of freight moved by the railroads of the United States consists of bituminous or anthracite coal. 

Altogether, the railroads transport around 8,000,000 carloads of coal each year. The average carload of coal is 

about 55 tons. From its point of origin to its destination, the average carload of coal moves about 350 miles. 

In order to perform the huge task of transporting the nation's coal from mines to points of distribution and 

consumption, the railroads own and operate a fleet of more than 830,000 coal-carrying cars, enough, if placed 

in train formation, to reach from Van Buren, Me., through Jacksonville, Fla., New Orleans, La., Los Angeles 

and San Francisco, Calif., and Seattle, Wash., to Forsyth, Mont., a distance of approximately 6,800 miles. 

Not only do the railroads play an important part in the transportation of coal, but they also rank among the 

nation's largest consumers of coal. The railroads purchase and consume from 20 to 25 per cent of the nation's 

coal production. 

There are two types of coal-carrying cars: hopper cars and gondola cars. The hopper car is built of steel, with 

ends that slope toward the center and with drop doors underneath to dump the load. Cars of this type are built 

to carry loads of from 30 to 90 tons each. Railroads also have a special type of covered hopper car used for 

carrying grain, cement, phosphate, soda ash, and other bulk commodities which must be kept dry and clean. 

A gondola car resembles a flat car with 
sides and ends or a box car with the 

upper part of the "box" removed. Many 
gondola cars have drop doors for 
unloading. Others unload from the side 

by tilting the body of the car. Loads 
must be lifted or shoveled out of some 
cars of this type. Coal, sand, gravel, 

stone, ores, sulphur, and other bulk 
commodities are carried in gondola 
cars. They are also sometimes used for 

carrying iron and steel, lumber, 
machinery and other heavy 
commodities. 
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There are two major types of coal - bituminous, or soft coal, shown in the picture, and anthracite, or hard coal. 

There are four types of coal mines:  

1) shaft mines, reached from the surface by vertical shafts;  

2) slope mines, reached by sloping tunnels;  

3) drift mines, reached by horizontal tunnels; and  

4) strip mines, where coal seams are reached by removing the overlying earth with steam shovels. In the first 

three types of mines, subterranean passageways extend from the entering shaft or tunnel through the coal 

seam. 

Most coal is not ready for shipment in the condition in which it comes from the mine. Larger lumps must go 

through a breaker, where they are crushed into smaller sizes to meet various uses. The coal is then dropped 

onto a series of shaking screens of varying mesh which separate it according to size:  pea coal, nut coal, stove 

coal, egg coal, and lump coal. 

From the sizing screens, the coal passes onto picking tables where trained workers remove stones, slate, and 

other foreign matter. The coal is then washed and dumped into railroad cars by adjustable loading chutes, as 

shown in the picture. As the coal flows from the chutes, sprayers coat it with oil or chemicals to reduce dust in 

handling from mine to market. 

The loaded cars are weighed at the mine or at the nearest classification yard. Solid trainloads of coal are made 
up and sent on their way to towns and cities far and near. Other trainloads go to lake and ocean ports where 
the coal is put in ships for fuel or for shipment to domestic or foreign ports hundreds or thousands of miles 

away. 

Dumping Coal From Cars into Ships 
 

A never-ending stream of coal flows by various rail routes from our coal mines to our seaports and lake-ports. 

At these ports, the coal is loaded into steam vessels - some for reshipment to American ports, some for export 

to foreign lands, some to fuel the actual ships that carry on our sea-borne commerce. 

At many of these ports, the railroads own and operate great coal storage yards large enough to hold thousands 

of coal cars at one time. To stand on a bridge or other elevation and look out over one of these huge yards with 

its acres and acres of cars laden with coal is a sight one will never forget. 

But the most impressive spectacle of all at one of these coal terminals is the towering mechanism by which the 

coal is unloaded from the cars into the holds of the ships. Some railway coal terminals are equipped with two 

or three coal dumping machines, each capable of unloading from 40 to 60 cars an hour! 

Described by one writer as "an inspiring spectacle of engineering wizardry", the electrically operated 

mechanical unloader, similar to the one in the picture, grips the largest coal car, fully loaded, lifts it 50 to 75 

feet or more above the track structure, dumps its contents into the coal “pan” leading to the ship's hold, and 

returns the car to its original position. Some unloading machines are capable of performing all of these things 

in less than one minute! 

By this method, a ship of 10,000 tons capacity can be loaded in two and one-half hours! 

Ocean-going ships engaged in coal trade have an average capacity of about 5,000 tons, although there are 

some which carry upwards of 10,000 tons. Some of the coal-carrying vessels on the Great Lakes range from 

10,000 to 15,000 tons capacity. 
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A carload of coal comes from the mines, perhaps hundreds of miles away, on a regular waybill. When the car 

arrives at the port terminal, the waybill is checked by yard clerks, and the car is switched to a track containing 

cars loaded with a similar grade or brand of coal. The reporting number of the car is recorded on sheets held 

by the yardmaster and the coal pier offices. 

Now, suppose a ship has just arrived at the port to be loaded with this particular grade of coal. The yardmaster 

issues instructions to a yard crew to deliver this and other cars containing the same grade of coal to the gravity 

load yard, or "barney yard". There a crew releases the cars as they are wanted for unloading. When released, 

the car drifts by gravity down the track to the scales where it is weighed automatically. The weight is checked 

by the scale clerk and transmitted by “telautograph” to the office on the pier, where the car number and weight 

are checked again before dumping. Then a narrow-gauge electric locomotive, known as a "barney," or "mule," 

moves the car up the incline track to the unloader. When it is in its proper position beneath the steel structure, 

it is gripped firmly by the giant unloading machine, lifted up to the “pan", turned over as easily as a boy would 

turn over a glass of milk, dumped, and set back on the track, where it rolls off by gravity and comes to a halt 

in the empty yard. When dumped into the "pan," the coal slides down a huge adjustable telescopic chute into 

the hold of the ship. 

At some coal piers cars are lifted by elevators to tracks 50 or 75 feet or more above the pier floors and dumped 

into "pans" through hoppers in the bottoms of the cars. Piers equipped for handling cars in this manner 

sometimes have several chutes enabling several cars to be "spotted" and dumped at the same time and 

enabling two or more vessels to be loaded simultaneously. 

While the work of transferring coal from cars to ships is in progress on the pier, a staff of checkers and office 

workers are busy keeping tally sheets and records of coal in the yard, coal moved to unloaders, coal dumped, 

coal on the way from the mines, coal stored, coal classified, coal weighed, empty cars returned, demurrage 

charges, and so on. 

Controlling the movement of the coal from the gravity yard to the ship's hold are several operators who 

maintain constant communication with each other by telephone, loud-speakers and push-button signals. 

Car dumping machinery of this kind is also used for loading ores, sand and gravel, sulphur, and other heavy 
bulk commodities into vessels.  
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Save Changes on Sheet 

I use a lot of defaults and do not change certain parameters. I am partial to slow bells, proper 

horns, and moderate volume levels. Many decoders come with the volume default set much 

too loud. 

The Sound Selection menus let you customize your prime movers, bells, horns, auxiliary 

sounds, frequencies or speeds, and many other parameters with drop-down menus. Being able 

to essentially toggle these and immediately Save Changes on Sheet, then test how they sound, 

speeds the setup of the engine and gets it to work on your layout quickly. 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next Month:   Match Master Volume to Speakers 

     Markôs Minute         By Mark Couvillion 
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     Celebration Corner                  By Divina Gato-Hogno 

Geoff Hogno  

(June 1) with wife Divina in Thailand  

Al Paltrow 
(June 1) standing in front of his 

Houston Passenger Station with 

a mural of Downtown Houston 

circa 1950 in the background.  

Anne Sandhaas 
(June 7) wife of Bob Sandhaas 

Photo taken in the dome car of the 

Arkansas and Missouri Railroad 

(June 14)  

Steve Sandifer MMR 

(June 13)   

Diane Wilson 
(June 22) wife of Randall Wilson 

Happy June Birthdays! 

Happy 45th Anniversary, 

Randall and Diane Wilson! 

NOTE: To share your birthdays, anniversaries, weddings, retirements, and other celebrations with your San Jac family,             
please email d.gatohogno@gmail.com before the 9th of the month to be included in the next Derail edition. 

mailto:d.gatohogno@gmail.com
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    Aprilôs Treasurerôs Report  By Richard Louvet  
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San Jac Officers 

Derail Staff 

San Jac RR Club Meetings take place the 

first Tuesday of each month at 7pm 
 

Now In-Person and ONLINE  
 

Southwest Central Church of Christ   

4011 W. Bellfort, Houston, TX 77025 
 

Visitors are always welcome! 

Conductor: Bob Sabol 

 bsabol@stillmeadow.com 

Engineer: Terri Sabol 

 terri74@gmail.com 

 

Brakemen:  

Mark Couvillion    

 mark_couvillion2@hotmail.com 

David N. Currey  

 texasandlouisiana@msn.com 

Divina Gato-Hogno 

 d.gatohogno@gmail.com 

Brian Jansky  

 brianj844@gmail.com 

Pete Leach MMR  

 pleachtx55@gmail.com 

Richard Louvet  

 secretary@sanjacmodeltrains.org 

Kelly Russell MMR  

 krussl@yahoo.com 

Steve Sandifer MMR 

 steve.sandifer@sbcglobal.net 

 

 Video Corner 

“The World’s Most Useful Model Railway”                                
Submitted by Jeff Williams 
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President: Chuck Lind MMR  

president@sanjacmodeltrains.org 

Vice President: Bob Barnett MMR 

vice-president@sanjacmodeltrains.org 

Secretary: David Paul 

dbpaul32@yahoo.com 

Treasurer: Richard (Dick) Louvet   

secretary@sanjacmodeltrains.org 

Past President: Kelly Russell MMR 

krussl@yahoo.com 

Next Meeting 

TUESDAY, JUNE 2ND          

AT 7:00PM 

HYBRID MEETING: ONLINE AND IN-PERSON 

 

óVISIT TO                             

PRR ANNUAL 

CONVENTION AND           

T1 UPDATEô  
 

BY RAY HOLTZAPPLE 

 

Refreshments:  

Divina and Geoff Hogno 

www.sanjacmodeltrains.org  

Webmaster: Brian Jansky  

Division 8                     
Texas Gulf Division Officers 

Director: Kelly Russell MMR  

krussl@yahoo.com 

Secretary/ Treasury: Tom Marsh 

txtr7@yahoo.com 
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