Traction Action in Detroit

Even though the last streetcar rumbled down Detroit’s famed Woodward Avenue 50 years ago, the sight of a PCC running along the streets is still visible in the Motor City.  The Detroit United Railway (DUR) group recently unveiled their HO scale traction modules operated by DCC.

Long time traction modelers may remember the ‘Detroit System’ which employed an AC power supply and diodes in the cars to allow the control of 4 units independently on the same power block.  DUR has a small modular layout using this system.  But it seemed time to update the modules and the control system.

In the winter of 2005 a group of DUR members began building HO modules and elected to employ DCC.  This allowed for very simple wiring for the initial set of modules – both rails are common return and the overhead is the ‘hot’ supply for the command station.  

The club showed modules for the 2006 Train Show season.  However, only 2 completed scenic modules were available so operations were rather limited.  But, it must be noted that during that 1st season the DCC performed flawlessly.

For the 2007 Train Show season that kicked off in October the DUR group mounted a much larger display consisting of 6 completed modules with over 35 feet of track under wire.  Quite a feat for about 18 months of construction!

One of the unique ‘Train Shows’ in the area is hosted by Division 6 of the NMRA.  At this show there is nothing offered for sale – rather the Division members put on ‘how-to’ clinics aimed at the public to generate interest in the hobby.  Some DUR members are also Division 6 members, so typically the club uses this event to showcase Traction Modeling to the public. The DUR Club HO Scale modules are shown in the next photo on display at the November Division 6 Train Show.
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DUR displayed their Traction Modules at the November 2007 Division 6 Show. The Division 6 show is a one-day event that drew approximately 300 visitors allowing DUR to expose a whole new generation to traction modeling!  DCC allowed us to operate multiple cars, and at times there were three cars running at once.  The limitation to three was basically due to the fact that we only have 3 throttles and it is kind of hard to operate cars when answering questions (the most common of which is, “Do the cars really run off that little wire?”). In the next photo, a Pre-War PCC in Pittsburgh Railway’s Company colors owned by DUR Member Howard Andrews rumbles down the street at the November Division 6 show.
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Even though this little one guy probably never saw a real streetcar, his fascination with the model is evident on his face in the next photo.
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A few details on DCC as used by DUR:

1. Command Station – Digitrax Zephyr.  The  6 modules we have to date have been able to be successfully operated with a single Zephyr Command Station.

2. Auxiliary Throttles – Digitrax UT-4.  To date we have simply plugged the UT-4’s directly into the command station.  However, the modules are now covering enough space so we will be adding LocoNet ports along the modules so operators can move with the cars.

3. Decoders. We have a mix of Digitrax and Train Control Systems (TCS) decodes.  Two of our cars are equipped with Digitrax Sound decoders, which are fun for at the shows, even if they are a little hard to hear at times.

We have been operating modules with DCC for about a year now.  We have not had any major issues with DCC.  As with any overhead wire operation you must keep the track and the overhead clean.  To assure this we clean the overhead and tracks with mineral spirits on a Q-tip before the show opens.  This typically guarantees a full day of flawless operations.

If you would like more information on the Detroit United Railways group contact Howard Andrews via e-mail at hwandrews@wowway.com
