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 Contributed by Charlie Getz, NMRA Past President 

Gil and Virginia Freitag 

 

Along with the entire model railroad community, Margaret and I were saddened to learn of 

Virginiaôs and then Gilôs death.  Universally, they were beloved and admired for their many 

contributions to the NMRA and Lone Star Region, but also as ambassadors of Model 

Railroading.  

Over the years, it has been my honor and thrill to have visited and seen legendary model 

railroads from John Allenôs Gorre & Daphetid to Allen McClellandôs Virginian & Ohio.  But 

high on my list for years was Gilôs Stony Creek & Western.  The articles on his layout and on 

his award-winning models at LSR and NMRA contests only whetted my appetite to visit this 

legendary road.  A quick trip to the Houston area and the kindness of Chuck Lind who 

arranged a whirl-wind tour of prominent model railroads, finally allowed me to achieve my 

goal.  I was as impressed by Virginia and Gil as I was of the layout.  What a thrill for this 

ñforeigner from Californiaò to be received with such grace and hospitality.  I quickly learned 

that my experience was not unusual; indeed, it was the norm.  I learned that Virginia and Gil 

often opened their home to visitors and promoted the hobby whenever they could.  They were 

the epitome of a loving couple, supportive of each other and an inspiration on many levels.  

Some years later, as a member of the NMRA BOD and Honors Committee, I conceived the 

idea of the NMRA Fellow Award, designed directly with Gil and Virginia in mind.  As with a 

Fellow in the Academic world, the NMRA Fellow is awarded for outstanding achievement, but 

in our case for promoting Model Railroading to the outside world.  I envisioned this award as 

embodying Virginia and Gil as they were and are the reason it was created.  Gil was the first 

recipient.   

Since his award, others such as John Saxon in Australia (founder and promoter of the 

Australasian Region) and many others have been awarded this honor, but none more deserving 

than the Freitags, though I ruefully admit, it should have been awarded to both, not just Gil.  

I have had a few occasions to return to the Freitags since that first memorable visit and also 

encounter them at NMRA or LSR conventions.  The layout has always inspired and meeting 

some of their children such as Gilbert, has only reinforced the propriety of the Fellow Award.  

On every level, Virginia and Gil succeeded in not only promoting good model railroad values 

but solid family values.  Margaret and I treasure the memory of BBQ dinners with the Freitags 

and our all too brief conversations.  We were so impressed with Virginiaôs patience and 

dedication to caring for Gil after his tragic stroke.  We will miss them and indeed, so will the 

entire world-wide model railroading community that they touched.  We join the Freitagsô many 

friends in wishing their family the best and in mourning their loss.  
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 Contributed By Craig Brantley 
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 Contributed by Chuck Lind MMR 

Teacher, Mentor, Friend 

 Iôm not exactly sure when I first met Gil and Virginia. It was either 1968 or 1969 while I was attending 

Sam Houston State University and came into town to buy some modeling supplies at G&G Hobbies. There I 

met Gil and he asked what I was working on, I told him I was trying to scratchbuild a box car from an article 

in Craftsman. During that brief meeting, I was told of a date that he would have his layout open. He invited 

me to be sure to come by. I returned on that date to see his layout which was in the attic of his garage. You got 

up on a platform and viewed the layout running in the attic area. I donôt remember much else about the layout, 

but I do remember that I was welcomed in by Gil and Virginia and their hospitality, which impressed this 

young college kid.  

 After college, I married and moved to Dallas. I came back for a train show in 1973 that was held at a 

Catholic Church somewhere near the Astrodome. I had brought a car that I built to enter in the contest. I 

remember that handshake and smile welcoming me into the contest room. It was Gil. We talked a little while I 

finished entering the model then I left to make one of the clinics. I returned to the contest room later in the day 

to pick up my model. The scoresheet had a total which was somewhere around 35 points, but it had a note 

attached ñsee Gilò. I went over to the table and Gil asked if I had some time. He wanted to discuss my model. 

Gil called another of the judges, Jim Long, and I was told the car was better than my score, but I didnôt tell the 

judges what I did on my scoresheet. For close to an hour those two men asked me questions about how I built 

the car, what materials I used. When it was over Gil handed me back my scoresheet with an 89 and Jim 

handed me a merit award ribbon. Gil just had that big smile on his face and told me I needed to join the 

NMRA and to be sure and bring a model or two for the contest. On my trip back to Lewisville I couldnôt get 

Gil and Jim out of my mind and how they took this kid aside to work with him. I also joined the NMRA when 

I got back home and went to my first LSR convention. Because of Gil, I have been entering contests since 

then. 

 I was encouraged by Gil to work on becoming a Master Model Railroader. I remember I told him I 

didnôt think I could, he said you will become a better modeler and he felt I had the skills. I started and stopped 

several times on my way to getting my MMR. Could I have gotten it without Gil and his clinics and 

encouragement, maybe. I first learned scenery in one of his clinics at an LSR Convention, my late son (maybe 

10 years old at the time) assisted him. Gil said after the clinic if your young son could do it so could you. 

When I started working on my MMR all track had to be hand laid. Gil did a clinic on scratchbuilding a turnout 

for less than a dollar (it was in the 70s). I bet I went through $10 of rail before I got a working turnout. 

Structureôs clinic on building tips again by Gil. Individual shingles cut from the cedar the cigars are wrapped 

in. Cars, motive power all learned from the clinics or talks in the contest room with Gil. 

 After I remarried and moved to College Station,. I took my wife, Laurie to meet Gil and Virginia. She 

was also welcomed into this wonderful family of model railroading. At the fall layout tours a stop at Gil and 

Virginiaôs was always a must. When the LSR convention was to be held in Houston the following year I was 

walking down the stairs of their home and Gil, the clinic chair, told me that I was to do a clinic on 

ñScratchbuildingò I said I have never done a clinic. He just smiled and said you will. 

 When I held my ñGolden Spikeò on my present layout, it was after Gil had his stroke but he was on top 

on my list of folks to invite. Virginia and Gil were there, he had that big smile. I will miss them both at the 

November layout tours both at my place and visiting them. I will miss the calls from Virginia asking it I was 

ready for an inspection tour. Where they would drive up and check on my progress. I will miss that big smile. 

Thanks for the guidance, instruction, and encouragement.  
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 Contributed by Randall Wilson 

In the 1980s, I was a regular operator on Larry Redmondôs Parallax Railroad.  Larry, Rick White, Cecil 

Stewart. Norman Beverage and I filled most of the railroadôs various jobs.  One position on the Parallax was 

reserved for a guest operator. 

Larry, Rick, Cecil, Norman and I always had a great time operating on the Parallax.  Lively discussions and 

sharp-witted teasing were common as we operated our trains. At one op session the open position was filled 

by Gil Freitag. 

The Gil Freitag! 

The famous builder of the Stoney Creek and Western Railroad. The NMRA Master Model 

Railroader. The builder of numerous award-winning model railroad structures. 

Everyone grabbed a throttle and began operating their train.  Unlike other op sessions, there was no 

talking.  Everyone was focused on operating their train to the best of their ability.  After all we were operating 

with The Gil Freitag! 

The layout room remained unusually quiet for several minutes. 

Suddenly the quietness was broken by Gil loudly saying ñHey Randall, I forgot to drop this car at the grain 

elevator.  Take this car and put it at the elevator for me.ò 

Gil grabbed a covered hopper from this train and handed it across the aisle to me. I placed it on the track at the 

grain elevator. 

And the layout room was filled with laughter! 

The Gil Freitag had made a mistake and he announced it to everyone in the room! 

Of course, the real mistake was made by Larry, Rick, Cecil, Norman and me. We thought we were operating 

with The Gil Freitag when in fact we were operating with the incredibly humble Gil. 

I am convinced that Gilôs ñmistakeò was no mistake at all.  Gil never wanted to be the center of attention. He 

wanted us to enjoy operating a model railroad together. 

And Gil loved to operate! 

Gil hosted monthly and sometimes biweekly 

operating sessions on his Stony Creek and Western 

railroad. He would invite new operators and 

introduce them to the joys of operations. 

Gil always wanted train crews to operate their model 

trains as if they were operating a real train.  He also 

understood that mistakes would be made. He would 

say ñwe are operating model trains.  When we make 

a mistake no one is usually injured.ò 

And sometime Gil would make a mistake. And we 

would all laugh! 

  
Photo of Gil Freitag operating on the MidSouth Model Railroad 

Clubôs HO scale layout in Baton Rouge, LA 
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 Contributed by Bob Barnett MMR 

Remembering Gil and Virginia         

A lot will be written in this issue by many of our members on memories of Gil and Virginia.  

For Gil I thought of words like mentor, teacher, and example. Thatôs it, example!  Most of us 

have heard the adage ñhe leads by exampleò. That pretty well sums it up for Gil Freitag.  If 

you visit each layout on this yearsô fall layout tour and ask the owner, I will wager that nine 

out of ten, (and maybe ten of ten) owners would cite visiting the Stony Creek & Western as an 

early day influence in their modeling career. Many, especially those who favor excellent 

mountain scenery, incredible detailed structures, or prototype operations, may credit Gil and 

the SC&W as the primary influence. I know I would.  

Gilôs invitations to operate at the SC&W in the late 1980s opened a door to prototype 

operations for me.  Houston has been fortunate to have the founders and early members of the 

San Jacinto Model Railroad Club who opened their layouts and homes to visitors and shared 

the model railroad hobby with abandon. If you ask some San Jac members who came from 

other areas or who later moved away, this is not the case everywhere. We are indeed fortunate 

for the open and welcoming atmosphere from the San Jac stalwarts, and nowhere was this 

more evident than in the operations field. Operating layout owners Gil Freitag, Larry 

Redmond, Don Bozman and Dale Forney trained a generation of operators in the Houston 

area. Most every current operations-based railroad in this area got its start on one, or more of 

these roads. And of these, Gil and the SC&W was King of the Hill.  

Many stories of the trials, mistakes, hijinks, and fun of operating on the SC&W were shared in 

the SC&W 50th anniversary celebration in the Derail. Suffice it to say they were numerous, 

they were fun, and they were priceless to those who experienced them.  
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 Contributed by Bob Barnett MMR 

But none of this would have been possible without the support and active contribution of 

Virginia. Gil and Virginia opened their home and layout for San Jac Christmas Parties, LSR 

Convention Tours, San Jac layout Tours and Jamboree/Train Show Layout Tours.  To open 

your home for a layout tour is one thing.  To host a dinner for 50 to 70 people  at your home is 

a bit more. To quote Gilbert their son: ñWhen they made Mom, they broke the moldò.  I doubt 

anyone in the San Jac, Lone Star Region or many visiting operators would dispute that fact.  

Dr. Richard Kamm wrote a series of articles for the Marker Lamp titled ñOn the shoulders of 

Giantsò. One of the articles was on Gil. When we consider the current status  of model 

railroading in Houston and around Texas it is no exaggeration to say: We got to where we are 

by standing ñOn the shoulder of Giantsò.  

Thank you for all you did, Gil and Virginia.  

 

 

MEMORIES of GIL FREITAG 

I was extremely lucky to have met Gil  just as I became interested in building a layout of my 

own (my first and only) way back in 1979. I was in awe of his modeling skills the very first 

visit I made to The Stony Creek and Western Railroad. I soon found out he was the kind of 

guy that was glad to help anyone. That was a great quality that I admit to have taken advantage 

of with a constant barrage of questions about ñhow toôsò and ñwhy forôsò as I struggled with 

my own layout design all through the year 1980. Any normal person would have grown tired 

of having his brain picked so often, but not Gil. 

As a result of Gilôs guidance and encouragement, my construction started in 1981 and the gold 

spike was driven on February 6, 1988. Thereafter, it was Gilôs influence that got me into 

ñoperationò which has become my favorite part of the hobby today. 

Another time Gil answered a call for his help was after I was awarded a contract to build a 

train display for Texas Childrenôs Hospital in the Medical Center here in Houston. I actually 

got help from many people, but Gil built all the scenery and did most of the mechanical 

engineering work on the layout. 

Anyone who has enjoyed visiting the TCH display or operated on my railroad  has witnessed 

just two more examples of Gil Freitagôs outstanding contributions to model railroading and to 

his lasting memory. 

 Contributed by Don Bozman 
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    Contributed by Steve Sandifer MMR 

When I was new to the club I so wanted to be invited to Gilôs to operate. I could see him 

making his way to various people for conversations, which usually consisted of the question, 

ñYou want to operate Friday night?ò I longed for that question to be posed to me. It was with 

great joy that I could say ñYes!ò Eventually the question came more frequently until I became 

a regular on the Stony Creek. The Stony Creek could be a pressure operation, which I 

discovered the first time I worked the Craig branch. I had to get those cars rounded up and 

down to Apex before certain trains came or my name was Mud. The yards were also desired 

positions but Ed Raines and Dave Milton usually had those nailed down. 

As I prepared to build my layout, I asked Gil to show me how to hand lay switches. I had done 

it as a youth following the TruScale design, but I wanted to see how Gil did it. He invited me 

to watch as he worked the area under Apex. That is when I learned that Virginia was the tie 

gang and Gil the rail gang. As I worked on my MMR he helped me learn dispatching so I 

could get my hours in. 

When Gil has his stroke I visited them in the hospital and rehab numerous times. I have seen a 

lot of stroke victims, but none who had a stroke of the seriousness of Gilôs and the degree of 

recovery that he experienced. No one should have underestimated the determination of Gil and 

Virginia as a team to continue their life together. Virginia made is possible for Gil to really 

live, and Gil lived for her. You may remember the phrase often found in English Literature ï 

ñpine awayò ï as when a damsel pines away after the death of her knight in shining armor. It 

has real meaning. Without Virginia, Gil pined away. 

Together, and humbly, they have left an enormous legacy for all of who enjoy model railroads. 

Gil will forever be my John Allen. 

Steve Sandifer dispatches trains on the Stony Creek and Western 
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Contributed by David N. Currey 

I was born in Lake Charles and grew up there and later in Lafayette.  By the mid-1960s, I had 

a subscription to Model Railroader, and occasionally picked up a copy of Railroad Model 

Craftsman.  Those were my main contacts with the model railroading hobby, as I knew of no 

clubs or activities in the hobby in those cities.  One issue of MR contained a photo of a scratch

-built lift bridge that simply astounded me.  It was a model of a rail-highway lift bridge, 

whose prototype gave access to Galveston Island from the Texas mainland.  Of all the 

hundreds of photos in MR issues from the late 1960s, that photo is the one that stuck in my 

memory down through the years.  (I remembered the photo as being a Model of the Month 

award, but found out just recently it was one of some photos of NMRA National Convention 

Contest models.) 

Forward now about two and a half decades to when I first joined the San Jacinto Model 

Railroad Club.  On my first visit to the Freitags' home, where I saw Gil's layout for the first 

time, I was literally stunned to see the real model that I had seen in that MR photo.  "That's the 

guy!" I shouted silently to myself.  I'm sure that when I pass on to that great operating session 

in the sky, my last conscious thought of Gil's Stony Creek & Western will include that model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Photos Submitted By Steve Sandifer MMR 
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 Contributed by Randall Wilson 

Layout builders often need just a few more inches of space to expand their model railroad 

empires. Often expansion is stopped when the track gang hits the layoutôs room walls. 

Gil Freitagôs Stony Creek and Western track gang knew four additional inches of space was 

available inside every wall. Just remove the wall studs or add a window in the wall! 

Gil wanted to reroute part of the Stony Creek and Western mainline near the Stony Creek 

bridge.  Gil didnôt want another bridge parallel to the Stony Creek bridge and against the 

layoutôs exterior wall, so Gil decided to hide the mainline in the wall. 

Gil removed the studs in the second story wall to accommodate the rerouted mainline. To 

service the hidden track Gil installed a window that was accessible only from the outside of 

the house. As the window was on the second story of the house an extension ladder was 

required to reach the window. 

Gil curved the track along a rock cliff and into the wall/window via a blasted rock tunnel. With 

the hidden trackwork complete and the scenery finished it was time to operate. 

I was the engineer of one of the first freight trains to use the new track. I eased my train into 

the new tunnel when suddenly my train stopped in the tunnel. I called Gil over and explained 

the problem. 

Gil told me,  ñBack it up and try again.ò I reversed the train and tried again. 

Wham! My train stopped again in the tunnel. 

This time Gil told me,  ñBack it out again and go forward full throttle.ò 

Really? 

Gil repeated,  ñGo full throttle. We need to 

shove out whatever is blocking your train.ò 

I must admit I wasnôt ready to run a Stony 

Creek and Western train full throttle into a 

blocked tunnel, but I followed Gilôs 

instructions. 

WHAM! 

The train stopped at the same spot in the 

tunnel! 

Gil decided he had to go outside, climb the 

ladder to the second floor and open the 

window. 
In the background above the Stony Creek engine tender is the 
tunnel entrance into the wall/window hidden trackage. 
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 Contributed by Randall Wilson 

In the dark. 

In a drizzling rain. 

Gil climbed the ladder and opened the window.  There was nothing on the track! 

Gil yelled from outside,  ñTry it again.ò 

Once again the train stopped at the same spot. The locomotiveôs headlight remained on, so the 

track had power. What was causing the problem? 

Now everyone in the layout room was watching the stopped train in the tunnel mystery. 

ñTry it againò Gil yelled.  The train again stopped at the same spot, but it also derailed a 

cylindrical covered hopper about four cars back from the tunnel entrance. 

The cylindrical covered hopper was extra wide and it was snagging part of the rock cliff 

outside of the tunnel! 

I yelled to Gil that the problem was part of the new scenery was too close to the track. 

A slightly damp Gil returned to the layout room carrying a large hammer.  Gil knocked off 

pieces of the plaster rock cliff. 

ñTry it again.ò 

This time the train ran smoothly thru the tunnel. 

When Gil rerouted the mainline 

through the wall/window he used a 

passenger car to check the track 

clearance.  The cylindrical covered 

hopper was just a little wider than the 

passenger car (and every other car on 

the layout).  After increasing the 

track clearance Gil never again had 

to go outside to open the window. 

On a ladder. 

In the dark. 

In the drizzling rain. 

  

  

Gil stands on the ladder to reach the second story 

window to service Stony Creek and Western trackage 

hidden in the exterior wall.  
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   Last Run (RIP Virginia Freitag)     Published by Jeff Palmer LSR 

It is with a sad heart that I have to inform you of the passing of the 
LSR Non-Rail Chair Virginia Freitag. For more than 50 years, 
Virginia supported the LSR in many forms. She was a person of 

high energy, quick wit, and a love and devotion seldom seen today. 
To honor her, letôs review a few of her many accomplishments: 

1. Virginia and Gil hosted open houses for the San Jacinto Model 
Railroad Clubôs November Layout Tours (Later called the Fall 
Layout Tours) from 1972 until 2021, with the only exception 
being the 2020 COVID cancellation of the in-person tours. 

2. Virginia and Gil hosted the San Jacinto Model Railroad Club 
Christmas Party for around 50 years, from 1970 or 1971 until 

2019. The 2021 Christmas Party was held at the Harris County 
Bayland Park Community Center. Virginia and Gil were 
presented with a plaque and A GIANT Thank You card signed by all San Jac attendees. 

3. Virginia served the LSR as the Non-Rails Events Coordinator for conventions for many, 
many decades. 

4. Virginia served as the Non-Rail Coordinator for the 1989 NMRA National Convention held 
in Houston. She later received the Achievement Certificate for Association Volunteer for 
this service.  

5. Virginia was awarded the 1995 John E. Loeffler Award for Service to the LSR. This award 
was later recaptioned the Loeffler/Freitag award and still later changed to the ñFreitag 

Awardò. The ñFreitag Awardò was deliberately named that to honor BOTH Freitags for 
their many years of service to the LSR.  

6. Virginia was the mother of five children and grandmother to 12 (I am sure I got the 
grandkids number wrong, so please forgive me). 

7. And last, but certainly not least: It is universally agreed by Houston Model Railroaders, 
and all the LSR Members, that Virginia is fully qualified for Sainthood for her unwavering 
devotion to and care for Gil since his stroke in March of 2010. 

This is a person who lived a full life and will be remembered for all the things she contributed. 

 
Jeff Palmer 
LSR Secretary 
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   Contributed by Steve Sandifer MMR 

As I looked through my photos of Virginia, I noticed that she was rarely the subject of the 
photo. She was in a supportive and serving position lifting up and honoring Gil. He was her 
great love, and she did everything she could to make him successful. She did that for 
everyone. She made SanJac red vests. She provided our liquid refreshments for as long as we 
have been at Bayland Park. She made sure our Christmas Parties were organized and everyone 
had a great time. She made sure the non-rails had fun at LSR. Virginia was just always there, 
leading from behind the spotlight. 
 
These past 12 years have been exceedingly remarkable. Virginia had to take the lead and cared 
for Gil in ways only a geriatric nurse can understand. She made sure Gil never gave up. She 
loaded him in the Explorer and away they went on wonderful trips fulfilling their dreams as if 
nothing had happened. Jesus said that greater love has no one than to lay down his life for his 
friend. Virginia demonstrated this love. No one could replace her. 
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   Contributed by Laurie Lind 

 

If there was a Queen and King of Houston Model Railroading or a Mother and Father 

of Houston Model Railroading éé. that would be Virginia and Gil Freitag! 

 

Virginiaôs gentle nurturing method of keeping the wives busy and entertained at the 

conventions has helped many couples learn to support each otherôs hobbies. Her urging 

each of the wives to bring samples of their hobbies to the Arts and Crafts section of the 

contest room let the wives know their hobbies were important too and gave the 

husbands something to brag about when the wives won awards.  It also made the wives 

want to come to the conventions to visit with all the new friends they had met through 

the Non-Rail activities. 

 

Virginiaôs tireless devotion to Gil and the model railroad hobby is unsurpassed.  We are 

all indebted to such a Great Lady. 

 

Laurie Lind 
 

I took a look to see if I had any photos of Virginia and found this one taken during 
November, 1970 at Frank Patten's in Fort Worth.  SJMRC visited Fort Worth layouts 
on Saturday and Dallas layouts on 
Sunday.  The tour was set up by Gil 
Freitag. 
  
I can't remember who told me this, 
but Virginia would put the ties in 
place while Gil was at work and 
Gil would lay the rails when he got 
home.  She did all of this in 
addition to taking care of a new 
baby and young children.  Virginia 
was the original Wonder Woman. 
 

 

Yes, Virginia was an amazing woman.  She and I helped haul sand and mix concrete 

for a new bridge on the outdoor railroad.  She was a really hard worker and even with 

my very limited time shared with her, I knew her to be a wonderful lady and friend.   

Contributed by Ken Vandevoort  

   Contributed by Frank Wyatt  
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    Virginia Freitag Photos      Photography by Rick White 
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