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How to use card cards to enhance running your 
Railroad

Sharing 25 years of Model Railroad ExperienceSharing 25 years of Model Railroad Experience

� “Operations” is simulating the day-to-day 
activities of a real railroad
� Picking up freight, 
� Assembling trains, 
� Delivering cars to consignees, 
� Sorting arriving freight cars by their future destinations, 
� Returning empty cars
� Moving passengers.

� Trying to do it as efficiently, and effectively as 
possible, so that the customers are happy, and 
we have a job tomorrow!!!!
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� Rail-fanning – Watching the trains go by
� Train Operations – Train goes from “a” to “b”, 

picks up and drops off cars
� Often drop one, pick one up
� Pickup and drop offs controlled by car cards

� Railroad Operations – Train scheduled to run 
for a purpose to make revenue for the 
business

� Unlikely to drop and pick up, can have too many 
cars for the spur

� Pickup and drop offs controlled by car cards
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� In general, cars ...
� Wait at an industry to be loaded / unloaded
� Wait at an interchange to be picked up
� Wait in a classification yard for the next train
� Wait on empty car tracks (home road cars)
� Are in a train going somewhere

� If we have too many cars sitting around doing 
nothing, the railway has a problem.
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� If we look at our railroad as a business, we will 
need to ...
� Understand our customer needs
� All locations/industries must be named

� We will know the capacity of their tracks
� We will know their inputs and outputs, by car type and 

commodity
� We will know the frequency of their needs

� Knowing this will determine the number, 
frequency and type of our trains
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Name Cars Loads In Cars In Freq Loads Out Cars Out Freq

A Mackay 
Engineering

4 Supplies, 
Steel

Box,
Gons,
Flats

D
W
W

Equipment,
waste

Flats,
Gons

D
M

B Smith 
Furniture

2 Timber Box M Furniture Box W

G ADM 3 Grain Covered 
Hopper

D x2 Processed 
Flour

Box D

M NECR  
interchange

8 any any any any

This illustrates the potential loads and freight 
requirements needed on a small switching layout.
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You do not need a large layout to undertake 
realistic operations

Sharing 25 years of Model Railroad ExperienceSharing 25 years of Model Railroad Experience

� On a switching layout, cars move on to, or off 
the layout

� All traffic is staging to yard, or yard to staging
� Traffic must still be logical … to be in context
� An Interchange track adds complexity and 

variation

Shipper Consignee
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� There have many different approaches over 
the years ... such as ...
� Switch Lists (Computer)
� Colour-Coded Tacks
� Car-for-Car Replacement
� Prototype paper work
� Car cards and waybills (both single and multi 

destination)

� Tried most, but have used  a variation of Car 
Cards and Waybills for a number of years

Sharing 25 years of Model Railroad ExperienceSharing 25 years of Model Railroad Experience

� Most common system?
� One car card for each car 

on the System
� Waybills set the movement 

and destination of the car
� Four destination cards (may 

never need to change the 
way bill as only one side per 
operating session)

Based on the Old Line Graphics card system
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This car is 
empty and is 
to be returned 
to Rutland

This car is 
Loaded and 
is going to 
Boston via 
the Bellows 
Falls 
Interchange

Sharing 25 years of Model Railroad ExperienceSharing 25 years of Model Railroad Experience

� Each train operates with a set of documents
� Train Instructions
� Car Cards (with or without Waybills) 
� Special instructions (optional)

� Engineer (or Brakeman) is responsible for 
following and updating the train 
documentation  
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Deliveries

These cars are 
being loaded or 

unloaded

These cars are 
ready to be picked 
up.  They may be 
loaded or empty

ADM

Pick ups

This car 
is being 
loaded

This car has 
been loaded 
and is ready to 
be picked up

Sharing 25 years of Model Railroad Experience

1. Customer calls sales requesting a boxcar.
2. VTR 11300, a 50 ft box car is assigned. 
3. 11300 is in Rutland Yard.  A way bill is attached to 

the car card to deliver the empty car to the 
customer in Bellows Fall.  The “E” side is visible.

4. Car is moved on the next suitable train and spotted 
at the  industry.  The car card is placed in 
“Deliveries”.

5. When car is loaded, the car card is moved to 
Pickups and the way bill is reversed (“L” is visible)

6. Car is moved to its destination by the next suitable 
train.  

7. If “Via” completed, it directs the engineer how the 
car must exits the system 

Deliveries

Smith Furniture

Pick ups

Deliveries

Smith Furniture

Pick ups
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� Linn Westcott first expressed this view in the 
1960s

� Operations has:  a playing board (the layout), 
multiple paths to success (the trains), multiple 
tokens (the rolling stock), card deck to control 
the game (the waybills), and probability (will we 
make the meet?).  

� If successful, the correct cars get to the right 
places more or less on time. If not, there can be 
chaos and frustration
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� It should be fun
� Do not over complicate it
� The size of the layout is not the issue, it is 

understanding the reason and logic of why the 
cars are moving, from and where to

� Have fun ..... Thank you


