Model Trains

My grandfather has the largest in-home model train setup in the American West—or so the
family in-joke goes.
My mom and her brothers’ childhoods were filled with trains. A hobby of Grandpa Bob’s was
to take drives on the weekends. Grandma Lanie would pack a lunch, and they would drive to the
middle of some nowhere, out of the Wasatch mountains of Utah to sit by a set of train tracks in a field,
waiting for a train to pass by. My mom says she thought of it as normal, that finding out the rest of the
world doesn’t operate around train schedules confused her when she found out.
“I’m happy to talk about this for the rest of my life, you just ask questions,” is how Grandpa
Bob starts what will turn into an hour-and-twelve-minute-long phone conversation about his model
trains. “The model railroad industry by-and-large is a nostalgic-type hobby, meaning that most people
model what they saw when they were young. For instance, when I was a kid, steam engines were still in
existence. As a young guy, as a kid, I used to be fascinated. Steam engines - it was almost like they were
alive. They were breathing, you know, there was air passing. It was like a living thing. A diesel, it’s just
like a car sitting there. But a steam engine, you know, there was fire in the firebox that heated up the
water that created the steam, and these were great big powerful things, so they were fascinating for a
kid.”
“My parents, your great grandparents, realized, you know, that I was fascinated with trains and
so right after the second World War, when things became available and people could actually buy stuff,
one Christmas, my parents, Grandma and Grandpa Jarvis, I was presented with a Lionel train set. So,

that’s where it started.” Lionel, a major toy train manufacturing company, primarily made trains in O
scale, meaning that ¼ inch in the model was equivalent to a foot in real life.
He didn’t start building his own trains until he was in the Military. “When I was in the Army,
Doug Brown, a friend of mine, we were bunked in the same room, he was in HO”. (HO means Half O
— ⅛ inch scale) “It was a weekend, we were off duty, and he was sitting and he started working on this
car kit, and I had no idea he was even a modeler even though I had known him for years in the National
Guard, but now we were in the Army, and I could see the fidelity, and the scale, and how much more
detailed and nice they were, so when I came home, I got rid of the O scale, the Lionel stuff I had, and
went into HO for a number of years. And I was enjoying it, but it was very small. In my opinion, it
doesn’t convey that trains are big, noisy and powerful. I liked the size, the sound, everything of O scale,
it just conveyed trains better.”

From the moment he had a house of his own, he set up a card table in the basement where he
made, altered, and perfected model engines, boxcars, hoppercars, flatcars and cabooses. He speaks
fondly of that house. “We had a basement, and I had some plywood pieces downstairs, and I had trains,
and I’d play with them.” He laughs at himself at this phrasing, “we don’t, you know, refer to it as play,
but it is what we’re doing.” He didn’t have much space, fresh out of the Army, married, with two little
boys and another kid on the way, so he had no space to set up track where he could run the trains, but
he made them anyway.
Up in the second house he lived in with my grandma, the house he built with his family and
buddies in the summer of 1973, he worked on his trains in the basement, where the TV and
Grandma’s crafting supplies were. Crafting was the law of the land in that house, with my borderlinecraft-supply-hoarder grandmother as the matriarch, always cross-stitching or crocheting or beading.
Framed cross stitch decorated the rough pine walls, cycling out so that they were topical for the season
or holiday. Needlepointed pillows nestled in piles of blankets crocheted by my great grandmother on
every couch. When Christmas rolled around, every ornament on the tree, from the ceramic mice made
by my mom in high school, to the beaded icicles my sister and I made as little girls, was crafted by a
family member. Even the nutcrackers were homemade by my uncle and mom.
The crafting hub of the house was the basement, where Grandma kept her supplies. The space
under the stairs was crowded with labeled cross stitch kits, yarn, felt, needles, cookie tins full of
buttons, circle knitters, stuffing, boxes of thread organized by color and type, ceramic paint, glass
beads, paper, embroidery scissors shaped like birds, brass bells, reindeer bells, wooden balls, apple
seeds—if you could make something with it, it was there. Evenings (and most afternoons) in that

house were spent situated in front of the TV, watching a musical or a western, each family member
chatting as they worked on their individual projects. The only project that was always the same was the
trains.
Grandpa’s train table was a sight to behold. Upgraded from a card table at some point in my
mother’s adolescence, it was large and round, with a tool organizer in the center, and carefully labeled
boxes below. Railroad lights were hung on the wall above a large bookshelf that held a small portion of
his copious research books and magazines, with thousands of pictures of actual trains through the ages,
that he would endlessly thumb through, ensuring his models had the exact right logos and numbering
systems. There would always be an engine or car to work on, to repaint or re-letter or build. “I
thoroughly enjoy sitting down and detailing engines,” Grandpa’s ethos on the work was quite clear,
“you can always add more detail, more parts, things that the manufacturer didn’t put on, you can, and
I do.” The central tool console was filled with delicate utensils—tiny screwdrivers, wispy paintbrushes,
pliers and tweezers that tapered to needle-fine points. In contrast to the organized chaos that was my
grandmother’s craft storage, his space was organized organization, off-limits to the grandchildren
unless Grandpa was there to supervise. My grandfather was a ceramic tile man, his hands always rough
and cracked, but the fine detail work came naturally to him. He had a magnifying glass with a light
attached which he peered at the miniature vehicles with, so that he could see the fine detail without
disturbing the rest of the family.
As delightful as Grandpa’s train table was, the real train space was harder to discover. If you
went to the main floor and walked up the covered path that led to the road, into the 3-car garage, you
would find, in the wall, a well-disguised door, that if you opened and crawled up the stairs, led to a

secret world. When you poked up through the ceiling, you were no longer a human-sized being, but
rather a giant, towering over the perfect miniature world around you.
Built-out mountains backdropped by painted skies serve as the base of his world. Multiple
tracks looped around a room spanning the length of the garage, going through tunnels, over bridges,
crossing over to a center island, making the space labyrinthine and difficult to get around (if you aren’t
a three to six year old girl, that is). Little scenes, some depicting old Utah landmarks that had since been
demolished, lined the tracks. His trains are Union Pacific and Western Pacific, and he has several
complete sets of each lined up in the trainyard, connected to the main track.
When I ask him why he models Western Railroads, he tells me “this hobby, it’s a nostalgic
driven hobby. People model things they saw as a young person. They’re trying to recreate what they
saw. You know, in 1959, I went to work for the Western Pacific Railroad. I wasn’t happy with what I
was doing, and so your grandmother and I talked, and I went to work for the Railroad, and I really
enjoyed it — your grandmother did not like it, she didn’t like me being gone, which is a legitimate
discussion point, so we talked it over and I quit, but I was working for the Western Pacific Railroad,
which goes from Salt Lake to Oakland or San Francisco. So I had a soft spot in my heart for Western
Pacific. And then of course, in Utah, the Union Pacific has a big presence, so some Union Pacific stuff
started sneaking in.”
As lovely and magical as all of the models were, however, the true wonder was the track. He
wasn’t able to get space to actually have a track of his own until my mother, considerably the youngest
of his three children, was almost out of the house, which gave him time to agonize over his layout. He
filled pads of legal paper with ideas, drawing the same loops over and over until he got it right. The

track was hooked up to a complicated switchboard with well
over a dozen different switches. You had to have all the switches
in the right places before you were allowed to start the train,
which you did with a little remote control. You had to speed the
train up slowly, so the engine wouldn’t jump the track, and
make sure the switches were positioned so that the train was
going down the right paths. For me, my sister, and our cousin,
there was nothing that compared to being allowed to control the
engines. Grandpa would instruct us on how to properly
conduct them, and he would throw in bits and pieces of train
etiquette. We would all clamor to get to blow the train whistle
attached to the switchboard, which had to be sounded as you
approached a crossing to warn the little plastic people the train
was on its way.
Before he was able to create a track of his own, Grandpa Bob had to settle for running his
engines on other people’s tracks. He would meet other train enthusiasts at the hobby store, a very
masculine place that sold paint and parts for miniature trains, trucks, airplanes, helicopters, Matchbox
cars, and the like. Ever quick to strike up a conversation with a friendly stranger, Grandpa would chat
with his new friend for an hour or so. Sometimes his friend would have a friend with some track, and
they’d invite him to come along. This was a usual occurrence in this community—inviting a friend
over to talk trains, and receiving a handful of men who wanted to play too. Grandpa would drive hours

away to use a track, with his engines packed carefully in foam lined boxes, and would inevitably return
home with a new friend, who would then invite him the next time one of their friends was running
trains. Once he had a track of his own, he and Grandma would play host in their house in the
mountains, entertaining relative strangers for a weekend. He met one of his closest friends, Ron
Mitchell, this way: “he heard about me at the hobby store. He had a friend, I guess, who I knew, and
they asked if they could come, when I lived up in Summit Park with your grandma, and they came up
for the weekend and visited”
When my grandmother died in 2008 of uterine cancer, after a hard year of him being her
caretaker, it was these friends who helped him through it. By this time, his fantasy track in the sky had
become a thing of wonder, so he invited his train buddies (and their train buddies, and their train
buddies…) to come run their engines on his track and keep him company. He started attending model
train conventions in California, something he had never felt able to do before.
“Well, I had thought about it, because these train magazines, they advertised that they had
these get-togethers, and I wanted to go, but it just wasn’t an option. But once I was retired, and then
when your grandmother passed. You know, before that, when I wanted to take a trip it was that your
grandmother and I wanted to go somewhere, I wasn’t going to a train meet.” But once Grandma Lanie
died, his train buddies came to his rescue. “I can tell you, the first model railroad show I went to was a
month after your grandmother passed, and I think I did it because it was something to do. You know, I
was looking for something to occupy my mind, to get over what had happened. That was a big life
changing event. So my friend Ron, and another guy who has since become a better friend, a guy named
Jim Allen, the three of us got in a car together and drove to California and that was the first show I’d

ever gone to. You’re there 2 ½ -3 days and you’re talking to people who have the same interests you do,
and there’s all kinds of manufacturers and people buying and selling, and it’s just a fun thing. And you
get to see stuff that I’d never seen in Utah, but you’d read about in books or I’d seen in advertisements
but had never laid eyes on”
He started visiting his train buddies more often, started driving out to Texas to meet up with
friends, started talking on the phone for hours with his friends in Texas and Chicago and Japan. When
living in the mountains in the house he built with his wife became too much, he moved down to St.
George, in Southern Utah, closer to some of his friends with trains. In the house he built down there
(and I do mean built—he may have been “retired” for over 20 years, but he’ll stop doing construction
when he has no other choice) the train room was a lot more accessible, but no less large. When he
decided to move into a different house in the same neighborhood, the train room became a bit of a
problem—what would another buyer even use it for?
My whole family was worried about him when the pandemic hit—he lives alone in the desert,
hours away from the rest of the family. Remarkably, he has done the best of any of us. He stays home,
cooks his meals, works on his trains, and talks for hours and hours a day with his train buddies, all
across the world. “I talk to my buddy Dennis Mashburn a couple of times a week. He calls me a lot
more than I call him. He’s ten years younger than I am, but he’s very very social, he doesn’t just call me,
he’s been in the model railroad hobby for a very very long time.”
He spends his days in his train room, tinkering and adding detail. “Right now, when you
called, I’m building two cabooses, just cause I had some parts. I’ve kinda stopped, hopefully, I’ve
stopped buying locomotives, I have too many now. You know I have that glass case that I bought here

in St. George at the Jewelry store that was going out of business, so I would have a place to display…
you know I can’t put them all on the railroad, there’s just too many, but I don’t want them in a box in a
closet, I’d like them out where I can enjoy seein’ em.” His current home in southern Utah is decorated
with the same needlepoint works that my grandma made for their house in the mountains, but with a
lot of additional shelf space for locomotives. “Lately, I’ve actually been thinking that because I have so
many, it's getting to be a bit much and I was actually thinking about selling some stuff. Well, the
problem is, once you’ve put a bit of yourself, some authorship, if you will, you’ve fixed them up,
worked on them, you’ve touched them, they become like your children. Which one do you get rid of?”

