The Alameda County Central Railroad Society (ACCRS) was formed in 1959 by a group of model RR enthusiasts who wanted to pool their time, talents, equipment and whatever money they could put together to build a layout.  They approached the Alameda County Fair and asked if the Fair would become a host site.  With an affirmative answer, a relatively small layout was put together and the club first opened its doors to the public for the 1960 Alameda County Fair.  

This layout had been in existence for only 6 years when the club was moved to a different building in 1967.  Space was still limited in the new location, but the club managed to build a decent layout.  Given the limited space and the desire of the Fair to use the building for another use, the Fair moved the club again to a new location.   So once again, in 1982, the club began the dismantling of the layout and moving the salvageable pieces into our current building.  We have been in our current building for 22 years.   

The club is housed in an old horse stable.  The walls are concrete block with a steel roof support structure.  The roof is metal.  The floor is concrete.  The building is broken up into “stalls” by steel I-beam supports along the walls.  In the late 90’s, the club convinced the Fair Board to let us have another “stall” and we were able to expand the layout area by about 25%.   The current layout is approximately 15 x 100 feet.   

During the past 22 years the layout (HO) has gone through several major revisions as well as numerous smaller ones.  Today, the mainline is about 50% double track (mostly the level areas) with the mountain division being single track with two long sidings (Jamestown and Summit) for meets.   It takes a train about 10-15 minutes to make a full circuit of the layout.   Try to picture a dog bone shape with a couple of folds back on itself in the middle (including a helix) and you have some idea of the basic track plan.  In addition there is a freight yard, passenger yard, engine terminal and a hidden staging yard.  There are also a couple of reverse loops as well as a “short line” track that sees local runs.  

A visitor standing in the middle of the layout room will see a mainline train change direction at least 6 times as it climbs up and down the mountain division and then makes up time on the level portions of the layout.   This same train will also traverse a number of tunnels.      

In the early days, the track was all hand laid including the turnouts.  Later revisions were completed using Shinohara turnouts - #8’s on the mainline, #6 in other locations – and flex track.  Our entire layout is code 100.   Curve radius is generous with radius of 30” or more on all mainline tracks.   Scenery is constructed of hydrocal over wood framework and wire mesh.

Recently all the switch machines (over 100 total) were replaced with Tortoise machines.  Each switch machine mount is constructed identically (unit construction) so that a replacement unit can be changed out in a matter of a few minutes.   All rolling stock must be equipped with metal wheel sets and locomotives having sintered wheels are changed out to nickel silver.  We have several thousand-axle replacement sets (mostly Intermountain) installed in member’s rolling stock.  All couplers are either Kadee or a compatible design.  Most of the rolling stock and locomotives are member owned.   

Most of our members either model Santa Fe, BNSF or some flavor of the SP/DRGW/UP mix.   Modern trains, sans caboose, seem to be the more popular era.   However, it is not unusual to see F’s or GP7’s heading up a 1950/1960’s train with that crummy bringing up the rear.  One might also see steam engines running with a block of cars.   The newer, non brass, releases are quite popular, even with the modern era group.  

The layout was designed for block control with the ability to run 6 mainline cabs.  Each block is selected using “blender buttons” instead of a rotary switch.  A new main control panel was built about 6-7 years ago and has greatly enhanced our operations and ability to run trains.

Three years ago, during what might be called a “heated debate”, the club narrowly voted to install DCC.  We selected the NCE system and each member was provided with two decoders to get them started with DCC.  The club purchased all the command stations and boosters including 7 throttles.  The unused “seventh” button on our block control selector units were assigned to DCC.   How is that for advanced planning?  A master toggle switch was installed that allows either Analog or DCC operations.   We do not ever mix the two modes.

We are still learning the various nuances of DCC operation.   During the 2004 Fair, we operated only three of the 17 days using DCC.   With hundreds of visitors coming in daily, distraction while using DCC operating equipment can be fatal.   Analog provides some measure of safety as head-on collisions and other such blunders are electrically avoided.  This is not the case with DCC.  

We are a very popular display at the Alameda County Fair (50,000 people saw our layout in 2004) and our number one reason for existence is to be open and running for the annual fair.  This means that all construction projects should be finished by early June and we cannot start new ones until after mid July.   The Fair has a 17-day run (always brackets July 4th) and the club is open during all daily hours of the Fair.  We divide the day into three shifts: 10:00-2:00, 2:00-6:00, 6:00-10:00.  Trying to fill all these time slots with sufficient personnel to run the layout can be difficult at times.  Minimum staffing is 4 per shift.  A single person can run three trains, but it is difficult to do and doesn’t provide the best show.  

During the rest of the year, the Fair hosts numerous weekend shows.  We are also open for the “Good Guys Car Shows” (end of August and mid March), the “Home and Garden Show” (early October and early February), the Orchard Supply Hardware “How To” Fair (1st weekend of March) and the “Great America Train Show” (GATS – Thanksgiving weekend in November).  We may also open by special arrangement for other events on the fairgrounds.   Usually one day is allocated to DCC operation and the other to analog. 

Our membership skills run from complete novice to highly talented modelers.  We have been developing a card operating system and have had a few sessions with some degree of success.   Real operating sessions are difficult as most rolling stock and locomotives leave the layout (go home with member owner) when we are not open for display. Set up for the next session can be time consuming, as we never quite get the same cars to use again.  Because of the wide range of modeling interests, our layout represents indeterminate eras and generalized locales. 

When the NMRA National convention was held in San Jose, California in 2000, the club hosted a BBQ for early arrivals that signed up for the Niles Canyon Railway tour.  We fed two different tours of 4 buses each.   Those that attended the BBQ gave us nothing but praise for the quality of food and the efficient way we handled the crowds.   Of course, our layout provided most of the entertainment. 

With the opportunity to have over 50,000 people per year view the layout, we get many of the same questions over and over.   Questions like How long did it take to build, Do we take it down after the fair, How much did it cost, Can we make the trains crash, Can you make the trains go faster, What do all the switches and lights do, become the focus of discussion with our visitors.   We enjoy explaining our “world” of trains.  Many visitors make it a point to stop first at our display each year and look for what is new.  And of course, we always have one or two children per day that virtually refuse to leave the display and have to be forcibly removed by their parents.   We call these kids either “screamers” or “potential new members”.  It is surprising how many boys and “girls” have all the “Thomas the Tank Engine” trains and accessories.     

We meet on Friday evenings and from time to time have special operating sessions on a Saturday or Sunday.   Business meeting nights are the first Friday of the month.  Visitors can drop in between 7:00 and 10:00.   We may be running trains, working on scenery, installing electrical components, or just standing around discussing model railroading and other important events of the day.  Most of our funds come from visitor donations during the Fair and our many shows.    

These many paragraphs have been devoted to the growth of a large HO club layout.  However, the club really consists of two layouts.   One is HO and the other is O-scale.   The O-scale layout is approximately the same size as the HO layout.   Club members primarily model in just one scale.   Our combined membership is approximately 60 members.  As with any club, some are highly active and others are irregular in their participation.  The story of the O-scale layout will have to be covered in a future issue. 

