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INTRODUCTION


Model railway layouts come in all shapes and sizes. You might model steam or diesel, urban or rural, standard or narrow gauge. It could be a small layout on the dining table, or a huge layout that fills a large room. Despite all this wonderful variety there is one feature that almost every single layout will have and that is a fiddle yard.


There are many things that a fiddle yard is not. Do not think of it as a wasted opportunity for scenic development. It is not just another baseboard taking up space that could hold another station. Nor is it a potential eyesore at the back of the layout that can detract from the visual splendour and excitement of the layout. Most of all, do not think of it as separate from your model railway. It is very much an integral part of any layout. Rather than some kind of necessary evil in the corner, it is the operational centre.


Think of the fiddle yard as the beating heart of your model railway. Like a human heart, its job is to send the trains out to the rest of the layout, gather them back in, process them in some way and then send them out again. The fiddle yard is the engine room of your layout, a powerhouse that drives everything that happens. Yet just like the best heroic actions, it is often the unsung hero, quietly getting on with its vital role while the rest of the layout takes all the glory.


As with the model railways that they support, fiddle yards come in all shapes, sizes and types. The design of a layout will influence the design of a fiddle yard and vice versa. Nor do you have to be limited to just one fiddle yard. You can have as many fiddle yards as you need for the operational requirements of a layout and each one can be of a different type if necessary. So it is important to understand all that there is to know about fiddle yards before beginning to design any model railway large or small in order to choose the correct type.



[image: image]


A fiddle yard serves one simple purpose – to represent the rest of the railway network as connected to the layout that you have modelled. If you have modelled a busy railway location, you need a big fiddle yard to supply the necessary variety of trains, as with this fiddle yard that supports the Warrington Model Railway Club’s N gauge layout, Glazebrook.
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If you have a large collection of rolling stock, you do not want to have to hide it away in boxes, let alone face the chore of reaching it all out and putting it away again. A fiddle yard offers the chance of keeping all your trains ready for action at any time, as with this view of this N gauge layout, Melton Mowbray (North), by John Spence and Steve Weston.





The types of fiddle yards broadly fall into two categories. There are those that are simply track-based, such as a ladder of sidings, and there are those that are mechanical in some way, such as a traverser. Once you understand the differences, it is possible to appreciate how each one can be operated in the context of a layout and thus choose which one is right for the layout you want to build.


Despite the importance of the fiddle yard, there is still a tendency to want to hide it away. There are many ways to disguise a fiddle yard, such as putting it behind or under a layout, even making the effort to provide full scenery for it. Concealing a fiddle yard gives more opportunity for adding the pretty bits to a model railway, or simply the greater operational potential of more stations. It can be made to work, but do not sacrifice the ease with which the fiddle yard can be accessed just so that you can put out it of sight.


When designing a model railway, if the fiddle yard is so important, which comes first, the layout or the fiddle yard? Of course, the layout is always the starting point. You would not design a fiddle yard first and then design a layout around it. The layout defines what trains you are interested in;the fiddle yard supports that. Once you know the layout you want, the next step is to design the fiddle yard. Do not leave decisions about the fiddle yard until the very end so that it is just some kind of last minute bolt-on. If you do that, the fiddle yard will not work with the layout. The two share a symbiotic relationship and they must balance each other exactly for the model railway to work effectively as a whole.


Building a fiddle yard is not much more difficult than building the rest of the layout. A mechanical solution such as a sector plate requires a modicum of engineering, but this is easily accomplished even without any previous experience. Many of the fiddle yard types have common features; these may be electrical, such as isolating sections, or mechanical, such as track alignment and track gaps.


A fiddle yard can be as complex as you wish to make it. It can just be a few sidings of track, or it can feature electronics for setting the route or detecting whether a siding is occupied or not. Some of these complexities are really just ‘nice to have’ features, while others will actually be essential for the fiddle yard to operate on the layout that you want to build.


While it is important to understand the different types of fiddle yards, their uses and common build features, there is nothing like getting stuck in and actually building one. This book has a number of projects to show the process of designing and building different types of fiddle yards. Although each of them is different, and you may have decided to build a fiddle yard that is similar to just one of them, it is still worth looking at each one of the projects. In some cases, there are common design considerations that crop up time and again, while one project may utilize a build step that is just as applicable to another type of fiddle yard.


There is more to building a good fiddle yard than just cutting wood and laying track. Although these tasks are covered, it is also important to consider how a fiddle yard will be used, so each project starts with a design brief for a proposed layout. The fiddle yard that is built will be the solution for the layout. Your layout might be the same or it might be different, but the key thing is to understand the design approach and to use that when building your fiddle yard.


Model railway layouts are fun to build and fun to operate. The greater the level of operational variety, the more enjoyment there is be to be had. Without variety, there is always the chance that boredom might set in. The one thing that will guarantee that your layout never gets stale or uninteresting to run will be a well-designed fiddle yard. It gives you the ability to have a broad operational spectrum and, best of all, if you fancy a change, it is the means to facilitate that change. Never underestimate the importance of the fiddle yard to your layout. By getting it right, you open up a whole world of operational possibilities.




CHAPTER ONE


OVERVIEW OF FIDDLE YARDS


If you are new to the model railway hobby or perhaps just have a train set, you may be wondering what all the fuss is about fiddle yards. If you browse through some model railway magazines and look at the plans for other people’s layouts, you will see an area labelled ‘fiddle yard’. It is a bare space with no stations, no scenery, just track. In fact, some plans omit the detail of the fiddle yard altogether – there is just a dotted line for the track leading to an undefined area called the ‘fiddle yard’.


You may feel that your layout needs a fiddle yard because everyone else’s layout has one. Alternatively, you may wonder, do you really need one at all? This is a reasonable starting point, but there are many questions that you will ask. The most basic ones are what is a fiddle yard and what is it for? There will be a tendency to see the fiddle yard and the layout as separate entities when really they are just parts of a bigger whole. Its most basic function is to store the trains that will deliver the operational variety required for the enjoyment of your layout.


WHAT IS A FIDDLE YARD?


The term ‘fiddle yard’ is generally accepted to be British. Another phrase that is used is ‘storage yard’. American modellers refer to the ‘staging yard’, or just ‘staging’. Confusingly, some modellers refer to the area as being ‘offstage’ (the use of the word ‘stage’ being in the theatrical sense rather than the American meaning of the word, which is more akin to ‘holding’). In all these names, the use of the word ‘yard’ is universal. Any real railway yard is a place where trains are stored, shunted and maintained away from the main line. The concept of a yard therefore gives the beginnings of an understanding of what a fiddle yard is.
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Real railways do not have fiddle yards, but they do have yards of varying sizes and functions. This is a view of just a portion of the massive Arpley Yard in Warrington. The sidings are numbered right to left and they contain a variety of locomotives and wagons either between duties or awaiting maintenance. A model railway’s fiddle yard also performs these and other functions.
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The UK’s West Coast Main Line (WCML) is 399 miles (642km) long on its main section between London Euston and Glasgow Central. This view at Elmsfield is about halfway between these two cities. The WCML is one of the busiest mixed traffic routes in Europe. Although the Class 185 DMU is a local service, it will still be undertaking a journey of many miles. Even the largest model railway could only ever represent a fraction of the real WCML.





All these different names for a fiddle yard broadly mean the same thing and each one contributes to a definition. You can think of them as referring to an area of the model railway that is separate from the main scenic area (the theatrical stage) where you can fiddle with your model trains as required and store them until they are needed.


A PART OF A BIGGER WHOLE


There are very few prototypical railways that are, or ever were, what is termed a ‘closed system’. A ‘closed’ railway is one that is not joined to any other railway. A classic example would be a Welsh narrow-gauge line such as the Ffestiniog Railway, taking slate from the quarries of Ffestiniog to the port at Porthmadog for transhipment to boats. In other words, such railways are not part of a network.


The Industrial Revolution was the real driver behind the birth of the railways. The first lines such as the Stockton and Darlington and the Liverpool and Manchester were initially built and operated as closed systems. A period of massive railway expansion saw the individual lines start to link in to each other until a national network was formed. The result was not just that you could travel further, but that eventually you could travel anywhere. With the elimination of Brunel’s broad gauge, everything became to the same standard gauge. Goods wagons, and to a lesser extent passenger carriages, could travel the length and breadth of the country.


No matter how big it is, any model railway can only ever represent the tiniest fraction of the national railway network. If you model a paper factory in Scotland that gets a delivery of china clay from Cornwall, it is not possible to model the hundreds of miles and several goods yards in-between. Even the stations on the same line from your originating point in Cornwall will require too much space to model. In addition, what if you want to receive coals from Newcastle or bananas from the port of Liverpool? What about a through train from London?


At some point, there is a physical limit to the model of your station and main line which means that the model railway has to end. How can you represent the rest of the railway network within the confines of the available space? The answer is to use a fiddle yard. Any train that exits the scenic area and disappears into a fiddle yard can be thought of as magically carrying on for many hours on a far longer journey. Those trains that arrive can be imagined to have travelled great distances, even though in reality they have only come but a short distance from the fiddle yard.


Even a closed-system railway such as the example of the Ffestiniog Railway can still benefit from using a fiddle yard. Although not connected to a network, at 13.5 miles (21.7km) long, even this line is too big to model in its entirety. Using a fiddle yard offers the option of just modelling one end, or a portion in the middle. Not only that, it allows for a much greater variety of trains to be used.


OPERATIONAL VARIETY


The fiddle yard represents the rest of the world and that is a mighty big place. More accurately, it is the rest of the railway world. Even on a relatively small island such as the United Kingdom, that is still a considerably big place. If you include the rail operations to Europe by train ferry and then via the Channel Tunnel, it becomes an even bigger place.


Whatever period in railway history you choose to model, the sheer size of the railway network means that there are hundreds of possible destinations for the trains on your layout. The fiddle yard takes on the role of every single one of those destinations, even if the fiddle yard itself is actually just one destination. Like the best actors, the fiddle yard takes on whatever role is required of it. So if you despatch an express train, the fiddle yard becomes a grand city station like London Euston or Liverpool Lime Street. If the next train you despatch is an empty coal train, the fiddle yard assumes the role of a colliery. The humble fiddle yard puts in an Oscar-winning performance every time.


When purchasing a basic train set, you get an oval of track on which to run your train. This is fine until you buy another train. That oval of track now becomes a closed system. You have to take one train off the track in order to run the other. This limits you operationally and limits the variety of trains that you can run. While most fiddle yard types have a specific capacity, it is always going to be greater than the capacity that a simple oval of track can offer.
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A simple oval of track tends to be included with a train set and a model railway can be built using that alone. Unfortunately, only one train at a time can run on the oval, so swapping trains means literally lifting one off and replacing it with another.





Without a fiddle yard, you are likely to be deprived of operational variety. While sitting back and watching a train go by is very relaxing, it could become a bit boring after a while, especially when it is the same train each time. A lack of sufficient operating potential has been the death of more than a few model railway layouts. The fiddle yard allows you to keep changing the train. This staves off boredom and means that you can run whichever train takes your fancy.


AN AREA WITHOUT RULES


Real railways are governed by the Rule Book. Signals, speed limits and rules all ensure that the railways are run in a safe and efficient manner. Most modellers seek to emulate this on their layouts, with trains moving in the correct prototypical fashion. Even if you are just playing trains for fun, you will probably follow some rules. For example, you are unlikely just to pick up a wagon and put it on a different train on a whim.


The fiddle yard is the one place on a layout where there are no rules. Quite simply, anything goes. Broadly speaking, a fiddle yard is the place where you can fiddle around with your trains. So if you want to swap a wagon from one train to another, just use the ‘big hand from the sky’. After all, the fiddle yard is everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Unlike the scenic portion of the layout, it does not purport to be something or somewhere.
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A fiddle yard is the one place on a layout where anything goes. If it is simplest just to pick up a wagon and swap it from one train to another, then go ahead and do it. A fiddle yard does not represent a real place (in the modelled sense, though logically it represents the ‘rest of the railway world’). Therefore, railway operating rules need not apply.





NOT ALL THE WORLD IS A STAGE


Some modellers think of the model railway layout in a theatrical sense, particularly those who like to show their layout to the public at a model railway exhibition. Such layouts are often presented like a theatre. There is a proscenium arch to frame the layout, with a back scene to hide the operators at the rear. The scenic portion of the layout is the stage itself.


A real theatre needs all its dressing rooms and offstage areas in order to deliver a performance. Often what goes on behind the scenes is quite chaotic but this is hidden from the audience. The fiddle yard of a model railway is the offstage area where the trains (which are like the actors) are prepared for their next scene.


The theatre analogy works well for the model railway, especially those which are beautifully presented for exhibition. Very often, the builder of the layout will erect a screen at the front to hide the fiddle yard from the view of the audience. This is not to diminish the role of the fiddle yard in the performance that is given; however, given the frantic costume changes that it allows to take place with rolling stock, it is best hidden from the view of the paying public. After all, it is the locomotives that are the divas.
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The presentation of a model railway can be quite theatrical, especially if you want to take your layout to a model railway exhibition. The use of drapes and a proscenium arch shows the layout as if in a theatre. If such a neat and tidy appearance is your aim, it is important to hide from the paying public the potentially chaotic preparations in the fiddle yard.





A PLACE FOR STORAGE


When you start on the model railway hobby, you probably just have one train, possibly as a result of buying a train set. Very soon, you will buy another locomotive, perhaps more rolling stock. The trouble with rolling stock collections is that they tend to grow and grow. The increasingly bulging catalogues from today’s model railway manufacturers mean that it is all too easy to fall prey to temptation. Before you know where you are, you have far more rolling stock than will fit on the scenic part of the layout at any one time.


The fiddle yard comes to the rescue for those with more rolling stock than the layout needs. It can store a lot of rolling stock, with the added benefit of keeping it logically grouped into complete trains. Getting models out of individual boxes is a chore that soon becomes time-consuming. The next step is to use stock boxes, which is a little easier but still requires some time. The best solution is to be able just to leave the models on the layout, ready for action whenever you want. A fiddle yard allows you to do just that.
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Even a modest rolling stock collection takes some time to take out of stock boxes, or, even worse, out of the manufacturers’ boxes. A fiddle yard offers the chance to leave the rolling stock permanently on the layout without the need to take it out and put it away again.





There is still a limit to even the largest of fiddle yards in terms of storing trains on the rails. Many fiddle yard types offer some ‘blank space’ that can be used to store models off the rails. An open fiddle yard that is not hidden away offers a lot of fresh air above and at the back. This can be utilized with some kind of shelving or racking system that can double or triple storage capacity.
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No matter how big the fiddle yard, there may still be a limit to the amount of rolling stock that can be accommodated on the rails. This is the fiddle yard for N gauge layout Tunley Marsh, where it can be seen that quite a bit of extra rolling stock can be stored off the rails either side of the deck of the traverser.





WHAT TO DO IN A FIDDLE YARD


A well-designed fiddle yard is like a well-oiled machine. It is simple to use and precisely supports the operations that are required for the scenic portion of the layout. It enables a realistic operating sequence to be performed by giving and receiving trains. Rolling stock can be swapped and maintenance carried out.


SUPPORT THE LAYOUT’S OPERATION


The principal function of a fiddle yard is to stack up the trains for despatch to the layout, like shells in a magazine waiting to be loaded and fired. Unlike the military analogy, it has to be able to receive the trains back again. Then the trains have to be prepared for despatch once more.


You can operate your layout on a whim and just run whichever train you fancy, or you can operate it with a timetable, just like the real railways do. Most modellers do not actually run to time; even with a speeded-up clock, it gets a bit dull waiting half an hour for the next train or impossibly frantic when two trains arrive at once. Therefore, modellers tend to use an operating sequence. This is simply a logical sequence of trains that reflect a realistic timetable. A well-designed sequence will have an entertaining variety of trains that reflect the location that is modelled and ensure that every train is run at least once.


Having designed an operating sequence, you will know how many trains you need to store in the fiddle yard. Bear in mind that the same locomotive and carriages can be used to represent different trains appearing at different points in the sequence, as passenger trains were often formed alike even before the days of multiple units.


So if a sequence requires ten trains, you ideally need to be able to store ten trains on the rails. If you only have room for eight trains, this need not be a problem since it is likely that at least three of the trains will only run once in the sequence and it is not a huge overhead to swap them on and off the rails. One of these trains might be a goods train and it is likely that you would want to swap the goods wagons between operating sessions.


Some fiddle yards are long and thin, which means that trains can be ‘stacked’; in other words, one train can be stored in front of another. The positioning of trains needs to be carefully prepared so that the next one to be used is not stuck behind another train that will be used much later in the sequence.
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The most common form of prototypical operation on a model railway is to use an operating sequence. It is a simplified version of a timetable since it does not include any times, just a list of train movements. By designing an operating sequence, it can be determined what trains are needed for your layout and therefore what size and type of fiddle yard you will require.





SWAPPING TRAINS


There will be times when you want or need to swap the trains around on your layout. It could be that you have more rolling stock than can be used at once, or that you just fancy changing things around a bit. This is a lot easier to do in a fiddle yard.


You can change rolling stock on the scenic part of the layout, but sometimes this is harder than it appears. There will be a lot of things in the way, such as platforms, signals and buildings. Getting wheels on to rails where there are turnouts is quite tricky. There is a risk that you might damage the scenery around the track while struggling to get the wheels on to the rails. A re-railer can help, but there is still the risk of damage. So if all of this can be done in a clear area where there is no fear of breaking anything in the near vicinity, then so much the better. Just such a nice tidy area for getting rolling stock on and off the layout is provided by a fiddle yard. You still have to be careful of any rolling stock on adjacent tracks, but there will be no delicate scenery that is at risk.
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There is nothing to stop you swapping trains around on the actual layout, but it can be an awkward process, especially on smaller layouts and with the smaller scales. This layout is constructed in N gauge and it can be seen that the platform makes it tricky to get the wheels of the coach on to the rails.





An important point here is to distinguish between a fiddle yard and a storage yard. While the two terms are generally synonymous, there is a distinction between fiddling and storing. A place on the layout that is just for storing trains that are in unchanging rakes can afford to have the tracks closer together, since once the rolling stock is on the layout, it is likely to stay there. A place for fiddling and changing rolling stock needs a bit more elbow room between the tracks.
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Even if you allow a very generous distance between the tracks in a fiddle yard, there is one simple tool that will make it much easier to get the rolling stock on to the rails. A re-railer is just a single piece of plastic, but it will speed up the process immeasurably. Although it is tempting to squash the tracks together if using a re-railer, remember still to leave enough room for the width of the re-railer itself.





A compromise between the two is to have some storage tracks that are closer together and a few fiddle tracks that have a more generous gap between them. Stock can be placed on the rails on a fiddle track, then as it goes on to the scenic part of the layout and returns, it can be slotted into a storage track. A train from a storage track can be routed to a fiddle track via the scenic part in order for it to be removed. For this system to work, there always needs to be at least one unoccupied track in the fiddle yard to allow trains to swap from one to another (unless the scenic section can hold several trains itself).




[image: image]


Tracks that are just used to store trains can be placed much closer together, since there is no need to handle the rolling stock. When the rolling stock does need to be handled on and off the layout, it is better to place the tracks further apart in order to allow room to get your fingers around rolling stock. A fiddle yard can be a mix of both types of tracks as long as trains can be routed through both areas as required.
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If you are going to be manually taking rolling stock on and off the rails in the fiddle yard, allow enough room to get your fingers comfortably around the models. This is especially true for bogie rolling stock, as it helps to be able to hold the bogies so as to better guide the wheels to the rails; the thumb and knuckles stick out a surprising amount in order to get finger tips on the wheels.





MAINTENANCE


Real trains require regular maintenance to keep them operating effectively and model trains are much the same. While model locomotives only require lubrication occasionally, they can still pick up fluff and dust on their travels, even if you keep your layout covered and regularly cleaned. Even wagons and coaches can benefit from having their wheels cleaned periodically to remove the gunk that can accumulate on the rims; this stops it being spread over the tops of the rails, which can inhibit electrical conductivity.


Some models require maintenance and this almost always requires them to be removed from the rails to get access to the underside and the wheels. You can do this on the scenic area of the layout but it is not ideal. You risk moving any recovered dust and debris back on to the layout, as well as damaging the model or the layout while cleaning. Any lubricants and cleaning solvents are also best kept well away from the scenery in case they cause any damage.
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It is a lot easier to perform regular maintenance on rolling stock in a fiddle yard rather than attempting to do it on the scenic part of the layout. Some fiddle yards will offer enough space for a maintenance cradle and a power supply. Even if maintenance has to be conducted away from the layout, it is a lot easier to get the rolling stock off the rails and then back on again in a fiddle yard.





Locomotive maintenance is best carried out in a purpose-built cradle that will hold the locomotive for access to the underside as well as protecting any delicate details on top. You may need an electrical supply or a multimeter for resolving a problem and these are better supplied in an area of the fiddle yard. Maintenance may require some disassembly and there is plenty of room in a fiddle yard to spread out the parts and containers for smaller parts. Fiddle yards sometimes have a separate controller for moving locomotives so as not to interfere with the main area of the layout and this can be used to test the locomotive. Users of Digital Command Control (DCC) may find it convenient to site the programming track within the fiddle yard, well away from the main tracks.
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