

[image: image]




Modelling
Signal Boxes


FOR RAILWAY LAYOUTS






[image: image]






Modelling
Signal Boxes


FOR RAILWAY LAYOUTS


TERRY BOOKER


[image: image]


THE CROWOOD PRESS




First published in 2017 by


The Crowood Press Ltd


Ramsbury, Marlborough


Wiltshire SN8 2HR


www.crowood.com


This e-book first published in 2017


© Terry Booker 2017


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 78500 297 7


Disclaimer


The author and the publisher do not accept any responsibility in any manner whatsoever for any error or omission, or any loss, damage, injury, adverse outcome, or liability of any kind incurred as a result of the use of any of the information contained in this book, or reliance upon it. If in doubt about any aspect of railway modelling skills and techniques, readers are advised to seek professional advice.




PREFACE


What lies ahead in this, my third book for The Crowood Press? Like the previous titles, it is an attempt to help readers, irrespective of their level of experience, to get a better understanding of the steam era and also to make the most of their modelling skills. The subject of ‘signal boxes and signalling’ is a vast one, with thousands of boxes controlling millions of points and signals and now, with the rapid development of computers and their associated technologies, a seemingly endless supply of new kits and modellers’ aids. My main objective, therefore, is to cover as much as I can and hope that not too much more happens between the text leaving my keyboard and the finished publication reaching your bookshelf.
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After more than half a century of modelling and ‘linesiding’, I owe a mention to so many individuals and organizations that it would need another complete chapter to thank them all properly for their contributions. Top of the list, however, must be my immediate family. For my early endeavours, my thanks go to my late parents for their encouragement and boundless generosity. Even in the bleak Austerity Years, when it was never easy to find two pennies to rub together, there was always something to help me on my way. For the last fifty years, my long-suffering better half has put up with an ever-expanding tide of model-making paraphernalia, which frequently overflows from the confines of the loft to the comfort of the lounge. Joan now not only tolerates the modelling and the annual pursuits of steam abroad, but also has the added burden of an author who is often locked away in the study. Thanks, too, for my sons, who treat me as a geriatric Peter Pan, ‘the boy who never grew up’, and give me trains not ties at Christmas.


My thanks also go to the many companies and individuals who have helped with the book by generously supplying samples or offering sound advice.




INTRODUCTION


Most modellers, whatever their age and their chosen gauge, will always remember their first train set and their first signal box. For me, that entails a step back in time of around seven decades, to the darkness of a winter’s evening, in the dusty and dimly lit surroundings of my father’s newly rented forge and workshop. It was no secret that the approach of my seventh birthday and of Christmas would soon be rewarded with some second-hand Hornby clockwork trains. Dad was making a signal box and, if I was really good, I had been promised a station too. As with everything my father did, it would be sturdy enough to withstand another war, never mind the accidental demolition efforts of a seven-year- old. I perched on his tool-strewn work-bench and watched him mark out and cut a sheet of hardboard. The still unfamiliar smell of the workshop was made up of wafts of Old Holborn tobacco from Dad’s everpresent roll-up, and the pungent aroma from a large tin of ancient wood-glue that was slowly melting on the glowing embers of the forge. With the careful assembly of the half-dozen bits of hardboard, Hey Presto!, my signal box was born.


Of course I wanted to take it back up the village there and then, but the glue had to dry and it was already well past my bedtime. Sure enough, on Christmas morning there it was, together with the station, smart in its coat of brick-red paint with silver windows and ready to control its single signal to permit the 0-4-0 LNER tank and two coaches to hurtle past at speeds even ‘Mallard’ could not match. True to form, those two simple structures would last throughout the innocent years of my gauge ‘0’ adventures, until they were sold in order to fund the beginnings of grown-up adventures with Hornby Dublo 3-rail.
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Hand-operated point lever at Knighton Yard on ‘Wessex Lines’.
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Scratch-built Sykes banner repeater for the starting signals further along the platform at Sherborne Abbas.




It was not that many months later that I began my life-long enthusiasm for the steam railway. Challow station, halfway between Didcot and Swindon on Brunel’s ‘billiard table’, was less than two downhill miles from home and in those distant days I was free to roam more or less as I pleased. My first real bike (also made by Dad!) could get me there in under half an hour, although it took somewhat longer coming back up to the village. At first I knew nothing about what to do in this strange world of ‘trainspotting’, but a few older boys instructed me in the practice of writing down the numbers in my newly acquired notebook. They went on to explain that the gleeful shouts of ‘cop’ did not imply some special type of train, but merely meant an engine that they had not seen before. The innocence of youth!


As the years rolled by the older ones drifted away, but I continued my journeys and soon invested my pocket money in the brown-covered Western Region Ian Allen ABC, and a new-fangled ‘biro’ to underline those cops. New-found school friends became occasional companions, but my visits tended to be solitary expeditions -- I travelled alone as far as Oxford, Swindon, Reading and Basingstoke, even before I had become one of those new so-called ‘teenagers’. However, as far as Challow was concerned, I found myself at an advantage; especially in the winter. Despite being well into his forties, Dad was still a regular on the village football and cricket teams, as was a certain Ken Rowland, whose day job just happened to be as one of the signalmen at Challow station. Whether out of friendship for my dad or pity for a forlorn and freezing schoolboy, the signal-box window would often slide back and I would be waved to come round. Having strategically placed myself in full view on the ‘up’ side, I would dash back over the road bridge, dump the bike (dad-built Mk2!), scramble over the fence to the meadow, run the hundred yards along to the back of the box, cross the fence again, remove the muddy wellies and climb the stairs to the highly polished warmth of the Challow signal box.
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A Standard 4-6-0 on the ‘up oil’, passing Knighton Yard box. It is surprising what a difference a coat or two of gloss varnish makes to an r-t-r engine.




I cannot lay claim to having learned anything useful from those visits. For a start, I was far more concerned with the trains themselves than with what went on in the box, and Ken was far too preoccupied with the workings of this busy mainline post to spend time explaining the procedures to me. That said, the atmosphere of the place does remain a very vivid memory and is one that is always evoked with every signalman’s autobiography that I read. Their jobs not only carried tremendous responsibility, but also entailed a great deal of autonomy. A team of conscientious and experienced signalmen working adjacent boxes could make all the difference to the smooth running of their stretch of railway. They and they alone would have to decide whether a late-running service should be put into the loop, and delayed still longer, in order to allow a following train to overtake and therefore keep to its schedule. A few quick phone calls would agree the proposals, the respective signals would be pulled off and the appropriate bell codes exchanged. The important train registers would then be written up and would eventually arrive at control. Of course, that wide-eyed twelve-year-old was largely unaware of all this, but, even on a normal day, any brief intervals of calm were all too quickly replaced by periods of seemingly frantic activity.


From memory I recall that Challow had around fifty levers, considerably more than the tiny box at Circourt Crossing (known as ‘Sirkit’ to us Berkshire boys), just over a mile away on the ‘up’ (Didcot) side. Uffington was the next box on its ‘down’ (Swindon) side and that was more comparable in size and was well out of sight as the line curved gracefully northwards. Challow’s levers controlled the signal arms on the up-fast and down-fast, for the up and down relief lines to the east and for the platform loops, as well as for over a score of points, most of which were interlocked. Challow goods yard was also quite large and certainly more complex than those at its neighbouring stations. No wonder Ken Rowland was slim and fit -- he might well have as many as seven or eight trains in his block at any one time. Of one thing I am certain, even after all this time: signal boxes were not only the cleanest places on the entire railway, they were also the busiest.


Getting back to modelling, it was not long before my 3-rail left its semi-permanent home on our table-tennis top (built by Dad) and migrated to an 8 x 6ft garden shed (also built by Dad!). Now it was my turn to build something other than balsa-wood gliders, although that particular wood would still come in handy to reinforce the Bilteezi Country Station and Signal Box. There was almost nothing in the way of model-making equipment available in those days, so the kits were assembled using kitchen scissors, spent razor blades, Seccotine and balsa cement. None the less, although they were a far cry from today’s offerings, I still considered them to be more realistic than the comparatively expensive Hornby Dublo models. Surprisingly, they also turned out to be pretty resilient and weathered many a cold, wet winter and scorching July day. Perhaps it will come as no surprise that I have included Bilteezi in the chapters that follow; it is the least I can do for a range of kits that have been continuously on the market for nearly seventy years.
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Snow-clad Winterbourne on ‘Wessex Lines’. One hundred per cent Bilteezi and built way back in the early 1970s, it has seen four reincarnations and a 100-mile house move. These kits are really admirable.




For me (and many others, I suspect), there was no smooth transition from Dublo to 4mm scale modelling. A-levels, then a job and other social pursuits took precedence over playing trains, and almost a decade had passed before I gave another thought to railways, large or small. Even then, I came back to the hobby almost by accident. As the Saturday duty rep on the Oxford Mail, I was impatiently listening for the presses to roll with the lunch-time edition, waiting to be allowed to head home, when I spotted the headline: ‘Last Steam Train from Oxford’. In my absence, someone had stolen ‘my’ railway and I realized to my dismay that everything I had once known had seemingly gone for ever. An hour later I left Woolworths clutching an Airfix Prairie Tank and two mineral wagons and after that weekend I was hooked. From this point, my military and aviation modelling would have to take a back seat. The long packed-away Dublo was sold (except for an 0-6-2 tank, kept out of pure sentiment) and a shelf in my flat soon boasted some 2-rail track, some more Airfix wagons and, of course, the Airfix signal box.
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‘Danger! Author at work…’




I had a lot of catching-up to do. It was apparent that, as the real steam railway had virtually disappeared, so the model railway world seemed destined to fill the void. The three monthly magazines, Railway Modeller, Model Railway Constructor and Model Railway News, offered all sorts of inspirational layouts, and were packed with advertisements for a huge range of items (if only the weekly wage packet would stretch that far). There were few, if any, proper books on modelling but at least Oxford’s well-stocked library had copies of the works of Edward Beale and John Ahern. Even if I was not in a position to carry out a lot of construction, I could indulge in plenty of daydreaming and scribbling; I would like to dignify it by calling it ‘layout planning’, but I have to admit it was not in that league. I did come up with two philosophies in those far-off days, however, both of which have stood the test of time. First, my goal would be to create systems that went somewhere; the single-station shunting plank was not for me. Second, I would write things down and plan every layout like a business model, not simply ‘model a model’.
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Pendon Museum in Oxfordshire is the zenith of the art of the card scratch-builder: the Parsons Tunnel box on their Devon coastal stretch. ANDY YORK, COURTESY PENDON MUSEUM




Soon after, I had the good fortune to be offered a promotion within my newspaper group and found myself living in an eighteenth-century cottage in Shap, with my wife and two young sons. It was not long before the small dining room was crammed with some dodgy carpentry and my first attempt at a railway that went somewhere. Actually, it went only rarely, as my track-laying and my electrics were of a similar standard to my woodwork. Even if the correct ways still eluded me, I did at least learn how not to do things, and, thanks to a gradually growing library and regular visits to the shows in York, Manchester, Leeds, Liverpool and Glasgow, my reserves of knowledge and stock began to expand. This was the early 1970s, and the hobby itself was only just getting into its stride. ‘Stuff’ was still hard to find (as was the cash to buy it), so, like most of that generation, I began to grapple with kit-bashing, conversions and refurbishing second-hand stock. It was a pleasurable pastime and the art of ‘make do and mend’ came quite naturally to this war baby.


Those formative years have continued to stand me in good stead over the years. I still derive enormous satisfaction from kit-building and kit-bashing, from scratch-building, from trying to re-create the railways I once knew, and from rescuing models. I take pride in the fact that nothing on my layouts is ever left in its straight-from-the-box condition. Anyone can own a superb model railway. Today’s high standards of manufacture, together with reams of useful information, mean that a modeller’s aspirations are limited only by the size of his or her bank balance. However, mere ownership does not necessarily imply satisfaction. I believe firmly that putting your skills to the test and making things for yourself will help you get the most out of this great hobby. Even the simple exercise of building a kit as per the instructions is more rewarding than buying a similar item off the shelf. However, when you take things a step further, and ‘bash’ or customize that kit into something closer to your ideal, you will have begun your transformation from model-railway owner to proper railway-modeller.


Clearly, railway modelling is alive and well, and this is evidenced by bookshops and magazine sellers offering a wide range of prototype and modelling titles, and by the vigorous discussions on various forums. Some of the information out there, however, is slightly disturbing for the older modeller. Many of the magazines and newer ‘bookzines’ seem to imply that modelling is simple, and that all problems may be easily resolved. Perhaps this has to do with the modern concern with instant gratification? It certainly does no favours for the newer modeller, or, I suspect, for the longer-term future of the hobby. Any experienced modeller will affirm that the best results come with practice and persistence. Persuading a novice into believing that overnight success is achievable is likely to lead to disappointment, dissatisfaction and the premature abandonment of the hobby.


Even after a half-century of modelling, I still make mistakes and my carefully prepared plans often go awry. The work in this book has been written up and photographed as it happened -- no glossy studio shots, no tailor-made facilities and no resorting to ‘Here’s one we made earlier’! My aim is to present a relaxed tutorial in a domestic setting that will be familiar to most modellers.
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My rendition of the once-familiar installations at Salisbury Tunnel Junction.






[image: image]


A scratch-built model of Dainton signal box, based on a handful of photographs and boasting a detailed interior.
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Built for the book, this Metcalfe box is posed at Knighton Yard on ‘Wessex Lines’; see Chapter 3 for a full description of its assembly.




The book will take a look at just a few of the 10,000 or more signal boxes inherited by British Railways in January 1948. As well as controlling almost every mile of track from Land’s End to John o’Groats, they were also the highly polished homes of the small army of experienced signalmen who operated them. It is a happy coincidence for modellers that there was no such thing as the ‘standard’ signal box; it is difficult to claim that no two were ever alike, but their variety was almost infinite. At the dawn of BR there were still survivors from the original independent railways, based on different designs built by numerous contractors. The ‘standard’ types favoured by the larger pre-grouping companies remained plentiful, alongside the slightly more recent house styles imposed by the Big Four. Most BR regions also had examples of wartime and post-war additions. If there was an infinite number of styles, then this was certainly matched by an infinite number of sizes; signal boxes really did range from a small shed covering four or five levers at a branch terminus to major installations with well over 150 levers at busy mainline junction stations.


The book will take a fairly broad view of the infrastructure and interior of the boxes, and will also spend some time looking at signals and signalling, a poorly modelled feature on too many otherwise excellent layouts. When it comes to the modelling itself, there are many options currently available and the information will help you identify the ones best suited to your existing or planned layout; there are plenty to choose from, with new kits and off-the-shelf versions coming on to the market almost every month. Needless to say, despite this wide choice, many modellers will still want something perhaps slightly different or maybe they will want to re-create an exact replica of a particular example. That of course means venturing into customizing (also known as ‘kit-bashing’), and ultimately into scratch-building, still making best use of any appropriate modellers’ aids and accessories.
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Another of my scratch-built models, East Ilsley box takes a ‘holiday’ from its home on the exhibition modules to signal the Castle hauled ‘up’ Devonian.




While on the subject of modelling an exact prototype, if your chosen box is on the real railway rather than on a preserved line, you would be well advised to photograph and measure it now. The last phase of bringing our much-loved Victorian signalling into line with the twenty-first century is well under way, and these once-familiar sights and installations are disappearing at an alarming rate. I discovered this to my cost, when I considering illustrating the former LSWR/SR boxes at Hamworthy Junction, Wool and Poole in this book. In the week or so that elapsed before I was able to make the trip to photograph them, they had all been demolished! So do not delay: even if your model is only on a long-term wish list, make sure you capture that vital detail before it is turned into a pile of rubble.


As well as describing the step-by-step assembly of several types of kit, including laser-cut and downloads (together with occasional advice on how to improve them), the book will also visit a couple of popular tourist lines for scratch-builds. A visit to my ‘Wessex Lines’ loft layout will show other examples in their model environment and their temporary replacement with our project versions.


It is now time to ‘set-the-road’, pull off the ‘starter’ and tap ‘train-leaving-section’ to the next box. The journey starts here.




CHAPTER ONE


CHOOSING THE RIGHT BOX


THE STEAM ERA


It may seem a little odd to describe signal boxes as belonging to any particular period. They were, after all, around from the earliest days of the railways and are still lingering more than a century and a half later. But it is necessary to draw a line somewhere and the phrase ‘steam era’ manages to encompass around 100 years of railway history, from the colourful pregrouping companies, through the decades of the ‘Big Four’ to the rather less colourful and rusty demise of steam under British Railways. The traditional signal boxes survived throughout that period and did so with very little change to their number, their role or their appearance. They did receive more than one lick of paint in that time – some of the older ones probably had an inch of the stuff before finally succumbing to the pace of change. Since most modellers, and indeed most manufacturers, seem to concentrate their activities on the years between the late 1930s and the mid-1960s, it makes sense to follow their example. (I apologize to the ‘pre-groupers’ and the ‘modern image’ modellers, but even for your eras, your signal box will still only need that aforementioned lick of paint. And the out-of-use boarded-up windows would bring you right up to date.)
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The small ground-level signal box at the end of the former Lambourn Valley Railway is a sort of half-way house between a covered ground frame and a ‘proper’ box. AUSTIN ATTEWELL
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Another ground-level example, which combines the all-timber construction with a hipped roof. The emerging signal wires and point-rodding are clearly shown. The rather sparse, but not unattractive, passenger facilities are quite sufficient for this wayside halt. AUSTIN ATTEWELL




The illustrations here feature period black and white images, contemporary photographs and even some kit and scratch-built examples. Mainly, they have been chosen to give just a glimpse of the variety of sizes, styles, materials and designs that might be suitable for even the smallest of layouts.


A FEW BASICS




[image: image]


Another platform-based box, this time at St Columb Road – a very attractive little design and an ideal project for a first scratch-build. AUSTIN ATTEWELL




The signal box is ubiquitous – there are 10,000 of them – and probably the simplest of any of the buildings on the railways, real or model. The descriptions that follow may all be preceded by ‘as a general rule’. There will always be exceptions, but there is neither time nor space to cover every variation. Suffice it to say that the signal box is a four-sided rectangular structure, usually with two floors and either a hipped or ridged roof – a box with a lid. Some were square but more often they were oblong, with the longer side facing the track. The ground floor, often known as the locking room, contained the working machinery, which conveyed the movement of the upstairs levers to the signal wires and point-rodding outside. This lower floor had no more than a few windows and usually a single doorway, which also gave access to an internal staircase on certain types of box. The upper or operating floor, where it all happened, housed the lever frame itself and the requisite number and type of levers. Communication with the adjacent boxes was set out on a long instrument shelf positioned above the levers. Above this was a large panel representing the section controlled by the box and showing its status at any given moment. This was the signal box ‘diagram’.


In addition to this there would be all the paraphernalia associated with a busy working environment and its administrative and personnel needs. Depending upon the size and complexity of the box, there might be a stove, chair(s), desk(s), cupboard(s), notice-board(s) and telephones. There would also be limited domestic facilities, adequate for the number of staff on duty and the number of shifts operated. The toilet might be found downstairs, either in the locking room or in an outside lean-to. The operating floor would be as fully glazed as possible, to give clear views up and down the line.


SITING THE SIGNAL BOX


Those signal boxes with external access would have a flight of steps leading to a veranda or balcony. The steps could run at right-angles to the building or be built against the wall. The actual entrance to the operating floor could be via small lobby or direct from the veranda; and the veranda itself could be confined to just the access area or run around the front of the box. One point that is worth highlighting is the orientation of the structure. As a general rule, the entrance, whether at ground level or via the steps, would face towards the main station buildings. Unlike the model kits, this meant that any ‘standard’ designs could be constructed with the railway equivalent of left- or right-hand drive! As to the question of which side of the line the box should be located, there is little consistency. While it is true that there are certain stretches of mainline where there is a level of conformity, there will always be at least one box that is on the other side. As a result, the modeller is free to site a box where it looks best, as long as that location still fulfils the operating requirements of the miniature signalman – most obviously in respect of its apparent sightlines. Almost invariably, however, modellers will have their signal box facing the viewer.


EXPLORING OPTIONS


At its simplest, choosing a signal box for a layout need be no more time-consuming than trawling through the adverts, spending a few minutes in the local model shop, and purchasing a kit or a ready-to-site example to place beside the track. However, there are many more options than that. There are a number of factors to take into consideration when making your choice, and it is a sound idea to put pen to paper at this stage and list all the key points, which can then be marshalled into some order of priority.
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Lostwithiel (GWR/BRw) is surely a classic for the space-starved modeller? It comprises a large signal box built into the platform end, controlling a level-crossing, and a carriage bay and loco facilities immediately behind. AUSTIN ATTEWELL
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All typically GWR, but, as it is located on the platform, the usual locking-room windows have been omitted, probably for security reasons. AUSTIN ATTEWELL
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Mortimer, between Reading and Basingstoke, is another standard GWR design with older-pattern windows. Those elegant spiked finials are definitely not standard, though. AUSTIN ATTEWELL




CREATING A SPECIFICATION


In order to illustrate this task, some broad assumptions need to be agreed: either the layout has already been built or the planning and back story are well advanced; the area and the era have been decided; the company or region that will operate the box has been identified; the probable location for the box and its likely size are also known; and, finally, the budget, in terms of money or time, or both, has been set. Now you can start your list.


The list might be presented as follows (or scribbled down as an accompaniment to the layout plan):


Geographic area: Yorkshire, secondary mainline, ’up’ and ‘down’ through roads and passing loops, rural location


Company: NER/LNER/BR(NE)


Site size: 6in (150mm) by 4in (100mm)


Budget: cash £15 to £20, build time two weeks incl. interior


Desirables: card kit (customized kit?); similar to block-posts on Scarborough route; LNER or contractor built; approx. 20 levers; BR(E) colourscheme period 1950-ish; make it higher to give better view over an adjacent road bridge? May need different brick paper(s)?, add an interior with wires and rodding on the outside.


SPOILT FOR CHOICE?


You can do your research online or go windowshopping through the ads pages of the magazines, or look through albums for inspiration. In this case, the online option produced four possible examples, all within budget and some even allowing the additional cost of the point-rodding and interior-detailing kits.


For those modellers who are in a hurry and are prepared to push the budget, or perhaps dispense with the interior-detailing set(s), Hornby’s larger ‘Skaledale’ box seems pretty much tailor-made for the job. It appears to be an accurately dimensioned and nicely finished version of a typical box found in the chosen area and it falls within the allocated footprint. However, it would not do to ignore the example in the Wills Scenics range. This is a slightly larger box and is modelled on one of the many versions built by contractors Saxby and Farmer. They were responsible for the signalling on several of the pre-grouping systems. This box could sit quite happily in this planned setting. It is a plastic kit, which is why it has been considered along with the previous item; when painted in the appropriate regional colours, the visual difference between them would be minimal.
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Barge-boards were much less common on the old GWR, but this may well be a contractor-built box with pre-grouping origins. AUSTIN ATTEWELL




In terms of card kits, the original Prototype (currently discontinued, but sometimes available via Freestone Models) would probably be my favourite. In this instance, these kits have no competitors. They are always accurate, well thought out, nicely finished and a pleasure to assemble. The box selected represents the one at Stamford and its footprint of roughly 140 x 90mm neatly fits the intended site. The downsides are that it does look more LNER than NER in its origins and it does tend to drift in and out of availability.


Moving on to the download kits, Smart Models have the edge, with their version of the Low Gates (Northallerton) signal box. This is more than appropriate in terms of geography, and, priced at just £3.99 with free repeats, it leaves plenty of budget to cover the requisite interior and rodding. The footprint is also commendably close to the brief, at 140mm by 110mm. It is also architecturally interesting in that it is a local BR design dating from the early 1950s and, if that were not enough, it also controlled a capstanoperated level-crossing.
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Luxulyan is a typical GWR timber-built box, but with a hipped roof. Note the attractive (standard) corbels, the ventilators and the token apparatus. AUSTIN ATTEWELL
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This former LSWR/SR box, now out of use, still stands at Wareham.
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The original signal box at Swanage had to be replaced and re-sited, but now looks very much part of the landscape.
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The signal box at Corfe Castle is an enthusiast-built replica of the original.




It is easy to see how wide the range of options is, even when starting with a relatively tight brief. There can be very few instances where the modeller is not given the choice of at least plastic or card construction; of ready-to-site or kit-build; or of something from the variety of downloads. Finally, if all else fails, the ever-increasing supply of modellers’ aids makes scratch-building and kit-bashing into somewhat easier projects.


SIZING


The above example is pretty straightforward and it will certainly not match the aspirations of most modellers. However, there are some basic considerations that will apply in almost every decision-making exercise. The most basic of these is probably the actual size of the box; the design, style and regional identity can invariably be tweaked on the modelling bench.


As a general rule, the size of the box will be governed by the size of the lever frame and that, of course, is determined by the number of signal arms, points, interlocking levers, detonators and crossing-gates that need to be operated. Your layout plan and back story will become your personal criteria, and you can always explain away a larger box by implying that it also controls some ‘off-stage’ items. Alternatively, it may be justified by the removal and ‘rationalization’ of the local facilities, or by the provision for extra facilities that were never developed. If the interior is being modelled, you may need to incorporate a number of white ‘out-of-service’ levers, or vacant spaces on the frame.


Some quick research will throw up a few prototype examples and it will be immaterial where they are located; most of the original companies will have worked to similar criteria in terms of the relative size (and cost) of their installations. As a final test, try placing a paper or card mock-up in situ – if it looks wrong, it probably is.


ISSUES WITH ROOFS AND WINDOWS


There is one final point that may or may not influence the choice of material from which your kit is made. There is still, fifty years after the introduction of plastic-moulding, a problem with plastic kits. Manufacturers continue to represent the common or garden slate roof with mouldings so coarse and out of scale as to resemble, at best, clay tiles, or at worst their two-inch thick modern counterparts. It is a mystery why they cannot reproduce slate with a ‘shallow-etch’ effect, and why they persist with the grossly over-stated versions that usually spoil an otherwise well-crafted kit.
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An example of ‘scratch-building’ in 12 inches-to-the-foot scale, this is at Crowcombe Heathfield on the WSR.
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This ex-Bristol & Exeter Railway is at Williton on the West Somerset – another good subject for a scratch-build project.
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Blue Anchor’s former GWR signal box.




You might also want to consider the kit manufacturer’s treatment of the main windows, which will inevitably be a dominant feature in the appearance of the box. After all, they make up almost three complete sides of the operating floor. There are a number of issues to consider: a plastic kit may be spoilt by over-thick glazing bars and frames, while a card kit may have glazing material that is too flimsy. Pre-printed glazing is often incorrect in terms of style or colour.


A careful study of the appropriate prototype images will help you to judge what is right and what is not. It is also useful to compare photographs of real-world signal boxes with the maker’s images of their would-be equivalents in the featured kits. Very few will be accurate miniature versions of the prototype, but the closer they are to capturing the overall style, and the more precise and well executed their detail, the less work you will have to put in to get them visually correct.


ADDITIONS AND ALTERNATIVES


The lever frame in the signal box should have sufficient slots for every signal and point under its control. However, in both real life and on the layout, that does not necessarily apply to every signal and point that lies within its block section. There are two notable exceptions: first, the hand-operated points within a goods yard or around the engine shed; and second, those points, and sometimes a signal or two, which are controlled from a locally sited lever frame (although such installations will only be found at the outer limits of the block, where sight-lines are restricted and/or where there may be frequent and complicated shunting).




[image: image]


Harmans Cross boasts not only a new signal box but also a completely new station.
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Norden Station is at the park-and-ride end of the Swanage Railway; its busy lever frame is housed in this neat little shed.
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Norden again: this new lever frame is at the commencement of the soon-to-be-operational extension to Wareham and the mainline.




The first type is easy to spot on any photograph as the points will have a simple white-painted lever next to the tie-bar. These are often protected by a simple guard rail, which will also be painted white. In model form these levers are available as small white metal castings or can be quickly fabricated on the work-bench; any guard rails can also be formed from plastic rod or florist’s wire. In theory they can be positioned facing the point or, more probably, parallel to the point and pulling it via a 90-degree crank. The important thing to remember is that the levers are invariably supported on extended sleepers; the space between them is hollowed out to take the mechanism. It is quite easy to make the levers yourself from small scraps of wire; they should be about 4ft (1.2m) long.


The second type is rather like a miniature, openair signal box. As the name implies, it has a proper lever frame and can contain a mix of levers appropriate to the facilities under its control. However, it is not an autonomous unit and can only be operated with a key or token issued by the main signal box for that block. In some case, the remote frame can be activated from an unlocking lever in the box. Such a set-up would normally be found at small independent yards and sidings, where it could be worked by the train crew. Other sites are sometime found at termini where the crews could sort out their own runaround. Either way, a ground frame is not that easy to justify in model terms, but if you can find an excuse to install one, there are two versions contained in the Wills Scenics pack (around £8.00). If you find yourself with a few levers left over from one of the fairly plentiful supply in either the Springside or Ratio kits, then these can be placed within a simple scratch-built frame to give a quite satisfactory model.


The signal levers will, of course, carry the same colour codes and the frame may have bell contact with the adjacent boxes. Four or five levers would be pretty much the limit (two points, a locking lever and home/stop signals) before the frame was enclosed in a small shelter and became a signal box in its own right.


KIT OR READY-TO-SITE?


In the 1970s and 80s, there was a limited choice of signal boxes for layouts, but the options were largely adequate for most modellers’ needs and this greatly simplified the decision-making process. In terms of card kits, the market was served by Bilteezi, Superquick, Metcalfe and Prototype and choices were governed by the regional setting and the amount of time the modeller wanted to invest in the pursuit of accuracy. If you wanted to go along the plastic kit route, then it was either Ratio or the all-to-familiar Midland box from Airfix (Dapol). Ready-to-site offerings were really restricted to the very stylized Hornby(Triang) version. This was enough for most modellers to install reasonably accurate structures that were appropriate to the geographic location of the layout and to those original companies responsible the railway architecture. Anyone who needed something more precise would have to either ‘kit-bash’ or resort to scratch-building.
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Goathland box on the North York Moors railway.
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Goathland in miniature, courtesy of Hornby. Sadly, it is far too ‘miniature’, being around ten per cent under scale.
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Just some of many kits currently available: the choice spans over seventy years of development, from plain printed card to the latest in downloads and laser-cut kits.




One thing that was pretty certain was scale. With the possible exception of the Superquick kit, which was, and still is, a tad on the large side, all the other offerings were within a millimetre of the 1/76th (4mm to the foot) requirement. Despite all the many new kits, the downloads and the ready-to-site models currently available, those old favourites continue to be popular with today’s enthusiasts and still grace the layouts of those who installed them several decades ago. Maybe if it ain’t broke, it don’t need fixing.


One of the aims of this guide is to examine the plethora of choices now available to the first-time buyer or, indeed, any modeller wishing to take a fresh look at their layout. There is now such a huge range of items out there, and so many different ways of accessing and installing them, that making the right choice is no longer straightforward. There is an enormous gulf in cost, convenience and effort between downloading a kit on to your printer and simply grabbing a ready-to-site resin box from your dealer. The second option can take just minutes, yet it will cost three or four times as much as the first, which could well take a week or so to complete.


Although the main thrust of this book is directed towards actual modelling projects, the increase in the availability and popularity of ready-to-site resin buildings cannot be ignored. There is, however, very little that even the most committed ‘customizer’ can do to them. Customizing is more or less limited to a regional repaint and some extra detailing, and then only to differentiate your ‘boxed box’ from the countless others that walked off the shelves on the same day.


It should also be noted that the availability of these mass-market models is subject to quite acute fluctuations. At any one time, a kit may well appear in catalogues and advertisements, but be hard to find on the high street; equally, the reverse can be true, with the manufacturers’ websites showing a kit out of stock while a local dealer has several on the shelf.
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