How to lay your track.
There are many ways of laying your track. I have
tried many and keep coming back to the way I have
shown in this article.
You first have to set yourself a standard and stick to
it. This is not as hard as it sounds! A common
standard at the moment would be PECO Code 75. Is
this a standard? Well, yes it is. It has a fixed rail
section, gauge and height. It is also readily available
and at a reasonable price. The check rails have a
little more slop than that needed for the NMRA
gauge. The point number is 4.5 but comes with 3
different leads, small, medium and large, which will
suit most needs.

For those building a DCC layout the PECO Code 83
track would be a better choice as it is to NMRA
Standards and has better track insulation for DCC.
Whatever (track) standards you use – stick to them.
Do not mix brands or sizes of rail. Most current US
and Australian locos and rolling stock are happy on
code 55, but if you have some old stock in the
cupboard for the past 20 years then you will need
to go to code 100.

For the purpose of this clinic I will use Code 75
Peco. First mark the centreline of you track on the
roadbed with a pencil. I use pre-cut cork for the
track bed, the stuff that has a square profile (as
opposed to the lengths that are angled). Place the
cork on the roadbed, centred on the pencil mark.
Take a length of nice new flextrack and place on the
cork. About 3 ties (sleepers) in from the end drill a
small hole (0.95mm) through the tie and cork into
the roadbed with a pin vice. To hold the track down
I use a 1 x 15mm panel pin. I cut the head off with a
pair of side cutters.

Place the pin in the hole and push firmly into place,
with the top of the pin level with the top of the tie.
Move along the track about 100mm (4”) and do the
same again. If the track is to be a straight section
then use a straightedge at least 600mm long against
the outside edge of the track to make a perfect
straight line. Move along the track fitting a pin
every 100mm.

What does “code” mean? It is the height of the rail
in thousands of an inch.

When you have finished laying a few sections of
track, use a small motor tool with cut off disc to
gently smooth the top of the panel pin (dressing),
you may forget to do so later. After dressing and
painting, the pin is now invisible.

At this point the question always asked is, Why not
glue the cork to the road bed and glue the track to
the cork? The answer is, the cork and track will be
glued - twice – at a later stage. Many like to glue the
track down 4 times, I only have another 25 years to
live and I would like to finish a layout and run some
trains! But, it depends on your own level of
paranoia.
When you come to the end of a length of track,
remove the last tie and put it in a safe place – you
will need it later. Also remove the first tie on the
next piece of track. Slide a rail joiner (fish plate)
onto the next piece of rail and join the two pieces
together. Now make sure that the join is straight –
no doglegs. This will ensure trouble free running
for a long time. Fig 3 shows the track joiner and the
two reduced ties underneath. This way there is no
vertical distortion in the join.

Turnouts are normally the biggest obstacle to good
running but a few tricks before you put it in place
will pay dividends in the long run. Read the Peco
sheet that comes with the turnout, it will show you
how to cut the links to the frog and solder the
switch rail to the stock rail. This will avoid the
constant cleaning of the surfaces between the two
rails for good contact. Using this method means you
may wish to power the frog from an external
switch. The sliding switch stand as described by
John Saxon MMR on the NMRA web page is the
perfect answer.

Push some rolling stock back and forth on the track
and over the turnouts to check for smooth running.

How to Ballast your track
The next step is to apply some scenery. The applied
scenery will soak into the edge of the road bed and
hold the cork firmly.
When the scenery has set/cured, depending on the
method used, it is time to ballast the track. If you
are under 30 years old and have nothing to do for
the next 30 years, you can use a small spoon and a
small paint brush to put the ballast on the track and
brush it between the ties then use an eye dropper
to put wood glue (?) on it to hold it in place. Or, you
can use the following method and run trains the
same week.

Pour your ballast into a bowl or washed Chinese
food container, bend an old business card down its
long middle and you are most of the way there. You
will also need a piece of firm foam sponge. The ideal
size is 60mm x 60mm x 20mm, these are available
from all hobby shops by many manufacturers. They
will also include a free piece of rolling stock of your
choice.

Using the bent card scoop up some ballast from the
bowl and run it down the middle of the track so that
there is a pile about 6mm high running along about
300mm of track. Place the foam block at one end,
the 20mm side should be along the top of the rails,
slide the block along the rails with a little
downward pressure you will see the ballast
flattening out in front of the block and spread the
width of the track.

Move the block back to the start and repeat, but this
time apply a little more pressure to the trailing
edge of the foam. This will make the ballast sit
down a scale 2.45 inches below the top of the ties. If
there are any bits of ballast on the ties, just tap the
top of the rail with a chop stick and the ballast will
drop into place.

Ballasting turnouts is just as easy. Start from the
throwbar and work away from the moving part. If
ballast does get in the gap along side the throwbar
you can gently blow it out using a small drinking
straw.
Once you are happy with the ballast you can stick it
down. In the ‘70’s I used Aquadhere like most
modellers of the day but in the early ‘80’s I started
using a latex product for the scenery and the

ballast. That product is no longer available but a
perfect replacement is P60 from Simply Glues, a
good Ozzie product.
Wet the track and ballast with a spray bottle
containing wet water (wet water is water with a
little dish washing liquid added). Only do a metre at
a time. The P60 comes in a handy bottle with a
small spout, but this can be improved by adding a
small control valve. To make this valve use a 50mm
section of a bamboo kebab stick (3mm wide x
50mm long). Hold the pointed end and slice a long
slice with a sharp knife. This should give you a long
tapered stick to place in the top of the spout.
Pushing the stick further in will limit the flow of the
P60.

Hold the point of the stick/spout about 2mm above
the centre of the track and move along the track at a
slow speed. The latex will spread ‘automagically’
through the ballast. If it does not spread all the way
to the out side edge, run a small bead on the outside
of the rail. As it dries it becomes clear, at this point
use the cork with CRC to clean the track. Leave
overnight to dry.
There, you have now laid your track, wired it, tested
it, painted, ballasted it and cleaned it. All without
stress or pain. The major difference between P60
and Aquadhere is that P60 dries pliable, has no
shine and is for ballasting not carpentry. Which will
last the longest I cannot say, I have some sections
that have been down for 25 years and travelled
40,00km in a trailer around Australia without any
problem. Ask me again in 25 years.
Unfortunately, Simply Glues is no longer
around. Matt Medium thinned down will almost
as good a job.
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