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Introduction 
 

Hello, and welcome to All Aboard!, a comprehensive introduction to 

the fun and exciting hobby of model trains. This special guide will 

help to familiarize you with basic information that you should know 

if you're just starting out with model trains or are considering this 

as a hobby and is dedicated to beginners and newcomers alike. 

Train modeling is often times said to be “The World's Greatest 

Hobby” and for good reason. Let's take a look at what make this 

hobby so special to so many people world wide. 

The thing that really sets train modeling apart from other hobbies 

is the fact that it is extremely easy to get into for people of any age, 

gender, or skill level. Additionally, it also allows you to challenge 

your creativity and build wondrous works of craftsmanship and 

engineering that you can be proud of and show off to others. 

Here are some of the best things about train modeling: 

 Getting started is super-easy 

 Enjoy unlimited freedom to build what you want, how you want 

 You have easy access to parts, tools and supplies through the 

internet and hobby shops 

 You can challenge your skill and creativity with advanced 

projects 

 It's easy to impress your friends and family with your 

craftsmanship 

 You don't have to have talent to create amazing model train 

sets 

 The online train modeling community is friendly and welcoming 

Another thing that some people tend to overlook is that train 

modeling is an art form. Unlike other art forms, such as painting or 

playing a musical instrument, train modeling requires no talent to 

get started and becoming skilled is incredibly easy. You're free to 

work at your own pace and progress to more advanced sets and 

techniques as you see fit. Even beginners can make some really 

amazing creations! 

 

Now that you know a bit about why train modeling is known as “The 

World's Greatest Hobby” let's take a look at how to get started! 
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Chapter 1: Getting Started 
 

Believe it or not train modeling doesn't start with purchasing a 

model train set at all. The first thing you have to do is create an 

area upon which to place the track, create the scenery, and add 

other models such as buildings and cars. Keep in mind that you don't 

have to create a complete environment such as this if you're just 

starting out, you can simply set up the model train set itself if you 

prefer. 

 

Creating Your Work Bench 
 

Regardless of how complex you want your first project to be, 

you're going to have to have something to set it on as previously 

mentioned. This can be a table you craft yourself, commonly 

refereed to as a “work bench” among train modelers. Alternately, 

you could simply purchase a table to use. This can be cheaper with 

smaller tables but building the work bench yourself maybe more 

cost effective with larger tables. 

 

It should also be mentioned that building your own work bench 

tends to give you more options when it comes to adding scenery. A 

work bench constructed out of plywood with a foam base allows 

you to more easily add scenery such as buildings or create unique 

features such as lakes. If this sounds a bit to ambitious for you as a 

beginner don't be afraid to keep things simple. 

 

One thing to remember is that how big or how small your work bench 

is will dictate how big your model train set can be, as well as the 

surrounding scenery. It is best to have an idea of how large you 

want the completed work to be before you create your work bench 

or purchase a table. 
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Choosing A Model Train Set 
 

When people first get into train modeling they tend to purchase a 

starter train set. This tends to have it's advantages and 

disadvantages. The good thing is that a starter set is very easy to 

set up and comes with a track plan. This will ensure that it 

functions properly and that there are no problems such as not 

having enough power or the train derailing due to a botched track 

layout. 

 

The downside to this is that these starter sets offer very little 

room for expansion. This is due to several factors including the 

electrical capacity of the transformer the track came with. While 

adding new sections of track to your starter set is possible there 

just may not be enough power to keep the train going. 

 

Alternately, you can build a train set from scratch which offers 

unlimited expansion potential. This is great for those of an 

intermediate to advanced level but may be a daunting task for 

beginners. You will need to purchase track, railroad cars, and 

electronics separately and assemble the layout yourself. This can 

lead to some amazing creations for those with the patience and 

discipline to stick with it for the long-term. 

 

The drawback to starting from scratch is that it does take more 

work, more planning, and more patience. If you start from scratch 

you're definitely not going to have a functioning railroad up and 

running overnight. 

 

Overall beginners may want to start with an attractive starter set. 

While these sets tend to be more simplistic they are also easier to 

assemble and offer a great introduction to the hobby of train 

modeling. Just make sure you do your research before making a 

purchase and realize that there are limitations as to how much you 

can expand a starter set without creating a jumbled non-

functioning mess in most cases. 
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 Chapter 2: Weathering 
 

While having a model train display set up that looks perfect in every 

way may be an impressive sight, it isn't all that realistic. In real life 

most trains don't appear as if they're brand new, they're weathered 

and worn from years of use and braving the elements. This also 

applies to your scenery as well. Perfectly chiseled mountains, 

buildings that look as if they were build yesterday, and cars that 

look as if they've just rolled off of the assembly line can create an 

almost surreal look and feel. 

 

Weathering is the art of taking your model trains, and the entire 

display in many cases, and making them look more natural and 

realistic. This may sound like a simple task but it does take a bit of 

practice and know-how to accomplish. Trying to weather your train 

display while having no clue what you're doing can be disastrous. 

 

Be Patient 
 

When it comes to weathering the number one rule is to have 

patience. As you're weathering your model trains and other parts of 

the display they're going to look really ugly until the process is 

complete. This can cause frustration in beginners who may assume 

that they've just ruined their model. 

 

Don't get frustrated and give up in the middle of the weathering 

process or you will be left with an ugly mess. Just remember, the 

finished product will look fine if you know what you're doing and 

stick with it. Weathering is one of those tasks that you can't afford 

to do only halfway. 

 

Different Techniques for Different Materials 
 

Another thing to keep in mind is that when weathering model trains 

and box cars the nature of the model itself will have an effect on 

the weathering process and the techniques you use. For example, if 
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your have a box car is made of plastic that is per-colored and not 

painted you're going to need to pain the inside of the car as well to 

prevent light from seeping in through the thin plastic and creating 

a “glow” effect. 

 

If the mode train you've purchased is one of the more expensive types 

it will probably come painted and look all nice and shiny. While this 

does look neat, it isn't realistic and you may want to eliminate the 

shine. The best way to remove the “new train shine” is to apply a dull 

cleaner coat to the model. 

 

Buildings and Other Objects 
 

It would look pretty silly to have a weathered train going around 

the track in a pristine, utopian looking city. If you're going to 

weather your train, you're going to want to do the same for the rest 

of your display. This also includes scenery such as mountains, trees, 

and other natural objects as well. 

 

Weathering buildings and cars can take a bit of work but isn't too 

hard. There are techniques to make buildings appear weathered 

that involve using two separate coats of paint which work 

incredibly well. Also, rust can be applied to “metal” objects either 

using a rust colored paint or actual real rust which can be 

obtained from allowing steel wool to sit in household vinegar for 

about a week. 

 

Start With Cleaning 
 

Before you get started on your weathering, make sure you 

thoroughly clean the object you're going to weather first. Dust, 

fingerprints, grease and other substances can interfere with the 

weathering process. This is because weathering techniques require 

very precise applications of paint and sometimes other chemicals, 

and unwanted substances can cause negative effects. 
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Chapter 3: Common Beginner Mistakes 
 

While the hobby of train modeling is easy to get into, there are 

common mistakes that most beginners make that end up costing them 

a lot of time and money. This can be very frustrating and may even 

cause some budding model train enthusiasts to give up and quit. The 

good news is that these common mistakes are easily avoidable. 

 

Size Matters 
 

One thing beginners fail to realize many times is the concept of 

scale. Scale refers to the size comparison between the model set 

and the real life train it is based off of. While this is easy to get, and 

not even that necessary to understand when it comes to just the 

model train itself, scale is very important when creating the 

scenery of the display. 

 

One good example of problems with scale is creating buildings or 

trees that are too small. Beginners tend to misjudge the scale of 

the buildings and trees in relation to one another as well as in 

relation to the train itself. This can lead to a display looking like 

some sort of bizarre fairytale world with warped proportions. 

 

Overcoming this problem is as easy as understanding the scale of 

your train itself. If your train is 1:160 (160 times smaller than a real 

train) then you need to make the buildings, trees, people, cars, and 

everything else 1:160 as well. This is as easy as getting 

measurements for the types of scenery you want and dividing by 160. 
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Being too Ambitious too Soon 
 

Having high hope and aspirations as a train modeler is great and 

highly encouraged. However, if your ambition exceeds your skill 

level you may run into some problems. 

 

One of the main problems that many beginners face is trying too 

much too soon. They build a massive work bench and have plans to 

build a glorious model train display similar to one they saw in a 

magazine or museum. The thing they're forgetting is that huge 

displays like that can take months or even years to complete. 

 

This becomes problematic due to the fact that most beginners want 

to see results as quickly as possible and haven't developed the 

sense of patience that is necessary to build a model train display 

that's large and complex. Understandably, this can lead to 

frustration and disinterest as the huge work bench constantly 

looks incomplete. 

 

The problem of being overly ambitious is best handled by starting 

small. When you're just starting out don't try and build the 

greatest train display in the world just yet. Start by creating a 

small display that is simplistic yet highly detailed and you'll have 

something you can be proud of in no time! 
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Chapter 4: Saving Money 
 

Train modeling isn't exactly the cheapest hobby around but you can 

save a ton of money if you know what you're doing. In addition to 

avoiding common beginner mistakes that drain your bank account 

there are other things to consider as well. If you play it smart you 

can drastically cut down on the amount of money you would 

otherwise end up spending on this exciting hobby. 

 

Planning Your Budget 
 

If you're going to become a train modeler you're going to have to get 

used to operating on a budget if you're not rich. This can be harder 

than you'd imagine if you are an impulse buyer, especially since great 

deals on model trains and accessories can be found with ease if you 

know where to look. Building a model train set required patience 

and discipline; especially when it comes to how much you're 

spending. 

 

Each month you should allot a certain amount of money to spend on 

your hobby. No matter what happens, even if you find a “once in a 

lifetime deal” don't go over your budget. Incredible deals come and 

go all the time, you'll find another down the road when you can 

afford it. For the time being, just stick to your budget because once 

you break your budget you'll be tempted to do so again and again. 

 

Selling What You Don't Need 
 

If you're just starting out and create an simple train display and 

find that you wish to upgrade it to something a bit more fancy don't 

forget that your can sell parts that you no longer need. The parts 

that you no longer need may have no use to you but they might be 

exactly what another train modeler is looking for. 

 

There are plenty of sites online where train modeling enthusiasts 

meet to trade and sell parts and resources with one another. These 

places offer a friendly atmosphere where you can search for parts 

you need, get tips on various modeling techniques, and generally 

share the experience of train modeling with others. This allows you 

to get rid of unwanted parts and pieces and acquire the ones you 

need, often times at a bargain price. 
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You can also unload unwanted parts on auction sites such as eBay 

as well as find many great upgrades and accessories at ultra-low 

prices. In some cases you can even find entire train displays which 

you can breakdown and use to rapidly build up your own display. 

 

Just remember that when a part of your train display becomes 

obsolete there is probably someone out there who could use it and 

would be willing to pay or trade for it. 

 

Doing Your Research 
 

Getting into train modeling does not start with purchasing a 

starter train set, or even with building or purchasing a work bench: 

train modeling should always start with research. The reason for 

this is that as a beginner you may think you know what you want but, 

due to limited knowledge and experience, you may realize later on 

that the model train set you purchases isn't the one you really 

want. This hobby rewards careful planning more so than impulsive 

creation and expansion, at least financially speaking anyway. 

 

There are many, many different options available to you when you 

first get started with model trains. In fact, it can be possible to 

suffer from “information overload” while you research what kind 

of set you want and what kind of display you would like to build. 

Stay focused and concentrate on developing a clear idea of exactly 

what you want to create so that you don't end up having to spend 

money to replace items that you bought hastily. 

 

Be open to new ideas as you do your research. Just because you 

think you may want to get a certain type of train doesn't mean that 

you may not see another that you like better. The more options you 

expose yourself to the better idea you'll have of what you really 

want. For example, it would do no good to buy a steam train set only 

to discover later that you really want diesel. 

 

Chapter 6 will actually give you a huge list of model train 

manufacturers so that you can take a look around. This will help 

you to get an idea of what kind of train set you want and what type 

of display you'd like to build. 
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Be Careful Who You Trust 
 

When purchasing model trains and accessories you have to be 

careful who you buy from and who you trust when it comes to buying 

advice. While there are very few people who would intentionally 

mislead you, there are people out there who don't know much about 

model trains that sell parts and accessories. 

 

This includes store clerks at hobby shops who may not have a 

strong grasp on the art of train modeling. If they don't have a good 

understanding of the hobby, then chances are they aren't in any 

position to advise you on what you buy for your display. 

 

You also need to be careful when buying model train parts and 

accessories off of sites like eBay. In some cases the seller may be a 

fellow train modeler who understands the hobby while in other 

cases it may be a relative of a deceased train modeler selling off 

parts, a mother selling her son's set after he left for college, or 

something of that nature. 

 

Auctions for model train parts and accessories being sold by people 

with no understanding of the hobby can often times be identified by 

vague wording or a “you get what you see” type of listing with a 

picture. If someone refers to the model train as “small” instead of 

listing its actual scale, chances are they don't know much about the 

hobby. 

 

The problem here lies in the fact that even if there are pictures it 

can be very hard to tell what you're getting, especially in relation 

to scale. If you come across an auction like this that you're 

interested in, message the seller and ask for specific info regarding 

what it it he/she is selling. This will help to ensure that you don't 

make a huge purchasing mistake and waste a lot of money. 

 

In a worst case scenario, if you buy something that turns out to be 

not what you expected, you can always re-list for sale. You can also 

try and sell it on a model train enthusiasts site as well. Who knows, 

you may even turn a profit! 
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Chapter 5: Train Modeling Terms for Beginners 
 

One thing that tends to confuse people who are just getting into 

the exciting world of train modeling is the various terms and 

phrases used among those who have been apart of the hobby for 

some time. For example, many beginners don't understand that a 

“work bench” is actually the platform the train display is set on, 

not a separate work area. 

 

In other cases, there are also discrepancies between terms in 

different countries since train modeling is “The World's Greatest 

Hobby” after all. An example of this would be the fact that in the UK 

the hobby is referred to as “railroad modeling” instead of train 

modeling as it is in the US. This can also cause a bit of confusion. 

 

Here are some of the common terms and phrases that you should 

familiarize yourself with. Apart of becoming a veteran train 

modeler is learning the language after all. 

 

List of Terms 
 

Accessory Digital Decoder: 

 

This is a device which powers and controls non-train moving parts 

on the display. This includes objects such as bridges, cranes, and 

turntables. 

 

 

Benchwork: 

 

Also known as a work bench. This is the foundation that the display 

sits on top of. 

 

 

Cab: 

 

A device that controls the locomotive, track switches, and layout 

accessories. 

 

Drivers: 

 

These are the large wheels on a steam locomotive connected by side 

rods. 
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Flextrack: 

 

Also known as “flexi-track.” This is a type of track able to bend as 

needed. It is typically used when building a train display from 

scratch as opposed to starter sets which come with a set track 

layout. 

 

 

Gauge: 

 

The distance between the inside edges of the rails. Don't confuse 

this with scale, many beginners do. 

 

 

Hard Shell: 

 

This is a scenery base that is created by using paper towels and 

plaster. They are then placed on top of a base such as cardboard. 

 

 

Loading Gauge: 

 

The space needed to the sides and above the track to ensure that 

your train doesn't hit anything and can more freely. 

 

 

LDE: 

 

Layout Design Element 

 

 

Main Line: 

 

The main section of the railroad track that connects all the 

important destinations on your display. 

 

Passing Siding: 

 

A section of track that runs parallel to the main line and allows 

two trains to pass one another. 
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Rail Joiner: 

 

A small metal clip that allows two sections of track to be 

connected. 

 

 

Reefer: 

 

Refrigeration car. 

 

 

Rolling Stock: 

 

Passenger and freight cars. 

 

 

Scale: 

 

Proportion of a model to the real life equivalent. Don't confuse this 

with gauge. 

 

 

Tender: 

 

The car that comes directly after the steam locomotive that carries 

the coal for the firebox and the water for the boiler. 

 

 

Transformer: 

 

A device that converts a higher electrical voltage to a lower 

voltage. Has a direct impact on how much power can be allotted to 

your train set. 

 

 

Truck: 

 

The frame assembly that's under each end of a carriage or diesel 

locomotive that holds the wheels. 

 

 

Wheel Set: 

 

The wheel and axle assembly that fits into the truck of the 

carriage. 
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Chapter 6: Model Train Manufacturers 
 

One of the most important ways you can save money with model 

trains is to know what you want before you buy. This being the case, 

it naturally makes sense to take a look at as many different styles 

of model trains and model train sets before making a purchase. 

Here is list of model train manufactures so that you can take a look 

around and get an idea of what you want. 

 

Airfix  
 
Athearn  
 
Atlas Model Railroad  
 
Bachmann Industries  
 
Bemo  
 
Bowser Manufacturing  
 
Broadway Limited Imports (BLI)  
 
Dapol  
 
Faller  
 
Fleischmann  
 
Fulgurex  
 
G .& R. Wrenn Ltd  
 
Great West Models  
 
HAG  
 
Heljan  
 
Herpa  

http://www.airfix.com/
http://www.athearn.com/
http://www.atlasrr.com/
http://www.bachmanntrains.com/home-usa/index.php
http://www.tee-usa.com/store/bemo-catalog.html
http://www.bowser-trains.com/
http://www.broadway-limited.com/
http://www.dapol.co.uk/
http://www.faller.de/App/WebObjects/XSeMIPS.woa/cms/page/pid.14.16/ecm.p/Home.html
http://www.fleischmann.de/
http://www.fulgurex.ch/en/index.html
http://www.gandr-wrenn.co.uk/index.htm
http://www.greatwestmodels.com/
http://www.hag.ch/
http://www.heljan.dk/web642.asp?
http://www.herpa.de/
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