Southern California Traction Club

P.O. Box 641175

West Los Angeles, CA 90064-1175

MEMO FOR RECORD

Assembly and Test running of Imperial Hobby Productions (IHP) 
 HO scale SEPTA Single End Kawasaki LRV Kit (87120A)

September 30, 2007
BACKGROUND

The SEPTA Kawasaki Single End Light Rail Transit Vehicle has been produced by IHP for some years now and as of this date is still advertised in Trolley Talk #285 magazine and on their web site as ‘Available’ either as an undecorated kit at $110.00 or as a Ready-To-Run painted model at $275.00.  Either version uses the Bowser 125100 mechanism for power. The Southern California Traction Club (SCTC) traditionally prefers to run models powered with Bowser drives due to the availability of parts and the ease of parts replacement.  But as of today, the SCTC has yet to replace a single part in any of the many Bowser drives used. John McWhirter purchased one of the SEPTA Single End (SE) Kawasaki kits in late May 2007 for use on the club modules. As he started to assemble the kit, he immediately started to have problems with the cast floor provided. After exhausting all possibilities, he brought the car to one of the club meetings to obtain a second opinion. No one in the club had yet seen the second IHP run of the SEPTA Single End Kawasaki LRV kits. The club proceeded to evaluate the model and compare it to the first run of the model of this car. The club has been operating one of the first run models of the Kawasaki Single End Kawasaki LRV since obtaining it at the 1999 East Penn Traction Club Meet. The latest model, #87120A, consists of a resin casting with a cast metal floor designed to use the Bowser 125110 mechanism.  

Interest in Philadelphia area light rail and commuter lines within the club was intensified when three club members attending the May East Penn Traction Club Meet and riding the PCC-II trip on Sunday, May 6, 2007. Kawasaki LRV vehicles were observed running on route 15 along with the PCC-IIs and buses during that trip. The club has long been made aware of the very remarkable Kawasaki cars operated by an equally unremarkable transit agency. After this trip, these members seem to share this view, at least about the Kawasaki car. These cars have been in service for 25 years and have worn three different paint schemes. Yet every single one of them is still in service and they still look pretty good. 


There has been club interest in IHP HO scale products for some time. The Kansas City PCC cars (87118), the 1949 St. Louis Cars (87119) and the 1936-1942 Air-electric PCC cars (87127) all have interest to modelers as these cars either operated in California or are similar to cars that did operate in California. The interest in operating models of these cars is heightened since all of them use the Bowser 125100 traction  mechanism.

ASSEMBLY

The Kawasaki Single-End LRV Trolley Kit model, catalog item 87120A, consists of one of the finest detailed resin castings that we have seen to date. The kit also contains a cast metal floor designed for the proven Bowser 125100 mechanism. The shell casting is a distinct improvement over the original kit 87102 casting, although the trolley catcher was not only eliminated but no detail part was supplied. Nowhere is the improvement more evident than the area of the operator’s window, the ends and the vents along the sides. The first kit had a shell with a few inaccuracies and came with roof details and a plastic floor designed for the marginally useful Bachmann PCC mechanism. The newer kit contained similar roof details but added track brake assemblies and dummy folding couplers as exist on the prototype. Also provided were the necessary screws to attach the shell to the floor and to secure the Bowser power and trailing trucks to the cast floor. No trolley pole was provided in the kit but size of the hole in the casting for the trolley pole permits the use of the Bowser #1251 pole insulator.

First step in kit assembly was to airbrush the interior of the shell and the cast floor with Floquil Weathered Black, 110017.  Next step was to install the printed circuit strips, Bowser #1251 insulator, trolley pole pivot base (SCTC-1) and one half of a Miniatronics Micro-Mini 2-Pin Connector, p/n 475-5000102. The connector is used to connect the shell electrically to the chassis.

As the Bowser motor and mounts were being attached to the cast floor, the first of many problems with the cast floor surfaced. The two motor mounts, Bowser part #79, are attached to the chassis with one 2-56 screw which is inserted from the bottom of the floor. There are also two lugs protruding from the bottom of the motor mount that are to be inserted in pre-drilled holes in the floor.  In the floor casting provided with this kit, one of the holes for the mounting screw was drilled in the wrong location. It was assumed that the lugholes were drilled in the correct position so a third screw hole was drilled to match.  The floor is also too thick for the 256031 screws normally provided by Bowser. So longer screws or countersinking is required. Then the motor, the Bowser power truck and the trailing truck were installed. When the motor was installed, it was discovered that the motor mount holes were too far apart, exceeding the .735” required by Bowser specifications as shown below. So the motor, part #79, could not be secured properly in the part #1279 motor mounts.
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Repairing this would require re-drilling or routing out existing holes. Purchasing this kit from IHP had not been a straightforward event, so it had been assumed that any problem discovered with this kit would be a major problem. 

Dealing with IHP exposed some of the issues that many have with Internet businesses as reported in a recent issue of the Trolleyville Times. First of all, IHP redefines the English language; “Available” (A) means call IHP to see if they are in stock.  The same items are advertised in he latest issue of Trolley Talk as Available NOW.  His definition of  “Available” was not noticed when a check was sent for the items desired along with this letter. 

May 29, 2007

Imperial Hobby Productions
PO Box 487
Wynnewood, Pennsylvania
19096 USA
 
 I wish to order the following items:
 
87120A Single end Kawasaki LRV SEPTA Kit 110.00
887009 LRV Decals 9.50
887049 Wheel Covers 9.95
87121A Silverliner III SEPTA with Sommerfeldt Faively single arm pantographs 165.00


TOTAL 294.45
Shipping 15.00 
TOTAL ORDER 309.45 check #529
 
Thank you.

The following message was sent by email on the same day the check was mailed:

Hello,

My name is John McWhirter. I saw your models at the East Penn meet earlier this month. During my stay in Philadelphia, I had the opportunity to see the Kawasaki cars on the streets as well as ride in some of the Silverliners. It occurred to me that models of these cars would be things to have. Earlier today I sent in an order for one each of these cars by mail along with payment by check. When you receive my order, will you please advise me as to when you expect it to be sent out?

I look forward to having a Kawasaki car running on the Southern California Traction Club trolley layout and maybe even a Silverliner making an appearance at the Civic Center station platform of our new subway module.
 
Thanks very much,
John McWhirter 

I received the following email response on June 1st.

Hi John,

Thanks for the order, but our website clearly states that you must check with IHP for availability of all items before sending payment.  LRV kits are not in stock at the moment, and I do not have more on re-order yet, as I have had no other backorders for them. I can get you Silverliner kits, the wheel covers and the decals, but I am out of Sommerfeldt pantographs. I may not be ordering more of the Sommerfeldt pans anyway, because we are planning our own single-arm Faively pantograph for a couple of new projects. So, I will be returning your check to you for re-ordering, because I cannot supply you with some of the items you want right now, and I do not want to hold a customer's extra money in limbo. 
Actually, the best thing to do is to send me your credit card information. I can keep it on file and charge you as the backordered items are received and then ship them to you.

Thanks,

Mike Bartel
IHP

So I responded with the following email message and waited for my check to be returned:

Mike,
OK, fine.
Send back my check and I will contact you in the future for another revised order.
John

About five days later, while checking my on-line bank statements, I found that my check had been cashed by IHP. At first I thought that he had completed the order or decided to write a check to me for the portion of the order that he would not be able to fill. When the order did not show, I sent the following email:

Mike...
So I'm wondering why you haven't returned my check as you clearly stated you would? Then I see that the check has been cashed! Now, it seems, all of a customer's money is in limbo… 

…What part of "Send back my check" didn't you understand?
Or does this mean you have shipped the complete order?
Do you have a tracking number? When can I expect delivery?
I'm beginning to get a bad feeling about all of this.
Please explain
John


It was not until June 16th that IHP responded to the email:

Sorry I didn't get back to you sooner, but it's been a busy week.  I got your order the other day, and I think I may be able to get you an LRV kit after all. I did some checking and found I have the parts for a complete kit.  It would very DEFINITELY be my last one. So, I think will be able to send your order in its entirety.  I will try to ship this week.

Thanks for your patience,

Mike Bartel

IHP 

The items finally arrived on June 20th but note the statement about “It would very DEFINITELY be my last one”. Because of the nature of the correspondence up to this time, when kit assembly began and the troubles arose, it was assumed that there might be no spare parts available and kit completion would have to be done with whatever parts on hand. After looking the entire situation over, it was decided to mount the Bowser motor with Silicone Aquarium sealer. But once this path was chosen, another club member convinced me to use the current SCTC remotoring technique and install an A-line 40322 motor with the silicone aquarium sealer with the larger A-line 20006 flywheel.  The chassis was then wired for overhead wire operation. Testing of the completed but unpainted shell with mechanism began at the club test track.  The IHP 871201 cast floor by this time had also been equipped with the Bowser 125100 mechanism along with the NWSL 2634-6 26” Nickel silver wheels.  The shell was equipped with two printed circuit strips wired to the trolley pole bases and connected to the chassis with a Miniatronics Micro-Mini 2-pin connector. When the connectors were joined, the car would operate from the trolley pole.
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The second and more major problem occurred, when the completed floor was inserted into the shell. After aligning the mounting holes in the floor with the bosses provided in the shell, something did not look exactly right. Neither the power nor trailing truck was in the correct location when compared to the skirt opening.  The leading axle on both trucks hit the skirts on small radius curves.
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After almost a month had gone by and John had tried all possibilities that he could think of and still could not get the floor to fit as he thought that it should, he brought the car to an SCTC work session to obtain a second opinion. The IHP shell and floor along with the plans of the Single End Kawasaki Car shown on the next page were carefully studied. On the prototype, the trucks are 7620mm (25 feet) apart (kingpin-to-kingpin) and the bolsters or kingpins are each 3810mm (12.5 feet) from the car ends. At the conclusion of the examination, the SCTC members present unanimously determined that the floor was defective. 
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During the club examination, it was discovered that the cast floor correctly replicates the 25.0 ft kingpin-to-kingpin measurements of the prototype. Although each king pin or truck bolster on the prototype is 12.5 ft from each end, when the floor provided with this kit was installed in the shell, the rear bolster was over 13 feet from the rear end, pushing both trucks too far forward in the shell and causing the wheels to strike the side skirts on sharp turns. There were two possible solutions.  We could (1) get a replacement floor from IHP which had the correct dimensions, or (2) modify the cast floor to move the bolsters to the correct position. The first solution was not considered as this was supposed to be the "very last" kit available. So modification of the cast floor was undertaken by filing the rear end and moving the cast floor rearward until both bolsters were in the correct position. Then some material had to be removed on the cast floor that was just behind the front doors so it would not be seen. The cast floor with its low center of gravity was worth saving, although the club wished that it had been made of firmer metal. The floor is prone to bending if handled a lot. Due to all of the problems encountered, we had to handle it a lot. Removing sufficient material from the rear end and reshaping the sides of the frame to fit the shell casting allowed the trucks to be positioned in the correct location with the bolsters 12.5’ from each end. Note the position of the flywheel (in the third window) in both photos to see how much the floor had to be shifted to the rear. 
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Now new holes would have to be drilled in the frame for the three mounting screws and some material had to be removed from the mounting lugs inside the shell secure this new floor. By now it was August and John wanted to complete the kit.  After six weeks of this and all the problems found with the floor, the floor was considered so deficient that the supplier should be contacted. John contacted IHP via email on August 7th and told of the problems being encountered along with our solution. IHP responded within 24 hours with the following: “…I should have let you know before you started assembling the model of the frame's quirks. In assembling the Kawasaki RTR models, I have found that modifying not the frame, but rather the power truck bolster's screw holes to fit did the job, and no other serious modification on the frame was necessary. The frame fits fine in all the models we've assembled. Just mount it to line up with the mounting bosses as designed. Everyone else has lived with the spacing discrepancy at the front truck and it isn't noticeable in operation. Yes, the trucks are spaced a little too far apart, but all of the frame's issues were because we allowed for shrinkage of the frame during casting, which didn't happen like we thought. Once the mould was made, we had to make do with what we paid for. It still works fine if you did it right, as we've made a bunch of RTR models which no one has complained about. Looks like you just overthought the solutions. Check back with the manufacturer before final assembly if there are any issues with a model you are assembling-we are always here to answer questions. If I were to recast the frame, I'd make some corrections, but the die has been cast and we've decided that the existing frame will continue to be used for the LRV as long as the mould lasts, since no one else seems to have had any problems with it. If you need another frame to redo it the correct way I've described, let me know and I will send one along…”

The offer was accepted and another floor requested on August 8th. When the promised replacement floor did not arrive by August 26th, another email was sent to IHP to try and ascertain the location of the floor. The email went unanswered for over a week and since the customer wanted to complete his model, he elected to employ our own solution and complete the car by drilling the new holes to hold the floor to the car. Testing of the completed but unpainted shell with mechanism on the first floor was accomplished at the SCTC test track over the period of one week in August.  
Without any response to the August 26th email, the promised floor arrived on September 6th. The club review had been stalled waiting for the replacement floor to ensure a fair and complete review. Since IHP had been notified about our problems with the floor and took over twenty days to furnish the replacement, we assumed that this floor would be a “correct” one, unless all the floors in the production run were faulty. Shown below is a top view of the replacement floor as received.
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We were surprised to see that this floor measured 47.5ft in length, compared to the 49.0ft in length that the original floor was before we removed approximately 1.5 ft. So the first floor was obviously defective in being too long. When the floor was examined and the flash removed, we began to mount the Bowser 125100 mechanism. Some of the same problems experienced with the first floor were also experienced with this one. The holes provided for the motor mounts were not large enough for the Bowser 256031 screws so we enlarged them with a #43 drill. The floor is also too thick for 256031 screws that Bowser normally provides with the 1251XX units, so longer 2-56 screws must be obtained or the floor countersunk to allow use of the Bowser provided screws. We elected to countersink the holes and proceed when the next problem occurred. This turned out to be a mistake as the hole for the rear motor mount is out of place just as was the case in the first floor. But we were able to securely mount the Bowser motor to this floor as the cast indentations in this floor allowed the motor mounts to seat properly. Shown next is a bottom view of the replacement floor after we had successfully mounted the Bowser motor mounts.
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We then drilled and tapped the mounting holes for the power truck and mounted the power and trailing trucks and found the kingpin-to-kingpin distance to be the correct 25.0 feet and not “spaced too far apart” as stated in the IHP response. So we began to install the floor into the shell. The next photo shows the original modified floor, painted black, with the replacement floor with the Bowser motor, power and trailing trucks installed.
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In both floors the mounting holes for the power truck bolster were too far apart forcing modifications to the holes in the Bowser #1264 bolster for which this floor was intended. The recommended IHP solution to our problem involved changing this 25.0 ft distance to a non-prototypical distance by moving just one of the trucks. This solution is hardly “correct” so it did not seem to be reasonable to employ that solution here. It is much more desirable to keep the correct kingpin-to-kingpin distance and move the floor. When the replacement floor was inserted into the shell, it fit closer than the original but removing 6 scale inches from the rear and reshaping the end would be, in our opinion, the optimum solution. So we consider both the originally provided floor and the replacement floor as defective. That was not the sole problem. The shell is designed to meet holes already denoted in the floor. To use these mounting holes, the floor is forced into the wrong position, so new mounting holes must be drilled in the floor in any case. We used the original floor and drilled new mounting holes for our model since it was already totally assembled and tested.  We will try and fit the second floor to the original 87102 Kawasaki car for added weight.


The next step was to fashion a rear trolley catcher since we could not find a supplier of the streamlined PCC type trolley catcher.  Then we painted the exterior of the car gloss white, painted and installed the roof equipment, and added the remaining details. We drilled holes for and installed all three headlights.  We elected to paint the car in the current SEPTA scheme with the 7” letter board stripe that is red and “morphs” to blue toward the rear. We did that stripe with an airbrush with many carefully applied light coats and obtained some decals from Bob Dietrich, East Penn Traction Club and made others for ourselves.

CONCLUSIONS


As impressed as we were with the new Kawasaki LRV shell, we were equally as unimpressed with the floor casting, both the one initially provided with the kit and the one sent as a replacement. The replacement floor was an improvement, although it too had most of the same defects. The website of the kit producer states “…when you purchase an IHP product, you know that a lot of painstaking research, a fine eye for detail, and an uncompromising standard of casting and production quality went into making that work of art…” As previously stated, when compared to the prototype, the quality and detail of the shell casting, despite the lack of the trolley catcher, is outstanding, one of the best on the market.  On the other hand, both cast floors that we examined were far from meeting those standards. Only with a lot of filing and drilling and redrilling of holes could either floor be made to fit so that the trucks were in the correct location. On the other hand, after the floor problems were solved, this kit resulted in a very usable model. Using the proven and durable Bowser drive is a definite “plus” for this kit. The very first Bowser 125100 power truck given to us for testing by Lee English in 1999 is still operating excellently in one of the 1997 IHP 87102 Kawasaki models. The repowered chassis was eventually given a certification run on the SCTC test track and ran smoothly at 40 scale miles per hour at 7.0 volts and 0.1 ampere. If all the shortcomings in the cast floor were corrected, this could truly be an outstanding model trolley kit. This kit consists of a one-piece shell with a one-piece floor and finished in a simple white paint scheme with decals provided. In fact, with a little more careful engineering, this could have been a great starter kit for the new trolley modeler.
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