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Hope this works typing while riding to LA. First, thanks to Steve Sandifer for the 

presentation on his railroad. The research work and how he did it was very fascinating. 

Researching is another great part of our hobby. I have spent years studying the logging 

operation in the Sierra mountains and it has helped me as I have moved more into 

operations. I would also like to thank David Currey for supplying us with cookies and 

drinks at our last meeting. 

 

As I write this column, I am riding with Don Formanek on our way to Long Leaf, 

Louisiana. We will be working on installing new flooring over the beams we recently 

installed under the jack chain. 

 

Will be heading to the Bush Library on the 13th for the opening of the 4141 exhibit.  

Chuck 

For three months, we will feature three different Houston layouts. These were 
recorded by Hyce, who has 119K subscribers on his YouTube channel.  

 

 

 

Eddie Carroll 

 

 

 

    Thoughts From the President      By Chuck Lind MMR  

The Derail — July  2024 

   Houston Local Layout Tour  Submitted by Craig Brantley 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kF4ETcEf2io
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   Programming and Test Track       By Pete Leach MMR 
I REALLY don’t like electronics. I struggle to remember what is the + and – side on LEDs. And don’t get me 

started on reading the values on those little resistors! My soldering skills are weak at best. I’ve avoided using 

electronic turnout controls on my layout and use Caboose Industries ground throws and Blue Point remote 

switches. And there never seems to be enough room in our models for all those wires. 

But I DO like using DCC. I love the flexibility it gives in controlling multiple locomotives without isolated 

block and toggles. And REALLY like the realism that sound decoder adds when running trains. 

Figure 1 - This On30 locomotive was kitbashed by me to represent the prototype that ran on the railroad.                                                                             
I installed a Tsunami 2 sound decoder and Keep Alive that has made this the best runner on the layout. 

Over the 20+ years I’ve been using DCC, I’ve run into more than my fair share of problems. When I jumped 

into DCC, I was an N Scaler. And the locomotives were not DCC-friendly. I burned out my share of decoders 

in my day. I remember watching a pair of GP35’s running through a small town on my layout when exhaust 

smoke started coming out of the trailing unit. Not good! I wondered if I installed the decoder incorrectly or 

was there an issue with the decoder. So, I built a fixture to test every decoder before installing it into a 

locomotive.  

Figure 2 - This is my DCC Decoder Test Bed. An old TCS N Scale decoder is wired and ready for testing and pre-programing.                                       
My most recent addition is the round speaker mounted in a plastic cap. 
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   Programming and Test Track       By Pete Leach MMR 
I mounted an old, unused motor with flywheel onto a scrap piece of 1X 3 pine. (See upper right of the board in 

Fig 2.) I drew lines on the flywheel with black and red markers to help me see if the motor was turning. The 

terminal strips are marked with the color of the decoder wire to help prevent mistakes. Two LEDs with 

resisters are installed to test the head light (white wire) and reverse light (yellow wire.) Power from the DCC 

station connects with alligator clips, seen at the top of the photo. 

The test bed has evolved as the decoders have expanded the number of features. It now includes a speaker that 

is mounted into an old plastic cap and connected to the purple terminals. The extra positions are marked for 

the additional light functions available on newer decoders. 

I don’t have a programing track on my current layout. I wanted to sit at my workbench to test and program 

locomotives. So, I built a portable test track. I included both N and HO scale tracks. These also work for 

HOn30 (on the N track) and On30 (on the HO track.) 

Another use for the test track is “off-layout” locomotive wheel cleaning. A paper towel with isopropyl is 

draped over the track and the loco is powered up so the wheels on one end can spin on the wet towel. A set of 

black streaks should appear on the paper. Repeat the process on the other end. 

Figure 3 – My portable test track sits on my workbench.                                                                                                                                                                                         
An N scale locomotive is getting programed using the Digitax DT400 throttle.                                                                                                                             

The 2 alligator clips visible in the upper right of the photo are the same clips used on the decoder test bed.                                                                    
They connect to screw terminals that are wired to the rails. 

I installed a toggle under the layout above the workbench to allow me to switch between running the layout 

and programing. I know there are ways to do some programming on the layout, but I don’t trust myself. (Yes, 

I’ve accidentally reprogrammed all the locomotives on my old layout to the same address!) This toggle will 

only allow the layout or the programing track to get power and DCC signals. The output for the programming 

side is the black and red wires with the alligator clips. 
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   Programming and Test Track       By Pete Leach MMR 

Figure 4 - This toggle switch directs the DCC signal to the programming track, bypassing the layout. It is located under the layout near the 
workbench. A standard shallow electrical box holds the wires. A blank switch plate has a hole drilled for the DPDT toggle. 

I recently found an old HO locomotive in my storage area that once belonged to one of my sons. It must be at 

least 30 years old! I wanted to see if it worked so I could kitbash it into something, but it did not have a DCC 

decoder. I pulled an old DC throttle from my stash and set it up so I could test run the loco before, during, and 

after the conversion.  

Figure 5 - An old DC throttle sits behind the test track. A set of alligator clips provide the connection between the throttle and the test track.       
The locomotive is a scratch built On30 critter made for my Motive Power AP requirement. 

After reading all this you may think I actually DO like electronics. Don’t be fooled! I did all this because I 

don’t install, test, or program locomotives often enough to remember the how’s and why’s. Building the 

fixture and test track helps lessen the learning curve each time I work on a new locomotive. And it all tucks 

away when not needed. 
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   Classic Passenger Line of the Month:        By James McAuliffe 

Northstar Limited / Wabash Cannonball 

In the heyday of passenger rail traffic in the United States (1900-55), operators both large and small normally 

offered some passenger service. The Minneapolis and St. Louis (M&StL) was a lesser-known line that 

operated in the upper/central Midwest states, primarily Minnesota, Iowa & Illinois (Figure 1). While the 

primary business of the M&StL was the haulage of freight, the railroad also operated a limited number of 

passenger train routes. Since its service area was rather limited, to extend its passenger service options it 

teamed up with other operators. One of these was the Wabash railroad, another line that operated in the 

Midwest, slightly south of the M&StL (Figure 1). The M&StL was known as the “Peoria Gateway” while the 

Wabash heralded the “Follow the Flag” banner. 

Figure 1 – Route maps and select passenger service of the Minneapolis & St. Louis and the Wabash  railroads (c. 1935). 

 

Since the M&StL’s route structure was not based on direct lines between major American cities, their long-

distance passenger service was generally not competitive with the trains of larger railroads. The premier 

M&StL passenger train was the North Star Limited, which operated from Minneapolis to Albia, IA on the 

M&StL, and then continued to St. Louis, MO via the Wabash Railroad (Figure 1). Track conditions and other 

route issues likely drove why the North Star routed through Albia instead of the more populated Des Moines. 

Connections in St. Louis then allowed travel on Wabash’s heralded Cannonball (St. Louis to Detroit, MI) and 

other routes. These included the Bluebird (St. Louis, MO to Chicago, IL) and the City of Kansas City (St. 

Louis, Mo to Kansas City, MO) (Figure 1). In Kansas City, connections then could be made to Los Angeles, 

LA on the Union Pacific via the City of St. Louis train. 
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  Classic Passenger Line of the Month:             By James McAuliffe 

Steam motive power for the M&StL included 

primarily 2-6-0 Mogul, 4-6-0 Ten-Wheeler, and 4-

6-2 Pacific locomotives. These smaller 

locomotives suited the lesser traveled route, with 

only 4-6 total cars in a consist. Figure 2 shows 

prototypical and model steam locomotives of the 

M&StL. Regarding N scale model availability, 

Model Power (MRC) markets a very nice-looking 

M&StL Pacific. It is semi-streamlined, with a 

distinctive white painted running board and tender 

side (Figure 2, middle). The model is shown 

pulling a local route on the Valley quad layout in 

the lower image of Figure 2. The model somewhat 

follows the prototype, with the major difference 

being the width of the white highlighting on the 

loco skirting and tender. This is the MRC semi-

skirted Pacific offered in a number of railroads; it 

is close to many prototypes, but not exact! For 

comparison, reference the Valley Flyer article 

(June, 2024 Derail) which describes the same 

model for the Athchison, Topeka & Santa Fe 

Valley Flyer passenger train.  

 

Figure 2 – Prototype M&StL Pacific locomotive (upper), 

Model Power N scale Pacific (middle), and                             

shown enroute on the author’s Valley Quad layout (lower). 

 

Since the North Star Limited ran from the late 1800s through 1935,  it was only powered by steam 

locomotives using heavyweight passenger cars. An exception is starting in 1929, the M&StL also operated 

several Doodlebug locomotives for their short passenger routes. These are self-contained, gas-electric self-

propelled railcars that included compartments for baggage/express and mail. Some of the gas-electrics also 

included passenger compartments, and all were able to tow additional passenger and express cars as necessary. 

In time, these railcars provided nearly all 

the railroad's meager passenger service. 

Bachmann offers an N scale Doodlebug; 

an M&StL custom decaled model awaits 

passengers at Valley station preparing for 

a local run on the Valley Quad layout 

(Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3 – N scale Doodlebug (Bachmann) 

onloads passengers at Valley Station.               

Custom decaled for the M&StL. 
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  Classic Passenger Line of the Month:             By James McAuliffe 

M&StL’s operating partner for the Northstar 

Limited, the Wabash Railroad, has a long and 

interesting history dating back to 1837. It was 

named after the Wabash River, and is the basis of 

the famous “Wabash Cannonball” country 

western song. It also operated in the upper 

Midwest, south and east of the M&StL (Figure 1). 

Steam motive power for the Wabash was varied, 

as was for most railroads during this period. The 

roster varied from light steam 2-6-0 Moguls and 4

-6-0 Ten Wheelers through mighty 4-8-4 

Northerns. Figure 4 (upper) shows a Wabash 4-8-

4 awaiting its next assignment in Decatur, Illinois, 

while the middle image is an N scale Bachmann 

model custom lettered for the Wabash. Regarding 

smaller steam locomotives, Model Power offers a 

Wabash N scale 2-6-0 Mogul. It is a nice model 

of the prototype and handles a short consist of 

Wabash heavyweight cars resulting in a realistic 

look (Figure 4, lower).  

Figure 4 – Upper: Wabash 4-8-4 Northern #2021 Decatur, 

IL circa 1950                                                                       

Middle: Bachmann N scale custom lettered for Wabash 

(weathering not included!).                                                  

Lower: Model Power N scale Wabash 2-6-0 Mogul. 

 

The Wabash operated a variety of diesel-electric 

locomotives for their passenger service, primarily 

EMD E8’s and Alco PA1’s. They were painted in 

various color schemes, including a solid blue with 

gold pinstripe and a blue-grey combination 

scheme. Examples of diesel locomotives used on 

the Wabash for their passenger routes are shown 

in Figure 5, including N scale models that are 

available commercially. A variety of N scale 

Wabash passenger cars are also available, 

including heavyweights and smoothsides (Figure 

6). 

 

 

Figure 5 - Wabash EMD E8A, B units                                        

  (upper; Kato N scale model below -         

color schemes do not match).                                                                             

Alco PA-1 (3rd from top; Life-Like N scale model below). 
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  Classic Passenger Line of the Month:             By James McAuliffe 

Figure 6 - Atlas Wabash heavyweight (upper) and Kato smoothside (lower) N scale  passenger car models. 

A modern version of the Northstar Limited currently operates in Minnesota, named the Northstar Commuter 

Rail Line. The line began operating in November 2009, and totals 52 miles of track between Minneapolis and 

Big Lake (Minneapolis suburb), MN. The trains operate on existing BNSF railway lines and share the track 

with freight trains under an agreement with BNSF. Northstar operates 18 passenger coaches and cab cars built 

by Bombardier. The five 3,600 hp locomotives were built by Motive Power Industries. Each train consists of a 

locomotive and four passenger cars with a seating capacity of up to 355 passengers during peak hours (Figure 

7, upper left). The locomotives sport a lively color scheme (Figure 7, upper right). They are not available in 

any scale model, to the best of the authors knowledge. You can, however, get a “refrigerator magnet” set by 

“andyfletchertrains” (Figure 7, lower)! Do a Google or eBay search if interested; you’ll find the Northstar 

Limited and over 4000 other train magnets/stickers! 

Figure 7 - Modern day Northstar Commuter Rail Line. Upper left- headed northwest out of Minneapolis, MN.                                

Upper right- close up view of locomotive. Lower- Custom refrigerator magnets, andyfletchertrains. 

 

That’s all for the Northstar Limited - a beautiful and short-lived passenger train classic (Figure 8). 
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  Classic Passenger Line of the Month:              By James McAuliffe 

Figure 8 - Let’s head on ‘down the line” with the beautiful NorthStar Limited!  

 References: 

1. Minneapolis and St. Louis Railroad - Wikipedia 

2. Wabash Railroad - Wikipedia 

3. Northstar Line - Wikipedia 

4. M&StL’s North Star Limited | Classic Trains Magazine 

5. Minneapolis and St Louis Railway: Map, History, Photos, Logo (american-rails.com) 

6. Wabash Railroad, "Follow the Flag": A Classic Midwestern Line (american-rails.com) 

Cleaning Track 

How often do you have to clean your track?  It seems like we are constantly talking about it, and most of us are doing it. 

A few years ago I decided to look into finding a better way. I had read numerous articles about various methods and, 

being a chemist with a mechanical aptitude, I decided to try what I thought was best and discard the rest. 

I started by banning bright boys. Abrasive cleaners scratch the surface of the rail and leave a small groove that is the 

starting point for the next bunch of gunk. 

Next, I banned plastic wheels. Plastic is a tribogenerator. When rolling down steel, electrons are stripped off the plastic 

to ground (the rail), leaving a static charge on the plastic wheel (think a large capacitor). As the charged wheel travels 

around the railroad, it attracts bits of dirt in and around the track. This dirt is then ground into the surface of the rails 

(read:  scratches) and the treads of the wheels. 

Our railroad is built with used 33-year-old Shinohara Code 83 track originally purchased in 1990. Though it had never 

been “used”, it had a little corrosion and dirt on it. We decided to use metal polish to make the surface as smooth as 

possible – with no scratches. We tried Maas and Flitz polish. Applied with a soft cloth (scraps of a T-shirt), we polished 

all of the rails. The only problem is that on installed rail, some of the polish gets on the ballast and other near surfaces. 

Polish the rail before you install it. 

To keep the polished rail conductive, we coated it with graphite. The Brits are always referring to using graphite to 

enhance the conductivity of their rails. We bought artists graphite sticks from Michael’s in HB, #1, and #2 hardness. HB 

is the softest, #2 is the hardest. We rubbed the graphite sticks on the surface of the rails until we felt there was a uniform 

coverage of the rail surface. Just be sure to do it with the track power off! That graphite gets hot if the power is left on! 

We have not “cleaned” our track in years. We do have to run on it a few loops to knock the dust off, and if you were to 

check the wheel tread surface, it looks “dirty”. But the dirt is conductive and spread across the entire railroad uniformly 

by the constant passage of metal wheels. One less maintenance issue to address before operating! 

 

Next Month  - Check Power to Lighting Circuits  

     Mark’s Minute         By Mark Couvillion 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabash_Railroad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wabash_Railroad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northstar_Line
https://www.trains.com/ctr/photos-videos/photo-of-the-day/mstls-north-star-limited/
https://www.american-rails.com/mstl.html
https://www.american-rails.com/wabash.html
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     Celebration Corner                  By Divina Gato-Hogno 

Happy July Birthdays! 

Kelly Russell MMR  

 (July 21) on vacation 

Mark Couvillion 

 (July 1)  

Barry Bogs MMR 
(July 12) at the Galloping 

Goose #5 while on a trip with 

his wife, Janet, at the Durango 

& Silverton Narrow Gauge 

Railroad, CO. 

Gene Mangum 

(July 25) checking out the framework for 

his new extension on the Mystic Branch. 

Larry Fitzgerald  

 (July 30)  

Laurie Lind  

 (July 22) 

NOTE: To share your celebrations (birthdays, anniversary, graduations, retirements etc.) 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. 
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     June 4, 2024 Minutes        By David Paul 

Steve Sandifer presented the clinic “18 Years on the Howard Branch” showing us the locations on his model railroad and how the 
prototype research that went into building them. 

Chuck Lind called the business meeting to order at 8:21. 

45 members were present with 9 online and one visitor. 

The exhibit of the UP 4141 locomotive in the Bush Library at Texas A&M opens on June 13. The library is open for free that day. 

Bob Barnett: 

• Tom Bailey is doing the July presentation. 

• Chuck Lind & Bob Barnett are doing the August presentation. 

• All presentation slots for the remainder of 2024 are filled. 

Phil Stewart: 

• Good turnout for the May clinic on the Galveston railroads. 

• The July clinic is by Don Formanek on the Shays of Texas. 10:00 AM at the Tracy Gee Center on July 13 

• Division elections for president, vice president, secretary and treasurer are coming. There has been limited feedback so far. 
Phil is the division director, but we need these other positions filled. Please call him if you are interested. 

• The LSR board meeting was June 2. It lasted 2 hours and 35 minutes. 

• LSR annual conventions are scheduled now until 2029. Houston has done 8 of the last 20, and with this new schedule, they are 
more geographically diverse. 

• The National Train Show is August 4-11 in Long Beach. 

 

Cliff Cheeseman received 2 AP Certificates this month:  Master Builder - Scenery  and Master Builder – Structures.  He will get 
Model Railroad Engineer – Electrical certificate soon. 

Robert Ashcraft has earned another AP Certificate this month as well:  Master Builder - Cars. That makes his 6th certificate. He is 
finalizing work on Master Builder - Structures to earn him his Master Model Railroader award. 

Jeff Williams asked if there was interest in touring the LyondellBasell plant to see how plastic pellets are handled by rail. There was 
some interest, so Jeff will pursue this tour. 

There was no other new business. 

 

The meeting was adjourned by Chuck Lind at 8:33. 

 

    May’s Treasurer’s Report   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 
 

Now In-Person and ONLINE  
 

Bayland Community Center    

6400 Bissonnet St. Houston, TX 
 

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) 

Richard Louvet (secretary@sanjacmodeltrains.org) 

Gene Mangum (semangum@windstream.net) 

Kelly Russell (krussl@yahoo.com) 

Steve Sandifer MMR (steve.sandifer@sbcglobal.net)  

 

 Video Corner 

 

 

Santa Fe 2926 Shop Tour! 

The Derail — July  2024 

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: Gene Mangum  

semangum@windstream.net  

 

Next Meeting 

TUESDAY, JULY  2         

AT 7PM 

HYBRID MEETING: ONLINE AND IN-PERSON 

 

 

“BUILDING THE KANSAS CITY 

UNION TERMINAL RAILROAD”  

PRESENTED BY TOM BAILEY  

 
Refreshments:  

Chuck and Laurie Lind 

 

www.sanjacmodeltrains.org  

Webmaster: Brian Jansky  
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