
Model Railroading - Is It A Real Hobby Or Just Adults Playing With Toys?

Awhile ago, I was asked by the local Rotary club to come and talk about my hobby. When I mention to 
people about my hobby of Model Railroading, I get a mixture of expressions and comments. Most can 
be divided into two groups. Those who know about the hobby aspect of Model Railroading and those 
who think I am an old man "Playing With Toys". This got me thinking, when do you cross the line 
between “playing with toy trains” and becoming a model railroader? Also got me thinking, “Why is 
model railroading and what is its history?”

Model Railroading is primarily an adult hobby enjoyed by over two million people world wide. As a 
hobby it started out over 100 years ago in England, back then it was wind up Tin Type trains running in 
metal troughs. The hobby moved to this side of the “Big Pond” in the late 1920s. Before the 1930s, 
there were no common standards pertaining to model railroad equipment. One manufacturer's 
equipment would not necessarily work with another manufacturer's or even run on someone else's 
track. Many modellers built to their own standard or from their own designs and ideas. In many cases it 
was difficult, if not impossible, to take your cars or locomotives to another modeller's railroad and 
expect them to run without problems. There were nearly as many couplers as there were manufacturers. 
This situation could only work to the detriment of the hobby as a whole. 

The “National Model Railroad Association” (NMRA) came into being in 1935 with a gathering of 
model railroaders, manufacturers, and publishers, in response to the need to bring order out of chaos. 
The NMRA Standards were developed as a way to help insure that equipment could be interchanged 
between one model railroad and another and that cars and locomotives of one manufacturer could run 
on the track of another manufacturer together with cars and equipment of still other manufacturers and 
modellers. 

Since 1936, many of these basic Standards have remained virtually unchanged from the time of their 
original publication. They have been added to and refined, but they have stood the test of time and have 
proven to have been of great benefit to the hobby of model railroading and have contributed greatly to 
allowing the hobby to develop to the point where it is today. 

During the 1920s and 1930s all model railroaders were building in O scale or larger. HO, half-O, was 
developed as a standard in the late 1930s. In the early 1960s, Germany introduced a new smaller scale 
called N, which started to catch on over here in the mid to late 1960s. An even smaller scale called Z 
was introduced in Germany in 1972. 

I model in N Scale, the ratio is 1/160, what that means is that every real foot on the table represents 160 
feet in the model. The track is only 9 mm wide. This however is large compared to Z Scale which has a 
track measurement of only 6.5mm. 

Most of us, in my age group, started out loving trains because at Christmas time there was either one 
running around under our family Christmas tree, or around one of our neighbours, or running around a 
display in the local department store. These were indeed usually toy trains, running on a fabric mat 
which represented snow, with sometimes a snow covered house and a couple of snow covered trees...

Page 1 of 10



Model Railroading - Is It A Real Hobby Or Just Adults Playing With Toys?

From this beginning, some people just continue to make that scene a tradition. Every Christmas, they 
want to see a train running under their tree. Others like my father and myself wanted to watch trains all 
year long. BUT, we wanted to watch them traversing a realistic looking landscape, through trees and 
past buildings. It is at this point that one stops “Playing With Toys” and starts into what many call “The 
World's Greatest Hobby”. 

Today there are 5 Main Scales in model railroading, as well as many variations. 
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In my shop I have a small 60cm x 90cm layout, one side reflects the Christmas beginings 
and the other a small model railroad..  

Why is it called “The World's Greatest Hobby”? 

It can be summed up in one word: Diversity. 

Because there are many things that you have to learn to turn your toys into a model railroad. 

1. Basic Carpentry - you need to build a table for your layout.
2. Basic Drafting - you have to work out what your track plan will be like. 
3. Fine Carpentry - you have to lay your roadbed and then lay your track. 
4. Basic Electricity - you have to wire your track so your trains will run. 
5. Landscaping – you have to give your trains a “world” to travel through. 
6. Painting – you have to have everything the correct colour. 
7. Kit Building – you have to have structures for your trains to pass. 
8. Details - eye catching placement of elements in your scene. 

Once the train tracks are secured, wired and working, you can then turn your hand to, what I think is, 
the fun part of the layout, “The Scenery”. 

“The Scenery” is the best part for me, this is where you get to be creative. Do you want hills, valleys, 
mountains, rivers, small towns, cities, what industries are going to be there.... 
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Some people pick totally fictitious places, as I did with the layout in my shop. Some people pick real 
places and  painstakingly recreate in miniature what is there. Others do as I have done on my home 
layout, I have picked a place and an era, but just wanted to recreate the “feel” of the locale. 

The Structures on the layout are a mixture of materials: 

The Station, Water Tower, Coal Tower, the two Houses and the Cabin are constructed of Cereal boxes, 
M&M Meat boxes, card-stock and paper. They were built by a friend of mine, the late Robin 
Matthysen. There are several structures from RSlaser Kits; Engine House, 1880s Store, Paul's Repair, 
1880s Shop and Greg's Saloon. The Industrial Complex started as a Model Pwer styrene kit. Also, for 
those willing to explore, the layout has 4 animals and 15 people. 

1. Station Handmade by Robin Matthysen
2. Water Tower Handmade by Robin Matthysen 
3. Coal Tower Handmade by Robin Matthysen 
4. Engine House RSlaser Kits kit assembled                  

by Will Annand 
5. Greg's Saloon RSlaser Kits kit assembled               

by Will Annand 
6. 1880s Store RSlaser Kits kit assembled                   

by Will Annand 

7. Paul's Repair RSlaser Kits kit assembled                 
by Will Annand 

8. 1880s Shop RSlaser Kits kit assembled                   
by Will Annand 

9. House Handmade by Robin Matthysen 
10. House Handmade by Robin Matthysen 
11. Cabin Handmade by Robin Matthysen 
12. Industrial Complex Model Power Kit assembled    

by Will Annand 
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Addendum: 

Someone asked about the cost of this mini layout. The wood/foam was about $25.00, the backdrop 
$25.00. The Christmas tree side about $10.00. The train and track would be about $75.00. The scenery 
did not cost me anything except time and material I had anyway, but usually threw out. The conifer 
trees would be about $1.00 worth of skewers and scouring pads. 
As for the structures, if they were all handmade, as Robin did, they would have cost about $1.00 each. 
However if kits were used, the Model Power kit was on sale for $10.00 and if I had purchased the five 
RSLaser kits, the engine house was $60.00 and the other four small shops would have totalled $90.00. 
The six from Robin would likely have cost $160.00 

A lot of things were donated to this project, so the whole mini layout, as is, cost me about $61.00 and 
represents many hours of enjoyment. However to duplicate it would cost about $450.00-500.00. 

Cheaply made scenery for the shop layout.
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Vegetation always seems to reclaim anything man makes.

Closeup of Robin Matthysen's cardstock creations.
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Children always notice the passengers.

None of the natural scenery is made from commercial items.
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Even inexpensive plastic kits can be made to look good.

It is the small details that catch people's eye, like an unfinished building.
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As model railoaders we are in with some fine company. While researching a presentation on model 
railroading, I happened on some interesting discoveries. Below is a list of famous people who are 
model railroaders just like you and me;

Tim Allen (comedian) 
Gene Autry ("The Singing Cowboy") 
Roseanne Barr (actor) 
Tom Brokaw (newscaster) 
Yul Brynner (actor "The King and I") 
Johnny Cash (country music singer) 
Winston Churchill (former British Prime Minister) 
Gary Coleman (N scale modeller and part owner of Caboose Hobbies in Denver, Colorado) 
Phil Collins (rock singer) 
Kevin Costner (actor) 
Richard Crenna (actor) 
Walter Cronkite (radio/TV personality) 
Roger Daltry (lead singer of the Who/actor) 
Joe DiMaggio (baseball player) 
Walt Disney (producer) 
James Doohan (actor "Star Trek") 
Erik Estrada ("CHiPs") 
Harrison Ford ("Star Wars" & "Indiana Jones") 
Arthur Godfrey (radio/TV personality) 
Whoopi Goldberg (actress) 
Hermann Göering (rumoured to have had the largest Märklin model railway collection) 
Michael Gross (the father on “Family Ties”) 
Merle Haggard (country singer) 
Tom Hanks (actor) 
David Hasselhoff (actor "Bay watch") 
Elton John (rock singer) 
Michael Jordan (basketball player) 
Bob Keeshan (Captain Kangaroo - kids' show host) 
Ward Kimball (one of Disney's original nine animators and a Disneyland designer) 
Christopher Lee (actor "Dracula") 
Jay Leno (TV talk show host) 
Jack Lord (actor "Hawaii Five-O") 
Roger Miller (country singer) 
Mandy Patinkin (actor "Chicago Hope", "The Princess Bride") 
John Pertwee (actor "Doctor Who") 
Sam Posey (American race car driver) 
Sally Jesse Raphael (TV talk show host) 
Lionel Ritchie (singer) 
Roy Rogers (actor) 
David Rose (Musician) 
Rick Schroeder (actor "Silver Spoons", "NYPD Blue") 

Page 9 of 10



Model Railroading - Is It A Real Hobby Or Just Adults Playing With Toys?

Frank Sinatra (Lionel and tinplate collector) 
Tom Snyder (newscaster) 
Stephen Spielberg (director) 
Bruce Springsteen (rock singer) 
Jill St. John (actor "Diamonds Are Forever") 
Sylvester Stallone (actor "Rocky" "Rambo") 
Patrick Stewart (actor “Star Trek: The Next Generation”) 
Rod Stewart (rock singer) 
Donald Sutherland (actor) 
Mel Tormé (singer) 
Pete Waterman (British record producer has largest private collection outside North America) 
Anders Wejryd (Archbishop of Church of Sweden) 
Neil Young (part owner of Lionel Trains) 

Fictional Model Railroaders: 
 
Gomez Addams (The Addams Family) had a Lionel layout. He was noted for setting trains on a 
collision course, then blowing them up with explosives. 
 
Reverend Timothy Lovejoy (The Simpsons) has been portrayed in several episodes running 
model trains in his basement. 
 
Donald Duck in the cartoon short "Not To Scale" has a garden railroad. 
 
John Patterson (For Better or For Worse) has a garden railroad. 
 
Mr X & his arch-enemy Glowface {The X's} are model trains fanatics. 
 
Mary Ellen Rogers (Wally's Girlfriend on Leave it to Beaver), her Dad has an American Flyer 
layout in their basement in one episode. 
 
King Willem (Double Star). His love of model trains is a major plot point in the story. 
 
Bobby Baccalieri (The Sopranos) has a layout in his garage. 
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